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Women, Black Power and Autobiography: A Black Feminist Literary Tradition

“There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.”

-Maya Angelou

1.1 Black Women and Autobiography

Autobiography is a powerful literary genre, firmly ingrained in African American
literary tradition and discourse. During the course of many decades, Black people found in it
the ideal medium through which to tell the story of their own life. There are numerous
examples of personal narratives written through the years by African American people, and
a large number of them deal with their position in American society. For Black women it has
represented an important way to awaken American society to the struggles against their
specific forms of oppression.

While historical and literary attention has tended to focus mainly on the male
production in the fight for civil and human rights, Black women have been very prolific as
well, in the production of both personal narratives and theoretical essays, articulating the
necessary knowledge to understand the specificity of their experience. Yet, largely due to
gender bias on the part of the American academic scene, only starting from the 1960s with
the affirmation of Black feminist movements did scholars realize the importance of the other,
female side of African American history and literature. For instance, while it is true that most
slave narratives were written by Black men, those written by Black women were largely
ignored until the advent of contemporary Black feminist movements, which shifted scholars’
attention towards women’s autobiography, generally considered until then untrustworthy or
not of interest. Black women’s autobiographies throughout the 19" and 20" century did not
receive the attention they deserved, despite the importance of their accounts. They include
an intersectional understanding of gender and racial oppression by adding the necessary
knowledge to complete the whole picture.

Among the many phases of the African American struggle, there is a period of time,

commonly referred to as “Black Power”, which was rife with both opportunities and



contradictions for Black female activist autobiographers. Mostly active during the Seventies,
Black Power organizations offered a promising, revolutionary outlook on American society
and, at least on the surface, Black men seemed willing to fight alongside their female
counterparts, only to maintain their patriarchal attitude and relegate them to the usual
exploitative roles they typically occupied. It is, then, no wonder that, among the many
autobiographies and memoirs produced by Black activists during the Black Power era, only
three full accounts were written by women. These three women, namely Angela Yvonne
Davis, Assata Shakur and Elaine Brown, are the voices who can complete the collective
history of Black Power in an exhaustive manner, and as such, their contribution is invaluable.

This study’s aim is to offer an analysis based on the insights of Black feminism in
Davis’, Shakur’s and Brown’s narratives, three accounts that represent the lesser-known
voices in the context of Black Power’s autobiographies. It is during this radical phase of the
fight for Civil Rights that women were able to fully articulate a more complex socio-political
consciousness, which allowed them to deeply analyze the many forms of oppression they
suffered. This study will focus on their analysis of the gender-specific conditions of Black
women and its connections with a long established Black female literary tradition, which
finds its origins in pioneering works such as Harriet Jacobs’ Incidents in the Life of a Slave
Girl (1861), a fundamental piece of literature that still influences African American literature
today.

In this chapter, drawing on several seminal studies and the example of Harriet Jacobs’
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, the defining features of Black women’s autobiography
will be examined, exploring its historical origins and tracing its continuities in contemporary
memoirs. Feminism and political activism will serve as central threads throughout the works

analyzed in this study.
1.2 Black Women’s Autobiography and Academic Criticism
Despite the numerous examples of Black women’s literary excellency and credibility

in their autobiographies, their texts struggled for a long time to attract the attention of

American academia and critics all throughout the 19" and most of the 20" century until the



1960s, when the first prominent feminist movements claimed the spotlight for themselves in
both political and academic environments. Women’s autobiography in general, and
specifically Black women’s, has been produced regularly in a hostile cultural space
dominated by white men, a space that, according to Johnnie M. Stover in her study Rhetoric
and Resistance in Black Women's Autobiography (2003), is influenced by the ideology better
known as “American Exceptionalism.”' American Exceptionalism is the belief in the
superiority of the United States over the rest of the nations of the World due to the ideas and
political beliefs typically promoted by the white male population, which assumed the
privilege of regulating many institutions, cultural as well as political. In a context pervaded
by such ideology, women struggled to liberate themselves from patriarchal control, which
extends into many spheres of both public and private life. American learning institutions,
publishing houses, and critics largely ignored women'’s literature, excluding them from the
literary public discourse. This is due to the fact that American Exceptionalism shaped its
narratives around the 'ideal' American subject, which is often white, male, and independent.
For this reason, women were relegated to the domestic sphere, occupying a secondary role
both in public life and literature. On of the myths born from American Exceptionalism is that
of 'true womanhood', which confined women to roles of purity and submission. In the context
of women’s autobiography, this often translated into a lack of attention towards the literature
produced by both white and Black women, leaving them devoid of recognition.

For many years the value of autobiography was deemed to be found in the acts
performed by the author in their life. For instance, Benjamin Franklin's The Autobiography
of Benjamin Franklin is still widely considered one of the pioneering pieces of the genre
thanks to the central theme of the ‘self-made man’, which is very dear to American culture.
The autobiographical genre was not exclusive to white people. Many voices belong to the
myriads of minorities who lived in American soil, though they struggled to obtain the same
recognition. In fact, autobiography has always been an important instrument in the hands of
minorities of all kinds to represent themselves and claim their rights. Unfortunately, their

writings have been considered for a long time as nothing more than testimonies with no

!Johnnie M. Stover, Rhetoric and Resistance in Black Women s Autobiography, Gainesville, University
Press of Florida, 2003, p. 21



inherent literary value. As long as the standard for the genre was dictated by white subjects,
both the literary and socio-political meanings were ignored by American scholars. For
example, while white men do not deal with systemic oppression in their accounts, both white
and Black women deal with it according to their own unique condition, touching many
subjects in the process, often challenging the white canon.? Various scholars have found
reasons for American academia’s indifference in its universalistic bias that sees the white
male experience as representative and normative. Joanne Braxton in her Black Women

Writing Autobiography (1989) explains that

Black women have been paralyzed by issues of primacy, authenticity, and authorship, and by
criteria of unity, coherence, completion, and length. Academic systems that do not value
scholarship on black women, or reward it, have told us that we are not first, not central, not
major, not authentic.’

Scholars Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, in the introduction to their collection of
essays titled Women, Autobiography, Theory: A Reader (1998), attribute the neglect of
women’s autobiographies to diffident white male scholars doubtful about truthfulness,
together with the different criteria utilized to assess the importance of the subjects treated in
the writings.* In an effort to better represent themselves, women undertook the task of
"writing themselves into history,"> appropriating autobiography as a genre that could include
feminist perspectives within its cultural and theoretical framework. According to Smith and
Watson, autobiography provides a particularly effective form for this endeavor, as it enables
women to weave feminist theory into the fabric of their life stories, embedding it directly into
the narrative structure.® The dismissal of women’s autobiography is a very important reason
why for many years personal accounts such as slave narratives were the object of a biased

study, since scholars focused their efforts on the analysis of almost exclusively male-written

2 1Ivi, p. 22

3 Joanne M. Braxton, Black Women Writing Autobiography: A Tradition Within a Tradition,
Philadelphia, Temple University Press, 1989, p. 18

4 Sidonie A. Smith & Julia Watson, “Introduction,” in Women, Autobiography, Theory: A Reader, ed.
by Sidonie A. Smith & Julia Watson, Madison, University of Wisconsin Press, 1998, p. 4
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ones while women’s were either ignored or misunderstood. It is only with the rise to
prominence in academia of Black feminist and postcolonial studies that the ground for a true
work of retrieval of Black women’s voices was prepared. Many feminist scholars made it
their duty to dig into American literary history and properly analyze what had been
considered volatile and disorganized, unworthy of attention before.” Such efforts allowed
them to rediscover fundamental works such as Harriet Jacobs’ Incidents in the Life of a Slave
Girl (1861), which is today often compared to Frederick Douglass’ Narrative of the Life of
Frederick Douglass, an American Slave (1845) in terms of importance. The retrieval of
Jacobs’ narrative is to be attributed to the research work of historian Jean Fagan Yellin, who
in the 1980s refused to accept the dominant hypothesis about the narrative — that is, that it
had been written by a white woman abolitionist — and started to look for documents, finally
proving the veracity of Jacobs’ personal account. Through the study of data that were not so
difficult to access, Fagan Yellin irrefutably proved that, contrary to popular belief, /ncidents
in the Life of a Slave Girl is not a sentimental novel as it was thought to be, but the true
autobiographical story of the life of a Black woman slave, as affirmed by the author in the
introduction of her book.?

Fagan Yellin’s effort of retrieving forgotten women’s writings is an act of academic
feminism, which many scholars have adopted in the attempt to retrace a deep-rooted, long-
lost literary tradition that challenges the widespread conception of male superiority
permeating many American educational institutions for centuries. The objective is to
reconstruct a rich female literary tradition, produced by strong, exemplary women whose
literature is a declaration of resistance. According to Smith and Watson, the retrieval of
positive, strong, heroic female figures contributes to the development of what they call a
“feminist pedagogy’”, because they are used in educational institutions as examples of
resistance and strength. In this sense women’s autobiography is an attempt at proving their
humanity to a male audience who stripped them of their human traits.!? Interestingly, another

attempt of establishing Jacobs’ authorship and truthfulness had already been made as early

71Ivi, p. 7

8 Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, New York, Penguin Books, 2000, pp. 3-4
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as 1946 by scholar Marion Starling, though unfortunately, she could not restore her image as
a full-fledged autobiographer, since important figures such as Sterling Brown and Arna
Bontemps contested the validity of her study.!!

In order to write themselves into history, women resorted to the use of an already
existing literary instrument that was typically under white men’s control, which is, indeed,
autobiography. Rather than elaborating a completely new medium, the adaptation of the
genre of autobiography to their life experiences is an example of empowering appropriation
of the language used by the oppressor to make their perspectives visible. For Black women,
as explained by Stover, this process has been going on for centuries, dating back to at least
1787, when a slave woman named Belinda appropriated the English language to petition for
her freedom and ask for reparations.!?> This adaptation of the genre constituted the ideal
literary playground for women from all ethnic groups in the U.S., but especially for African
American women. The many slave narratives born from this appropriation display a rich
cultural inheritance originating from West Africa, from which most enslaved Africans came.
Thanks to the creative blending of a Western genre such as autobiography and West-African
culture, slaves created true cornerstones of African American literature. Furthermore, many
literary elements typical of different genres find their way into Black women’s
autobiography, aiding them in the task of portraying the difficult conditions of their life un
the U.S."?

With their growing socio-political consciousness, Black women insisted in their
endeavor of putting their life on paper, and during the season of the Black Power movement

they offered proof of uncompromised literary and political maturity.

' Joanne M. Braxton, Black Women Writing Autobiography: A Tradition Within a Tradition, p. 22
12 Johnnie M. Stover, Rhetoric and Resistance in Black Women s Autobiography, p. 33
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1.3 Characteristic Traits of Black Women’s Autobiographies: A Comparison with

Men’s Life Narratives

For a long time, both white and Black male critics failed to recognize the value of
Black women’s slave narratives, which threw an important light on the specificity of their
oppression and resistance. While male fugitives often relied on physical strength as a means
of resistance, enslaved women employed primarily psychological and verbal forms of
resistance, modes frequently misread as signs of weakness. Moreover, men did not suffer the
abuse that female fugitive slaves instead emphasize in their narratives; they endured not only
physical violence but also the pervasive threat of sexual violence, a reality largely absent
from male-authored slave accounts.

While autobiography is indeed the narration of one’s own life through their own
standpoint, the genre may acquire different meanings and objectives depending on the subject
who undertakes this narrative challenge. Multiple scholars have noticed in their analyses of
African American autobiography that, at least during the pre-Civil War era, men and women
wrote for very different reasons. While it is true that the horrors of slavery are clearly reported
in men’s slave narratives as well, the objective is not always intentionally pedagogic, and
they focus more on their own successful acts of rebellion, as suggested by scholars Leonore
Hoffman and Margo Culley.'* In this sense, women’s autobiographies are often defined
‘dialogical’, as they engage in a dialogue with the reader, while men seem to enact a
monologue, rather than a conversation.'®

Unsurprisingly, Black women’s autobiographies assume a different form in
comparison to Black men’s. Many of the differences that we find today are part of an old
legacy which has survived through the decades and whose origin can be traced back to the
first autobiographies written by slaves who managed to escape from their bondage and
acquire a certain degree of literacy. Both were dangerous endeavors: escaping from the

plantations meant certain punishment or death in case of failure, and a slave who could read

14 Elouise Bell, Telling One's Story: Women's Journals Then and Now, in Women's Personal
Narratives: Essays in Criticism and Pedagogy, ed. Leonore Hoffman and Margo Culley, New York, Modern
Language Association, 1985, pp. 167-176

15 Sidonie A. Smith & Julia Watson, Women, Autobiography, Theory: A Reader, p. 11



and write was deemed dangerous, to the point where slave owners were prohibited by law
from teaching them the alphabet. The relatively few slave narratives that managed to find
their way to the public are written by the hand of men and women who could escape from
the plantation while also learning how to read and write. Most of these narratives were written
by men. The most striking example, which is still considered one of the foundational works
of African American literature, is Frederick Douglass’ Narrative of the Life of Frederick
Douglass, an American Slave, a tale of self-empowerment through psychological and
physical struggle and the acquisition of literacy as an emancipatory device. As expected, the
number of slave narratives written by men far surpasses that of those written by women,
mainly due to the different chances they had to acquire literacy. In both Frederick Douglass’
and Harriet Jacobs’ cases literacy comes from seemingly sympathetic mistresses, who do not
see any harm in educating their slaves until someone or something stops them. Interestingly,
if we compare Douglass’ Narrative and Jacobs’ Incidents, taking them as exemplary of the
genre, many differences in style, subjects and attitude are visible. In this section, the typical
characteristics of Black women’s slave narratives and autobiographies will be presented and
briefly compared to Black men’s slave narratives and autobiographies.

Defining the genre of the slave narrative is a complex matter. This complexity is due
to the fact that, as reported by Stover in Rhetoric and Resistance, autobiography, being a
typically white male genre, inevitably assumes different forms in the hands of Black women
writers. They added literary devices typical of other genres and their own narrative tradition,
because their stories could not be told following the rules of a typical autobiographic
narrative.'¢ In order to properly build their narrative, Black people combine autobiography
as intended by white authors with narrative devices belonging to other genres, like the
adventure novel or the sentimental novel, effectively appropriating a literary genre used by
white people who often focused on the story of their personal success. According to Barbara
Smith, the use of the sentimental novel, for example, is a “political enterprise, halfway
between sermon and social theory that both codifies and attempts to mold the values of the
»17

time”"’, a voluntary endeavor that aims at spreading awareness and educating American

16 Thidem
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society. Jacobs used such devices to appeal to her target audience, which was composed of
white women on whom she wished to make a favorable impression. She hoped to incite them
into action against the dehumanizing conditions suffered by Black women under slavery.

It was common practice for white abolitionists to guarantee the veracity of slave
narratives, but, even with their seal of approval, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl was
considered a fake autobiography despite the presence of all the necessary assurances by male
scholars until the 1980s. The book is prefaced by prominent writer and activist Lydia Maria
Child, who introduced Incidents guaranteeing both Jacobs’ full authorship -though her real
name was not disclosed- and the narrative’s truthfulness. As stated above, it was only thanks
to the retrieving efforts made by feminist scholars starting from the 1980s that Jacobs’s
authorship was confirmed, allowing her to become one of the ‘mothers’ of African American
autobiography.

Speaking of structure, Black women depart from the rigid structure of white
autobiography with different literary devices, such as the open ending and compositions that
do not always follow chronological order. These features further alienated white scholars
who did not recognize Black autobiography as a proper genre. Taking Jacobs’ example, the
sentimental novel normally imposes a fixed ending, usually with either the marriage or the
death of the heroine. Jacobs, instead, closes her narrative at a moment when her objectives
have not been achieved, in a moment of unresolved difficulties. This peculiarity suggests that
the life stories written by Black women cannot fit into a precise genre, they appropriate and
re-elaborate the text challenging white literary expectations. '8

Black women’s slave narratives were hybrid forms that not only blended multiple
genres, but also drew heavily on storytelling techniques and cultural elements rooted in West
African traditions. Traces of the oral practices characteristic of these ancestral cultures are
clearly visible throughout their works. As suggested by Stover, “beliefs, myths and practices
have been passed from one generation to the next. Many customs, myths and traditions
survived the displacement.”!” One notable example comes from the social hierarchy typically

adopted by Yoruba tradition which values age more than gender, allowing both old men and

18 Tvi, p. 48
19 Ivi, p. 63



women to be central in the social life of the slave communities that had formed in southern
plantations. Another example stems from the pedagogical role mothers played in Yoruba
society through oral teachings, disrupted by the inhuman practice of separating mothers and
their children for profit. Even today it is not uncommon to find in Black women’s writings a
heightened focus on the female figures who contribute to the personal growth of the author,
especially in fatherless contexts. All three of the authors analyzed in this study, in fact, pay a
great deal of attention to the positive role covered by their mothers and ‘othermothers’. For
clarity’s sake, othermothering is a fairly common practice originating from the African tribes
from where slaves came from. It is often found in Black American communities of all eras,
and it consists of a collective effort made by the women of a community to share their
mothering responsibilities.

In terms of subjects treated in their narratives, slave narrators tend to focus on
different sides of their condition depending on the author’s gender. Frederick Douglass in his
Narrative dealt with many topics that are often present in other slave narratives written by
men. Generally speaking, the personal struggle against the slave master serves as the central
focus of the narrative, highlighting acts of physical, verbal, and psychological resistance and
retaliation against white oppression. This form of warfare was often necessarily individual in
nature, given the constant risk of betrayal, a fear sustained by the slim chances of successful
escape and the severe consequences of being discovered. Interestingly, this element of
distrust enabled male slave narratives to more closely align with white male conceptions of
autobiography, which is centered on the actions of a singular, heroic individual who triumphs
over adversity. In addition, Black men were more likely to follow a chronological structure
in their narratives, whereas Black women often adopted a fragmented form, further reshaping
the genre to reflect their own experiences and priorities. Literacy as an emancipatory
instrument is another theme dear to Douglass, who insists on its being fundamental to resist
enslavement and become an independent subject. Unfortunately, Douglass and many others
failed to recognize the different forms of agency that were available to Black women. Firstly,
his praise of literacy as emancipatory is short-sighted in that it excludes the possibility of
illiterate subjects being able to resist and find their way to freedom, while we know this is

inaccurate due to the presence of numerous slave narratives ‘as related to’, written by white
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abolitionists according to the oral narration of the fugitive slave, as well as to the majority of
illiterate slaves who escaped even though they did not tell their stories. Secondly, Douglass
dedicates very little space in his narration to women, who were actually a very important
presence in his early life and key figures in his successful escape. Douglass’ mother is one of
such figures, a woman who risked her life to take care of him as a newborn, or Aunt Hester,
who resisted her master consequently attracting his violent ire, making her a heroine in her
own right. Another woman who played a crucial role in his life since she made his escape
possible was his wife Anna Murray, who appears only once in Douglass’ Narrative despite
her importance.

Women'’s slave narratives differ markedly from those of men on several significant
levels. One of the strongest differences is found in the representation of others in the
narrative: if men focus mostly on themselves, women do not separate their story from the
story of their community. Many of the important characters of these narratives are the other
women of the community, teachers and caretakers of the enslaved. In Harriet Jacobs’ case,
among the many supportive people, there is Aunt Marthy, a strong, independent woman who
is responsible for the education she received, which gave great importance to dignity and
resistance. Among the many differences between male and female slave experiences was the
motivation to flee, or lack thereof. While enslaved men were often stopped by fear and
physical violence, enslaved women were more frequently held back by maternal
responsibilities and their fundamental roles within the enslaved community.?’ Black women’s
autobiographical writing reveals not only individual experiences but also political and social
efforts, underscoring the genre’s collective and activist dimensions.

Astutely, the words of Nanny, a character in Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937)
by Zora Neale Hurston, perfectly encapsulate the specific form of oppression Black women
suffered (and still suffer today) with just one, very famous sentence: "De nigger woman is de
mule uh de world so fur as Ah can see."?! With these words Hurston’s criticism towards white
society acquires more than one dimension, as it preannounces a very important concept for

contemporary feminists, better known as ‘intersectionality’. Generally attributed to legal

20 Ivi, p. 28
21 Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God, New York, Harper Perennial, 2006, p. 17

11



scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw because she coined the term in 1989 in her study
Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of
Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics, intersectionality is,
according to her, “greater than the sum of racism and sexism, any analysis that does not take
intersectionality into account cannot sufficiently address the particular manner in which
Black women are subordinated.”?? To summarize, intersectionality is an analytical tool that
allows us to understand the condition of Black women not as the sum of multiple forms of
oppression, but as a unique experience shaped by the specific interaction of race, gender, and
other systems of power.

Although Kimberl¢ Crenshaw is widely credited with formally articulating the
concept of intersectionality, many Black women before her -such as Zora Neale Hurston and
Harriet Jacobs- demonstrated an implicit understanding of the intersecting dynamics of race,
gender, and class. As demonstrated in numerous autobiographical works, Black women often
narrated experiences that reveal the lived realities of the intersection of race and gender long
before it was theorized in academic discourse. Black women autobiographers, due to their
marginalized position in American society, often talk about the specific forms of oppression
they suffer; intersectionality represents the political core of their personal narratives. It is in
this sense that authors like Angela Davis find it difficult to limit their autobiography to the
narrative of the events of their life as a single individual, they all recognize the collective and
political nature of their literary endeavor®®, which more than the story of a woman’s life is a
denunciation of white patriarchy’s attempt to keep the Black community and Black women
relegated to a subaltern position in American society. Davis in particular, dedicates her
autobiography to all the Black women who share her condition, recognizing that her story is
indeed the story of all of them.?

Each of the three autobiographers whose work will be analyzed in this study present

strong political opinions in their writings. Political activism and the inherent political nature

22 Kimberlé Crenshaw, Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique
of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics, University of Chicago Legal Forum,
1989 (Vol. 1989, Issue 1), pp. 139-167

2 Angela Y. Davis, Angela Davis: An Autobiography, London, Penguin Random House UK, 2022,
preface

24 Ibidem
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of Black women’s autobiography allow Davis, Shakur and Brown to create insightful and
unique narratives capable of portraying in detail the American socio-political situation during

the Black Power phase of the fight for Civil and Human Rights.

1.4 Harriet Jacobs: Woman, Pioneer, Autobiographer

One of the most symbolic figures in the history of Black women’s autobiography is
undoubtedly Harriet Jacobs, a slave woman who managed to escape from the plantations of
the South and find relative freedom and to write her story in the North. While today her slave
narrative is considered a proper autobiography, in the past American scholars and critics
challenged its value because they did not believe in the truthfulness of the events reported in
the narrative and in Jacobs’ authorship. Due to the superficial and patronizing attitude of the
many white male scholars who could not believe a former slave woman would be able to
write such an articulate and well-crafted narrative by herself, Incidents in the Life of a Slave
Girl was believed to be a novel written by a white woman. It was only with the advent of
contemporary feminism and its commitment to retrieve foremothers and forgotten works of
the past that several misinterpreted or lost accounts were made available and properly
studied. Jacobs’ Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl is one of such cases. While it is true that
white abolitionist Lydia Maria Child helped with the process of writing and publication of
the book, her contribution, according to her own words, was minimal.?® In fact, due to Jacobs’
autobiography being signed with the pseudonym Linda Brent, many scholars assumed that
the true author of the book was Child herself. Furthermore, the autobiography was wrongly
categorized as a sentimental novel, since several elements typical of the genre were
embedded in the text. As explained before, Black men and women adopted narrative styles
typical of various literary genres for different reasons. In Jacobs’ case, adopting the narrative
style present of sentimental novels was meant to appeal to her intended audience, composed
of white women. By relating her tragic story, Jacobs hoped to reach her white sisters in order

to persuade them to assume an active role in the fight against the dehumanizing practice that

25 Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, New York, Penguin Books, 2000, pp. 5-6
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is slavery, demonstrating the activist and politicized purpose of the book. Because it
resembled the typical sentimental story of an innocent girl persecuted by an old man,
American scholars thought they had enough reason to be distrustful of /ncidents, until scholar
Jean Fagan Yellin proved otherwise with her research started in the 1980s. Fagan Yellin’s
work mainly consisted in the retrieval of publicly available information contained in letters
and apprentice pieces written by Jacobs and published in the New York Tribune, together with
a review of her autobiography published in 1861 in the English journal Anti-Slavery
Advocate, whose author talked with Jacobs herself and could confirm both the authenticity
of the narration and Jacobs’ authorship. As a way to prevent such mistakes from happening
again, Joanne Braxton suggested in Black Women Writing Autobiography that a redefinition
of the slave narrative and autobiography may be necessary so as to include the works of
women that would otherwise be excluded.?® According to Braxton, the typical themes and
tropes of the slave narrative identified through the analysis of male texts should be revised,
adding new literary archetypes that are instead present in female texts, such as the “Outraged
Mother”, a slave woman forced to become the mother of more slaves, outraged because of
the systematic sexual abuse they suffered, which deprived them of virtue and self-respect.?’
She serves as a foil to the heroic male slave who mainly relies on physical strength. Instead,
she endures and overcomes hardships unique to her condition by relying primarily on
psychological resilience and verbal resistance. If male slaves had their own methods to gain
freedom, which often consisted in a physical and psychological confrontation with their
masters, the slave woman usually could not rely on violence, making it necessary for her to
use alternative methods. Women could count on two expedients to resist or defy the will of
slave masters: the first is the use of language and wit, which often translates into the use of
sass and invective, and the second is psychological resistance, often reinforced by a strong
sense of self-respect. It is only starting from the 1980s that feminist reinterpretations
highlighted the presence of a strong female figure in women’s slave narratives. She is

different than the ‘heroic male slave’, the individualistic, lone hero embodied, in scholar and

26 Joanne M. Braxton, Black Women Writing Autobiography: A Tradition Within a Tradition, p. 19
27 Ibidem
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critic Robert Stepto’s opinion in different essays 2%, by Frederick Douglass’s narrated self, a
man who links freedom, literacy and struggle to understand his condition of bondage and
escape from it. Unfortunately, this archetype simply ignores female subjects, who are not
recognized as capable of fighting for their freedom and the freedom of their children.
According to Braxton, this lack of recognition may be due to the fact that not many female
slave narratives were written, and many of the accounts about enslaved black women that
survive to this day are related through the perspective of male slaves, who often described
them as helpless victims of their slave masters, completely unable to fight back and at the
mercy of the white man.?

Fagan Yellin’s work exposed the persistent reluctance of white academia to reevaluate
its stance toward Black women’s literature, a position upheld by prominent scholars in the
field such as John Blassingame.’® Today Incidents is widely regarded as one of the most
articulated, detailed and developed slave narratives written by a Black woman before the
American Civil War. Incidents raised many important concerns characteristic of Black
women in a moment when their womanhood and humanity was questioned. Most notably,
Jacobs uses autobiography to deal with socio-political problems such as Black community’s
position in the United States and Black women’s critique of ‘true womanhood’, a then widely
accepted set of rules that prescribed modesty, chastity and submissiveness as standards
against which to measure female behavior, which was virtually impossible to follow for
Black women, since they were constantly victims of dehumanizing practices. Alongside ‘true
womanhood’, Jacobs denounces many important aspects of the oppression suffered
exclusively by the slave woman while highlighting her resistance to it. In Incidents, she deals
with the very common threat of sexual exploitation and forced motherhood, threats to Black
families’ stability, exaggerated work expectations and specific forms of punishment, use of
psychological and verbal forms of abuse, and absence of legal protection from rape and other

inhumane practices.

28 Stepto, Robert B., Storytelling in Early Afro-American Fiction: Frederick Douglass’ “The Heroic
Slave”, The Georgia Review, 1982, pp. 355-368

29 Joanne M. Braxton, Black Women Writing Autobiography: A Tradition Within a Tradition, p. 19

30 Jean Fagan Yellin, Harriet Jacobs: A Case History of Authentication, in The Cambridge Companion
to the African American Slave Narrative, New York, Cambridge University Press, 2007, pp. 189-200
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Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl is a work of great value not only for its formal
and thematic complexity but also for its ability to represent the voices of not just its author,
but also the many women who endured similar trials and suffering as Jacobs, making it a
very strong political piece of literature.

Incidents offers a much-needed counterpart to slave narratives such as Frederick
Douglass’s autobiography by shedding light on the specific forms of oppression endured by
enslaved women, oppressions that male slaves ignored or did not underline in their own
accounts. In doing so, Jacobs’ narrative completes the broader story of slavery by revealing
the gendered dimensions of suffering and resistance that were often marginalized or ignored
in male-centered slave narratives. Harriet Jacobs’ goal is both abolitionist and feminist in its
nature; its aim is to mobilize her white sisters in the North and make them openly side against
slavery and its immoral and sexually degrading treatment of women. Jacobs also commits to
redefining and deconstructing the cult of ‘true womanhood,” and to achieve this she boldly
chose to reveal the sexual abuse she endured and the difficult decisions she made, actions
that few women of her time were willing to disclose, making her narrative a notably radical
work. The author’s goal in writing her slave narrative, as said before, is mainly one: to shock
white women into action and move them from their inactive position towards slavery. Jacobs
hoped that, by accurately depicting slavery as a dehumanizing and sexual abuse, white
women would understand that slavery made it impossible for Black women to abide to ‘true
womanhood’. It is worth noting that the dialogical intention shown by /ncidents and its author
is a necessary setting for a strongly feminist autobiography whose goal is to call other people
to action.

Why did Jacobs use a pseudonym? Linda Brent becomes the mask the author uses to
reveal her story to the public; in order to reach her goal of raising awareness Jacobs ‘bares’
herself and her memories to her audience, putting her reputation at risk in the context of a
society that still firmly places women under a precise set of gender roles and rules. Although
it might be easy to assume that Jacobs felt ashamed of the choices she made to resist her
master, evidence suggests otherwise. She appeared to believe that the pursuit of her freedom
and dignity outweighed any potential dishonor. Later accounts indicate that she gained

considerable respect and popularity within white abolitionist circles despite the sincerity
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shown in her narrative. The main reason Jacobs hides her name is found in the introductory
pages of her autobiography, where she states clearly that the only reason why she chose to
cover her name, and the names of all the actors in her life, is purely an effort to protect other
slaves who were involved or planned to escape. In her own words: “I have concealed the
names of places, and given persons fictitious names. I had no motive for secrecy on my own
account, but I deemed it kind and considerate towards others to pursue this course.””!

The pace of the narrative is set by a series of turning points, events with significant
meaning in the life of the author, whose life journey starts in bondage and ends with partial
freedom. The text alternates between two different narrative forms: the first is a confessional
narrative, while the second is a nineteenth-century genteel fiction®?, in which a beautiful
protagonist deals with the hardships of slavery and oppressive seduction. During her
confessions, Jacobs seems to seek the sympathy and acceptance of her readers in order to
establish the necessary connection to move the hearts of her readers; she is fully aware of the
unorthodoxy of her life, narrative and methods, which serve as a way to establish a personal
connection with the women of her own time, still used to the norms of ‘true womanhood’. In
fact, not only does she apologize about the crudeness of the topics she decides to make public
in order not to alienate her white female audience, but she successfully argues that the
stringent rules imposed on women are essentially impossible to obey for black women, and
this was particularly significant given that enslaved women were structurally denied the
opportunity to embody the virtues that comprised the ideal of ‘true womanhood’. Their
sexual vulnerability, lack of bodily autonomy, forced separation from their children, and
inability to worship freely all placed them outside the bounds of this white middle-class ideal.
Jacobs’ narrative deals with each of these virtues accordingly, making it evident that the
construct of ‘true womanhood’ could not possibly be observed by Black women, just like
many white middle-class ideals are not accessible to most of the Black American community
today.

Differentiating herself from the norm, Jacobs openly admits to the sexual abuse she

suffered and to the deliberate use of her own body as a means to gain freedom. It is important

31 Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, New York, Penguin Books, 2000, p. 3
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to remember that, in hopes of escaping, she sought the help of a neighboring, sympathetic
white man by bearing his children two times. This man, a local lawyer and congressman
whose name in the autobiography is Mr. Sands, has been later identified as Samuel Tredwell
Sawyer. He is responsible for the liberation of their two children, whom he purchased from
Jacobs’ enslaver, commonly referred to in the autobiography as Dr. Flint, pseudonym for
James Norcom. The birth of Benjamin, and Ellen in particular, was the last and strongest
motivation Jacobs needed to finally decide to find a way towards freedom for her small
family. The two children reversed completely her priorities, to the point that she voluntarily
misses multiple chances of fleeing from the plantation and endured great and lasting pains to
avoid leaving them behind in an unsafe and possibly deadly place. Even though having
Sawyer’s children did not help her the way she hoped, the birth of her children turned into a
powerful motivator, as she became more determined than ever to leave the plantation in order
to ensure a future for her children and herself.

Incidents’ focal point stands in the many vicissitudes she experienced during the time
she was enslaved. Growing up, Linda is soon subjected to Dr. Flint’s relentless sexual
harassment, a campaign intended to break her will and assert total control over her mind and
body. However, Linda resists his advances with remarkable resolve. Rather than submitting,
she becomes increasingly defiant, as Flint’s aggression appears only to strengthen her
resistance and bold attitude. As Hazel Carby observes in her study Reconstructing
Womanhood, Linda’s resilience may stem in part from the influence of a key maternal figure
in her life: her grandmother, Aunt Marthy. A woman of dignity and moral authority, Aunt
Marthy “did not possess the submissiveness of conventional womanhood,” ** and served as
a formative role model not only for Linda, but for other Black and white women in their
community as well. Linda spends many words reporting the sexual abuse she suffered in the
plantation. In her narrative, five chapters are entirely dedicated to the description of the
sexual abuse inflicted upon her and the methods she employed to resist.

While it is true that Brent confessed to the abuse she suffered, she avoided divulging

the details concerning it, so much so that even today we still do not know if she was ever

33 Hazel V. Carby, Reconstructing Womanhood: The Emergence of the Afro-American Woman Novelist,
New York, Oxford University Press, 1987, p. 57
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directly raped by her master, though the narration of the events seems to suggest she was not.
Jacobs deemed it necessary to maintain a level of secrecy in order to avoid alienating her
target audience by revealing indecent truths that might further impair her public image.
Attracting the ire of white women would, in fact, defeat the purpose of the autobiography
itself, considering the intention of rallying them to support the cause of Black women.
Nevertheless, Linda reports how she used her own body as a weapon to free herself in an act
of sexual rebellion aimed at emancipating herself from Dr. Flint. In fact, she seeks the help
of a neighboring white man sympathetic to her cause by starting a relationship with him and
bearing his child, which is the ultimate affront to her master and a way to regain a semblance
of sexual independence. She declares: “It seems less degrading to give one’s self, than to
submit to compulsion. There is something akin to freedom in having a lover who has no
control over you, except that which he gains by kindness and attachment.”** While successful
in her intent to defy her master, this action came at a cost, which is the loss of her chastity
and consequent rejection on the part of Aunt Marthy, who initially banned her from her house
due to her adherence to the ideals of ‘true womanhood’. Eventually, love won over the
limiting model of the ‘true woman’, leading Aunt Marthy and Linda to reconcile and
cooperate against their enemy. It is with the birth of her first child that Linda finds a powerful
new perspective on her life: motherhood. The Outraged Mother finds renewed motivation
and strength in her children, who inevitably produce a change in her priorities. Now the path
towards freedom includes her children as well, another exclusive element of the female slave
narrative:

I had a woman’s pride, and a mother’s love for my children; and I resolved that out
of the darkness of this hour a brighter dawn should rise for them. My master had power and
law on his side; I had a determined will. There is might in each.®

But the true and final push Linda needed to finally plan and execute her escape is the
birth of her second child, a female. Aware of what slavery means for a woman, she resolves

to find a way to free her children and herself, and thanks to the invaluable help of her

community, she manages to enact her disappearance act.

34 Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, p. 61
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If the objective of the fight of the male slave was obtaining literacy and freedom in
canonic slave narratives, the slave woman is forced to make one more step, which is coming
to terms and negotiating with her womanhood and all its deriving dimensions. The
pedagogical aspect that comes from slave women transmitting knowledge to each other is
present and very important in Linda’s life. Aunt Marthy, who is an ‘Outraged Mother’ herself,
is instrumental in Linda Brent’s formation as an independent woman, since she instills in her
a sense of morality and self-respect that is uncommon among enslaved subjects. In particular,
Aunt Marthy teaches her how to use the weapons of sass, invective and wit. For instance,
when Linda is being harassed by Dr. Flint, she uses invective as a method to return the offense
and to regain dignity in the face of the sexual and personal degradation attempted by her
master. Surprisingly, according to Jacobs’s autobiography, sass protected her not only from
verbal abuse, but from physical abuse as well, since she reports that “sometimes I so openly
expressed my contempt for him that he would become violently enraged, and I wondered
why he did not strike me.”*® Aunt Marthy is one of the strongest examples of how positive
and healing the slave community can be to its members. Another example lies in the practice
of the ‘Other Mother’, a form of communal child-rearing typical of West African populations,
but especially strong in slave communities due to the very common practice of disrupting
family structures; when Linda gives birth to her children, Aunt Marthy offers to raise them
in her stead to facilitate her concealment and escape. This typically African form of parenting
is still present in African American communities today due to both necessity and tradition. In
Black Feminist Thought, Patricia Hill Collins defines othermothers as women, including
aunts, grandmothers, and non-kin, who share caregiving responsibilities within Black
communities. Rather than viewing motherhood strictly as a biological or nuclear-family role,
the practice of othermothering reflects a political practice of care that emerged through
experiences of enslavement and systemic family disruption.’’

While analyzing Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, many made the mistake of

considering the ending of the narrative a happy one. This opinion is supported by scholars
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such as John Blassingame, who used this misinterpretation to further validate his distrust in
Jacobs’ narrative. Conversely, Jacobs underlines that her mission was not complete, as she
wished for a final confirmation of her and her children’s independence, which would reach
its culmination in the obtainment of a home of their own, however modest. Due to the
circumstances in which she fought to gain her freedom, she was not able to call hers a happy
ending due to the much suffering she, her children and her family had to endure. Furthermore,
at the end of the book she still lamented a lack of independence, since even after she escaped,
she was forced to work as a housemaid for wealthy white families.

Incidents, as said before, is a central work in both the slave narrative genre and black
literature in general, as it deals with topics of great interest for the African American
community to this day. The lack of rights in the ‘Land of the Free’, lamentable socio-
economic conditions, and the unique condition suffered by Black women as oppressed
subjects in the U.S. are all very common themes; in this sense, Incidents is a piece of literature
that is still very relevant. The feminist, politicized tone of protest found in Harriet Jacobs
lives on in the works of contemporary Black feminist writers who never stopped fighting for
a safe space for both the African American community and themselves as Black women.
Jacobs is recognized today as not only a fundamental author for African American literature,
but as a pioneer and activist as well. Her deconstruction of slavery and the cult of ‘true
womanhood’ are unmistakable acts of activism against two different forms of oppression
whose existence aimed at restricting Black women’s role in American society. Her activism
did not stop with the publication of her autobiography: Jacobs became active in abolitionist
circles and actively helped fugitive slaves find their way to freedom during the American
Civil War. Furthermore, with the help of her daughter, she also founded a public school, a
concrete realization of her belief in the power of knowledge and the universal right of formal
education.

Harriet Jacobs’ legacy, spirit, and pursuit of freedom remain alive and tangible; many
Black women autobiographers throughout American history have followed in her footsteps,
preserving notable similarities in their narratives across multiple levels. The following

chapters will explore the themes, structures, and political positions in women’s Black Power
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autobiographies, while also examining the continuities and new strategies these authors

employed in shaping their life stories.
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Chapter 2: Angela Davis’s Lifelong Activism

“I am not the only one who has had to struggle against being misrepresented. My story is
the story of thousands of other women who are known only through the stereotypes that mask
their real lives.”

-Angela Davis

Introduction: Who is Angela Davis?

Angela Davis is one of the most recognizable figures of Black feminist activism to this
day. Active across decades of American history, she generally regarded as one of the most
influential and respected Black women of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

Born in Birmingham, Alabama, in 1944, Davis grew up in one of the most oppressive
contexts of racial segregation in the United States. The daughter of two college-educated
parents, she witnessed first-hand not only the divide between Black and white people but also
the tensions between classes in Black communities. Her early education was crucial in
shaping her thoughts: she attended Little Red School House and Elizabeth Irwin High School
in New York, both progressive institutions that exposed her to socialist ideals. There she also
joined Advance, a communist youth group, marking the beginning of her political activism.

After completing her secondary education, Davis enrolled at Brandeis University, where
she majored in French Literature and studied under Herbert Marcuse, whose Marxist
philosophy deeply influenced her intellectual, politic, and activist path. Determined to pursue
philosophy further, she studied in France at the Sorbonne and later in Germany at the
University of Frankfurt, where she attended seminars with Theodor Adorno. Her time in
Europe proved decisive, as it allowed her to develop her political and intellectual
commitments away from the atmosphere of anti-Communist repression that dominated the
United States during McCarthyism.

Upon returning to the U.S., Davis accepted a teaching position in philosophy at the
University of California, Los Angeles, in 1969. Her appointment was immediately contested

by political figures such as then Governor Ronald Reagan, who attempted to have her
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dismissed because of her membership in the Communist Party. Although initially reinstated
after legal appeals, she ultimately lost the position following her arrest in 1970.

Davis’s public visibility increased dramatically through her involvement in the campaign
to free the Soledad Brothers—George Jackson, Fleeta Drumgo, and John Clutchette—who
were accused of killing a prison guard. When Jonathan Jackson—George’s younger
brother—attempted to secure his brother’s freedom by taking hostages at the Marin County
courthouse, the firearms used were linked to Davis, leading to her being placed on the FBI’s
Ten Most Wanted list. After spending over a year in prison, she was acquitted in 1972 of all
charges. Her imprisonment and trial attracted international attention, transforming her into a
global symbol of resistance against racial injustice and the American prison system.

Since then, Davis has remained a prominent scholar and activist. Her works, including
Women, Race, and Class (1981), still lay at the base of Black feminist thought. Demonized
by conservatives and celebrated by progressives, Davis continues to receive mixed responses,

but her impact on feminist, anti-racist, and prison abolitionist movements is undeniable.

2.1: Angela Davis, Autobiography and the Collective

2.1.1 Reworking the Genre, Black Women’s Adaptation

Davis’s choice of literary genre for narrating her life is both obvious and surprising. On
one hand, autobiography is traditionally the most useful genre for writers who wish to make
their own story known. On the other hand, for a woman like Davis—who favors the collective
dimension of struggle—to choose a form that typically focuses on the individual seems
counterintuitive, considering how white autobiographers use the genre. Yet African American
literary history demonstrates that autobiography has always been an instrument capable of
giving voice to the collective experiences of Black people. This is evident in both male and
female slave narratives, which sought to represent the struggles of the entire community
rather than a single individual's. As discussed in the previous chapter, however, Black men
often found it more difficult to come to terms with this kind of representativeness due to the
more individualistic approach they adopted, while women made the collective dimension

their defining, strong point. Like many women before her, such as Harriet Jacobs, she adapts
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the genre to her own narrative and ideological needs. In doing so, Davis frames her life story
within a collectivist and activist perspective, a choice that reflects both her identity and her
politics.

Whereas white autobiographies have often emphasized individualism, self-celebration,
and linear written conventions, Black women’s life narratives tend to do the opposite. The
individual is not the ultimate focus but is instead portrayed as inseparable from a larger
community, with personal details often omitted or considered secondary to collective
experience. Moreover, if white American literary traditions privilege chronological order,
Black women’s narratives often draw on oral forms, with their fluid, non-linear, and episodic
structures. In fact, many Black women writers—including Jacobs and, later, Elaine Brown—
shape their autobiographies around pivotal events rather than precise dates. Davis’s
Autobiography falls within these conventions of Black women’s writing, while also
showcasing a distinctly activist and politicized element.

In the context of Black Power activism, Davis emerges as a unique, gendered, and
politicized voice that reshapes the autobiographical landscape of the period. She is, in fact,
the author of the first full-length autobiography written by a woman directly involved in
Black Power, positioning her work alongside the prominent male voices of the movement,
such as Malcolm X, Huey Newton, Bobby Seale, Eldridge Cleaver, and David Hilliard. While
these men’s narratives are remarkable contributions in their own right, they often remain
closer to the dominant, white-influenced conventions of autobiography, particularly in their

strong centralization of the author as an autonomous individual.

2.1.2 Prefaces

Angela Davis’s Autobiography was first published in 1974, shortly after her acquittal and
release from prison in 1972. Since then, the book has appeared in three different editions,
each accompanied by a new preface written by Davis herself. These prefaces provide
essential context for an audience that wants to read a narrative shaped by a period of intense
political instability. They also allow us to trace how Davis’s understanding of her own work
and its political significance has evolved over time. There is, in fact, a 14-year gap between

the first and second editions (1988), and another 33 years before the publication of the third
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(2021). The prefaces are of particular importance because they not only reveal Davis’s
changing perception of the autobiographical genre but also shed light on the ways her

activism and intellectual work continue to develop and remain relevant to this day.

2.1.2.1 First Preface (1974)

Davis is very clear from the start about her ambivalence towards the autobiographical
genre, but she immediately contextualizes this unease in her philosophy of activism and
collective voice. She opens by stating that “[she] was not anxious to write this book,”*8 citing
discomfort with both her young age and her sense of individual unimportance in the context
of a collective struggle. Concerned that autobiography’s focus on the self might obscure the
political dimension of her life, she explains: “I felt that such a book might end up obscuring
the most essential fact: the forces that have made my life what it is are the very same forces
that have shaped and misshaped the lives of millions of my people.”’

Even when acknowledging that her life may appear unique because of the public attention
she received during her years of activism, Davis insists that any other person could easily
have occupied her place. In doing so, she deliberately diminishes her own centrality in order
to emphasize the broader national and international movement.*® The reader must be careful:
Davis is not completely underestimating her actions, but she is framing them and her identity
as a whole as militant, and therefore, collective.

From the start, then, Davis seeks to adapt the genre to her own needs, intentionally
omitting personal or sensationalist details that might transform a collective narrative into an
individual story of triumph. Towards the end of the preface, she introduces the term political
autobiography*' for the first time, a category with distinct characteristics that separates her
account from most conventional life narratives. She establishes here the necessary requisites
of this subgenre: it should “emphasize the people, the events, and the forces in [her] life that

propelled [her] to [her] present commitment.”*? In this description, autobiography serves a
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political, activist, and practical purpose. Davis hopes, in fact, that people will be able to
identify in her autobiography a tool capable of inspiring them to act and participate actively
in the struggle. In her view, only then will the book achieve its true purpose.

Very brief and to the point, a young Angela Davis expresses marked diffidence toward the
autobiographical genre, problematizing it explicitly. She fears above all being separated from
the community to which she belongs and for which she fights—fully aware of the magnitude
of the turning points in her early life. At the same time, she worries that the purpose of the
book might not be fulfilled if it ends up highlighting her unwanted personal fame rather than
the collective struggle. Scholar Margo Perkins summarizes these feelings perfectly in her
Autobiography as Activism (2000): “Davis approaches the autobiographical project with a

humility that comes close to apology.”*

2.1.2.2 Second Preface (1988)

While in the first preface Davis focuses mainly on justifying her autobiographical act, in
the second edition she takes a more temporally distant perspective to evaluate her writing
and comes to appreciate the result more. She begins by declaring that the book is valuable
because it offers a detailed account of the late 1960s and early 1970s as a historical period**—
notably, she does not attribute the same importance to the earlier years of her life,
characterized more by the process of becoming an activist rather than doing activist work.
From the vantage point of the future, Davis also recognizes the preserving power of the genre,
which she did not fully grasp at the time of writing. By recording her memories, she provides
future readers with a means of understanding the socio-political context against which she
and the Black Liberation Movement struggled.

Compared to the first preface, Davis writes with greater clarity about her reservations
towards autobiography and its focus on the individual. She explains that she did not want to
contribute to the progressive individualization of history. By rejecting the individualization

of activism, Davis indirectly critiques the historic tendency within Black movements to

4 Margo Perkins, Autobiography as Activism: Three Black Women of the Sixties, Jackson, University
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elevate a few charismatic leaders and exceptional beings while obscuring the important,
collective work that sustains the struggle. This dynamic is usually gendered: male activists
were often celebrated as leaders, while women—though indispensable to organizing,
strategizing, and sustaining communities—were relegated to supporting roles, as is clearly
visible in the predominant representation of the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and
1960s. Davis’s insistence on collectivism, then, functions not only as a critique of leader-
centered narratives but also as a challenge to the masculinist hierarchies within Black
activism. To counter this tendency, she insists on evaluating the importance of her activism
only in relation to the collective context in which it occurred.* Once again, she rejects any
popularized notion of being a solitary fighter against the State, instead emphasizing the
centrality of grassroots movements and collective struggle.

Furthermore, proving her growing concern and attentiveness to the social sphere, Davis
reiterates her skepticism towards the slogan ‘the personal is political” in the hands of young
women’s liberation movements which used it uncritically by excluding the reality of Black
sexism. Her concern was that the phrase homogenized experiences of vastly different nature
and magnitude into the same category. With the passage of time, however, Davis
acknowledges a more nuanced relationship between the personal and the political than she
had originally allowed for, leading her to soften her initial opposition.*®

Beyond Davis and the rest of the Black Power autobiographers, the tendency of Black
women to transform the personal into a political matter is not new. This represents another
important continuity with earlier Black women’s narratives—many of which exposed
intimate details of their lives in order to construct a sociopolitical critique of the oppressive
practices of white American society. Davis, like her foremothers, embodies this principle
when she places her life of activism against white oppression into the public record. Yet,
unlike the earlier autobiographers, she takes an important step forward in the politicization
of identity. While writers such as Jacobs or Wells often revealed personal experiences in order
to contextualize their oppression, Davis offers minimal information about herself, as if to

signal that her personal identity cannot be separated from political struggle.
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Finally, Davis closes with a renewal of her activist commitment, reporting on her ongoing
work and stressing the importance of mobilizing young people so that the struggle would not
be forgotten. She singles out Aaron Boye, the nephew of fellow activists Franklin and Kendra
Alexander, who had recently died. Keeping alive the memory of fallen comrades is also one
of the many tasks an autobiography can fulfill. By recording the loss of fellow activists and
recounting events from a militant perspective, the genre demonstrates its power to both
preserve memory and rewrite history from a different point of view. Although Davis does not
provide details about the cause of his death, she adds his name to the original dedication of

the book in honor of all her comrades.

2.1.2.3 Third Preface (2021)

This preface is far denser and more introspective than the first two. Looking back on the
years since the publication of her autobiography, Davis reflects at length on her activism from
1974 to the present.

Nearly fifty years after the first edition, Davis still retains a degree of skepticism towards
autobiography. This time, however, she openly acknowledges: “[she is] very glad [she]

undertook the challenge”*’

, since the book became an important testimony and gives new
perspective on the post-Civil Rights era. She also takes the opportunity to thank her editor,
fellow activist, and friend Toni Morrison, for insisting on the importance of writing her
political autobiography, which finally becomes the instrument she wished it to be at the end
of the first preface.

As if wishing to update her readers, Davis provides a retrospective overview of her
activism, linking past struggles to contemporary ones. She situates her early experiences
within a broader trajectory, highlighting how her commitments have persisted and evolved.
For example, she links the repression of the Black Power years with recent episodes of police
brutality, such as the murder of George Floyd.*® The comparison proves both the continuity

of state violence and the resilience of Black resistance. Interestingly, autobiography remains

a popular political instrument for Black women to this day. In the context of the popular
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militant movement #BlackLivesMatter, in fact, co-founders Patrisse Cullors and Alicia Garza
both published scathing life narratives that help us contextualize their stance towards
American society. Their narratives, like Davis’s, transform personal testimony into collective
pedagogy, showing how autobiography continues to serve as a weapon against racial injustice
across generations.

Davis also reflects on the broadening of her activist scope. While she had long been aware
of intersecting forms of oppression, she notes that only in the years following her trial did
she become actively involved in women’s rights organizations, such as the Black Women’s
Health Imperative (founded in 1983 as the National Black Women’s Health Project).* This
involvement allowed her to deepen her analysis of the structural problems Black women
routinely faced across the United States. Furthermore, by highlighting this fallacy in earlier
movements, Davis describes Black women’s activism as continuously evolving and attentive
to the oppression suffered by all minority subjects.

Another important theme in this preface is the autobiographical genre itself. Whereas in
the earlier editions she emphasized autobiography as a tool for documenting history from a
precise perspective, here Davis seems to also acknowledge its ability to trace the growth of
militant organizations and her own maturation as an activist. For instance, she admits to her
youthful naiveté, recognizing that both she and the movements she was a part of learned
important lessons over time. Returning to the subject of feminism, she concedes that she once
failed to fully grasp the depth of misogyny and patriarchal structures, or their involvement
with capitalist ideology. While she views this as a regrettable limitation, she also frames it as
part of the natural course of political history—an ever-evolving process of growth and self-

critique.>

2.1.2.4 A Preface to Black Women’s Life Writing
Angela Davis's reluctance to write an autobiography is not unprecedented. If we return to
Harriet Jacobs's preface to her Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, we notice a similar

hesitancy in her reflections on the act of writing. Much like in Davis's case, the initial impulse
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to publish does not come from Jacobs herself but from a friend who believes her story
deserved to be told.”! Both women express doubts about drawing attention to their own lives,
but their reservations are not caused by modesty alone. Instead of centering themselves, each
seeks to achieve a broader, though strikingly similar purpose: Jacobs hopes to mobilize white
women against slavery by exposing the inhuman treatment endured by enslaved Black
women, while Davis aims to persuade a broad audience to join the struggle against the
ongoing oppression of Black people. Even though nearly a century separates the publication
of their narratives, the spirit that animates Black women’s autobiography remains consistent,
marked by a gendered, militant, and politicized tone that displaces the ‘I’ of autobiography

in favor of the community, the struggle, and the possibility of collective victory.

2.2 Angela Davis’s Memories: Black Women and Activism

2.2.1 Black Women'’s Political Autobiography

As stated earlier in the analysis of the three prefaces, Angela Davis set out to appropriate
autobiography as a genre and adapt it to her own aims. The result is what she terms a ‘political
autobiography’, a subgenre whose purpose is to shift the reader’s focus away from the
individual writer and toward the collective political struggle they are part of. Continuing the
tradition of Black women’s autobiographical writing, Davis appropriates a genre widely
considered white and male in order to represent Black women’s condition and resistance.
Inevitably, this choice produces accounts that are less concerned with self-celebration and
more with challenging the status quo maintained by white patriarchy.

Black Power women inherit this spirit from pioneering figures of Black women’s
literature, though with important differences in political awareness. Formerly enslaved
women such as Sojourner Truth, Ida B. Wells, and Harriet Jacobs already demonstrated a
sharp grasp of the structures of American society, as well as an early understanding of what

we now call intersectionality. Angela Davis likewise shows remarkable political maturity, not
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only in her numerous studies but also in her life narrative, highlighting the role of capitalism
in a racist, patriarchal society. In this sense, Davis—Ilike many of her foremothers—uses her
own experiences to produce a sociopolitical text of great value, capable of covering Black
women’s conditions across decades of American history.

While Davis does not directly reclaim the slogan ‘the personal is political’ because of its
somewhat reductive use by white feminist organizations, the concept still fits into her work.
By transforming her life into testimony, she shows how individual and collective experience
can uncover systemic oppression and, more importantly, function as a means of mobilizing
and educating her community towards militant struggle.

Scholar Margo Perkins, who studied extensively the autobiographies of Angela Davis,
Assata Shakur, and Elaine Brown in her Autobiography as Activism, identifies six defining
characteristics of political autobiography commonly found in their narratives. According to

Perkins’?:

1. [the] autobiographer will emphasize the story of the struggle over her own personal
ordeals;

2. she will use her own story both to document a history of the struggle and to further its
political agenda;

3. she will provide a voice for the voiceless;

4. she will honor strategic silences in order to protect the integrity of the struggle as well
as the welfare of other activists;

5. she will expose oppressive conditions and the repressive tactics of the state;

6. she will use the autobiography as a form of political intervention, to educate as broad

an audience as possible about the situation and issues at stake.

If we turn to pioneering texts such as Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl,
we find that these narratives often embody all six of Perkins’s tenets already, allowing us to

consider them early forms of political autobiography perfectly in line with the subgenre Davis
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envisioned. One example of Black women writers respecting these tenets is often found in
the choice of omitting details that would compromise the well-being of people who helped
the writer to overcome her oppression. Both Jacobs and Davis choose to respect this secrecy:
if the former kept quiet about the identity of the many people who helped her to escape, the
latter is also careful not to divulge the name of sympathetic people who would not benefit
from being associated with her.

These six tenets will become apparent to the reader during the analysis of the main body
of Davis's autobiography.

One defining feature of Black women’s political life narratives is the temporal distance
between the narrated events of the fight and the writing. As Perkins>? argues, this time gap is
crucial for understanding both the context and the function of the text. In Davis’s case, the
writing coincides with the struggle itself. In fact, she begins composing her autobiography in
jail, while awaiting trial on charges that could have led to her execution. This setting gives
her narrative an urgent sense of purpose, aimed at mobilizing readers to join an ongoing battle
that does not end with her liberation from the judicial system. Dedications are often a part
where immediacy is evident®* and in her case, she honors not only her family but especially
her militant comrades still engaged in the fight against oppression.

The purpose of a narration written in the middle of a struggle is political, pedagogical, and
testimonial. By recounting her experience as a political prisoner, Davis exposes multiple
dimensions of American racism and its agents. At the same time, she recognizes the
pedagogical potential of her account, using her personal experiences to transmit political
literacy and increase collective awareness. Political autobiography also functions as a
counter-narrative, challenging the distorted representations perpetrated by hegemonic mass
media. Often depicted as ruthless criminals, Black Power women seized the chance to correct
public reception and misinformation on themselves and their movements by providing their
side of the story. Davis, for example, confronted the state’s portrayal of her as a dangerous
communist agent, justifying her activism as part of a legitimate struggle and even working

to normalize the representation of communist sympathizers. In reclaiming their voices,
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activists not only redefined their personal and political identities but also contested white
perceptions of the broader Black community, the criminalization of minorities, and the
meaning of justice in America.

One striking example of such correction appears in Davis’s account of the events of
August 7, 1970, at the Marin County courthouse. On that day, Jonathan Jackson, the younger
brother of political prisoner George Jackson, attempted to liberate inmates Ruchell Magee
and William Christmas, taking hostages and demanding his brother’s release before being
killed in a shootout with the police. While mainstream media and the white establishment
immediately demonized Jonathan as a reckless criminal, Davis reframes him as a politically
conscious young man whose actions were motivated by loyalty and a fight against injustice.
In doing so, she challenges the criminalizing tendencies of white society and redefines his
actions as political resistance to a corrupt judicial and prison system that systematically

targets poor people and minorities.

2.2.2 Form, Structure, and Voice

When Black women appropriate autobiography, the structure of their narratives is often
significantly different from the white literary canon. In fact, activists not only change the
genre’s theme and purpose in their life narrative, but they also choose to use different, less
static narration styles. While white autobiography is usually characterized by elements such
as a linear chronological progression of one's life events, Black autobiographers are much
more likely to make use of different time structures that do not always follow chronological
order. Angela Davis is a prime example of a writer who follows a flexible order of events. In
the process of writing her Autobiography, Davis chooses to start not from her childhood, but
from her escape from FBI agents, who were searching for her in a nation-wide manhunt
following her indictment for aggravated kidnapping, conspiracy, and first-degree murder.
This narrative choice not only allows Davis to separate herself from white autobiographical
practices, but it also frames her as a politically active figure from the beginning as well. Had
she started the narrative with her childhood and details surrounding her early private life, the
risk would have been to draw attention to the individual rather than the struggle. By opening

the narration from an important moment of her militant life, Davis declares once again that
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her life story is inseparable from her fight for liberation, by indirectly telling the reader that
politics will be present in the memoir from the very first page.

Angela Davis alternates between two progressive timelines in her autobiography. One, as
stated before, begins with her escape from police officers pursuing her. The other starts with
her birth, eventually leading her to the present. Margo Perkins, for this reason, argues that
Davis gives her narrative a teleological form.> In simpler terms, by situating her childhood
after the events that open the narrative, Davis encourages the reader to interpret those events
while keeping in mind the conditions that led her to the present. The sections on her
hometown, family, and studies are all important to contextualize the development of her
political literacy and ideological commitments. By structuring her life in this way, Davis
makes sure that the reader has the necessary tools to understand the conditions that produced
the militant and politically charged tone which permeates from the beginning of the narration.
The teleological form involves a certain degree of fictionalization within the narrative. While
it may sound contradictory, this is actually an inherent part of writing autobiography, since
the genre is always shaped by the author’s choices on the matter of what memories to
highlight, how to order them, and how to render them to the audience, often serving a
practical purpose like in Davis’s case.

In her Autobiography, Davis presents time in a peculiar way. The reader may notice that
the author signals precise dates at the beginning of extended parts of the text. While this may
look like a typical trait of an epistolary book or a journal, there is no evidence that suggests
Davis used them to shape her life narrative that way. Upon closer inspection, these dated
passages regularly extend their reach well beyond the day that was initially reported. To my
knowledge, the author never explicitly explained the purpose and significance of such dates,
though readers may deduce their nature. The possibility of the dates being added to indicate
particularly important days—or even months—is arguably the most likely. One such example
sits at the start of the narration, where Davis marks the beginning of her escape from FBI
agents on August 9th, 1970, while the next date that introduces a paragraph is October 13th
of the same year—the day she had been captured in New York. Thus, the purpose of this
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irregular dating may be practical and bound to the sense of urgency Davis feels while writing
her autobiography and documenting history. More specifically, Davis may have used dates
to create a timeline of the politically determinant experiences she went through. By doing so,
Davis also seems to firmly anchor her memories, perhaps to avoid the quirks of memory in
order to offer as accurate an account as she can.

Voice is a very important instrument Davis uses to redefine her experiences and American
society in general. In two occasions, Davis ties her experiences to the oppression her enslaved
foremothers suffered, allowing her to make an astute comparison between the conditions of
Black people during slavery and the 1960s-1970s. As reported by Margo Perkins in her
Autobiography as Activism, Davis uses language that closely reminds the reader of the
practices employed by white enslavers to assert dominance over enslaved Black people. In
one passage narrating her escape from the police in the first pages of the narrative, Davis
writes: “Thousands of my ancestors had waited, as I had done, for nightfall to cover their
steps, had leaned on one true friend to help them, had felt, as I did, the very teeth of the dogs
at their heels. It was simple. I had to be worthy of them.”>°

The imagery used here is very clear: mentioning an escape at nightfall and the fear of
being discovered by dogs evokes images of enslaved Black people's escape from bondage.
By using such specific language and thematics, Davis not only highlights the continuous
criminalization of Black people but also how little had changed in more than a century from
the formal abolition of slavery. Margo Perkins reports one more way of how language used
during slavery still permeates American lawmaking. She cites Bettina Aptheker—a very
respected activist—who reports that Davis had been charged with violating the Federal
Interstate Fugitive Act, which is “a direct descendant of the Fugitive Slave Law.”>’ This
continuity underscores how Black people remain under constant state surveillance, even a
century after emancipation. Finally, Perkins notices the continuity between Davis and women
like Harriet Tubman, who continue their work to free political prisoners despite the obstacles

they face. To add to Perkins, we may argue that the act of writing a political autobiography
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in itself could be considered a continuation of Black women’s militant struggle, given both

its content and its explicit political purpose.

2.2.3 Testimony: Prison and Criminality

Another fundamental characteristic of Angela Davis's autobiography is its role as
testimony grounded in her experiences with the American prison and judicial system. Much
of her narrative focuses on her time in jail as an innocent Black woman, exposing not only
the strategies the state used to silence her but also the conditions endured by her fellow
inmates.

As explained above, Davis was accused of aggravated kidnapping, conspiracy, and first-
degree murder after the events of the Marin Courthouse shootings of August 7th, 1970. On
that day, Jonathan Jackson attempted to free two political prisoners, resulting in a shootout
that left him, Judge Harold Haley, and others dead. The firearms Jackson used were
purchased and registered under Davis’s name, placing her at enormous risk. Interestingly,
Davis never expresses resentment toward Jackson. Instead, she portrays him as a serious,
politically conscious young man, deeply devoted to his imprisoned older brother George. In
doing so, Davis rewrites his actions—not as a desperate, separate act of violence, but as part
of the struggle against systemic injustice. Through her version of history, she denies the
criminalization imposed on him by mainstream media and hegemonic narratives.
Unfortunately, Jackson’s actions provided the state with enough leverage to justify Davis’s
arrest. She has no doubt from the beginning: the charges against her were less about evidence
than about silencing an already infamous communist Black woman who never feared making
her voice heard. Knowing the then President of the United States Richard Nixon's stance on
left-wing politics, his reaction to her arrest is telling: he congratulated the FBI on the “capture

of the dangerous terrorist Angela Davis,”

essentially pronouncing her guilty before her trial
had even begun. Equally revealing is Nixon’s silence after her full acquittal, which
corroborates Davis's impression that the case was not about law but about political

persecution.
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When she was arrested on October 13th, 1970, in New York, Davis was already a very
famous Black woman in the American social landscape, mainly due to her openly communist
militance, which caused her no end of trouble in many different aspects of her life. For
instance, she fought bitterly against state officials such as then Governor Ronald Reagan,
who was intentioned on having her removed from her teaching position at UCLA due to her
political beliefs. Furthermore, she was already known for her prominent role as organizer and
activist in the Soledad Brothers Defense Committee, an organization which pursued the
liberation of three political prisoners held in Soledad Prison. Her capture, as seen before,
caused many different reactions all around the world, underlining the magnitude of the event.

Davis writes extensively on the true nature of prison and the treatment of political
prisoners, people who are unjustly accused of having committed a crime while their only
fault is fighting for a better, more egalitarian society. She, like many other political prisoners,
realizes how prison and ‘justice’ are used to silence activists. In her essay entitled Political
Prisoners, Prison and Black Liberation (1971), Davis covers at length the nature of political
arrests. Commenting on America’s treatment of militancy, she writes that “anyone who seeks
to overthrow oppressive institutions, whether or not he has engaged in an overt illegal act, is
a priori a criminal who must be buried away in one of America’s dungeons.” Furthermore,
she also states that “charged and tried for a criminal act, [the political prisoner’s] guilt is
always political in nature.”® Davis is also aware of the spiritual inheritance the American
prison system takes from slavery, citing predecessors who dared to stand up to it. In
particular, she invokes the memory of Nat Turner and John Brown, framing them as political
prisoners themselves. Just like in the 1800s, the prison system’s true nature is one of

repression of militant subjects. In her own words,

The acts for which they were charged and subsequently hanged, were the practical extensions
of their profound commitment to the abolition of slavery. They fearlessly bore the
responsibility for their actions. The significance of their executions and the accompanying
widespread repression did not lie so much in the fact that they were being punished for
specific crimes, nor even in the effort to use their punishment as an implicit threat to deter

% Angela Davis, Political Prisoners, Prison and Black Liberation (1971) in If They Come in the
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others from similar armed acts of resistance. These executions and the surrounding repression
of slaves were intended to terrorize the anti-slavery movement in general; to discourage and
diminish both legal and illegal forms of abolitionist activity.5!

Similarly, Davis and other political prisoners of her era dedicated their life to the pursuit
of liberation from widespread oppression, and very often they faced the possibility of being
imprisoned and executed for their actions. As implied by Davis, American prisons are not
built only to punish or reform criminals. Rather, they are built to confine—and possibly
eliminate—subjects who fight for a better society, in hopes of making an example of them.
According to Davis, in fact, “prison is a key component of the state’s coercive apparatus, the

1,762 and by extension, dissent.

overriding function of which is to ensure social contro

One point that is very dear to Davis in her recounting of her incarceration is her
relationship with other inmates. In fact, in the many pages dedicated to her confinement and
judicial troubles, she is often very attentive to the presence of other women in the two
institutions she has been interned in. Because of the oppressive practices used to break her
spirit, Davis often found herself isolated from the main population due to the alleged threats
they could have posed against a communist person. She is very doubtful of the warden’s

intentions regarding her isolation, and after a legal struggle, she was allowed to be moved

into the main population. Davis writes:

Nowhere along the hierarchy could any reason for my incarceration in 4b be given, aside
from the ridiculous notion that the other women might attack me if I were not kept in a safely
guarded place. By now we had accumulated enough evidence through my trips from the
cellblock to the main floor for lawyers’ visits to demonstrate the affection that the vast
majority of the women felt for me.%

Separating Davis from the main population serves two purposes. Other than isolating as a
means of weakening her resolve and as an instrument of control that reminds us of practices

used during slavery, wardens fear that Davis may radicalize her fellow inmates with her
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ideology.®* This concern is reinforced by Davis’s observation that “at least 95 percent of the
women in the house of D. were either Black or Puerto Rican,”®® highlighting how systemic
criminalization of poor minorities could serve as a catalyst for awakening inmates’ awareness
of their shared conditions. This, and other violations of human rights, are all reminders of
how the American prison system is shaped to control minorities much like slavery did. Margo

Perkins summarizes this concept clearly:

The combination of physical abuse and mental torture, the use of shackling, the reality of
constant surveillance, the exploitation of inmate labor, the enforced separation of mothers
and their children, and other human rights abuses suggests clear parallels between the prison
system and the institution of chattel slavery.*®

Another aspect of her life that receives a lot of attention from Davis is her fight to prove
her innocence during her trial. In the fifth chapter, which picks up from the events of the first,
she completes her extradition to California, where she was to be tried. Here, Davis writes at
length about both her conditions of imprisonment and her preparation for the impending trial
that would decide her fate. From inadequate spaces to meet with her lawyers®’ to techniques
of separation from her co-defendant Ruchell Magee®, the author describes a bleak, almost
dystopian scenario, in which a state and its institutions have no intention of allowing her to
exercise her basic rights as a citizen.

Davis’s decision to recount her experiences with the American prison and judicial system
is a powerful move, serving as testimony that exposes the inhumane processes Black women
and men endure as a result of the widespread criminalization perpetuated by white American
society. As such, she decides to relate in as much detail as possible the many elements
surrounding her trial. For instance, the whole process of challenging the members of the jury
and the presiding judge allows the reader to realize the internal ideological contradictions of

those who enforce the law, making them unable to give a fair, impartial verdict. An example
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is how Davis and her team challenged Judge Keating's ability to guarantee a fair trial, by
proving his political stance on organizations such as the Black Panther Party For Self-
Defense and communist sympathizers.®” Challenging judges and jurors on their political
beliefs is a move that serves multiple purposes. On one hand, it proves the widespread racism
responsible for the many incarcerated Black people in America, whose right to fair trial is
ignored. Furthermore, by setting her challenges in political terms, she is also able to prove
how hers is just one more political case, rather than a criminal one.

Chapter six is entirely dedicated to Davis’s trial and eventual acquittal. This testimony is
crucial, as it reveals the lengths the state was willing to go in order to convict a political
prisoner. The process of voir dire—questioning and challenging potential jurors—was
especially significant. For Black political prisoners, the odds were usually stacked from the
start: Black jurors were rarely chosen due to low voter registration rates, and many white
jurors were unsympathetic to communist-aligned defendants due to ideological differences.
By challenging jurors on their political beliefs, Davis’s legal team reinforced the argument
that her case was fundamentally political rather than criminal. After a hard-fought voir dire,
they secured a jury presided over by a woman, who became a positive figure for Davis
throughout the trial.

The prosecution’s strategy further exposed the absurdity of the charges. In an effort to
depoliticize the case, the prosecutor, Mr. Harris, attempted to frame Davis’s alleged crimes
as ones driven by passion for George Jackson, the brother of Jonathan Jackson. In doing so,
he reduced her to a woman blinded by love, denying her capacity for rational political action
and painting her instead as someone willing to kill for desire. The women of the jury,
however, appeared unconvinced by this narrative. Davis herself directly confronted Harris’s
claims with a lengthy rebuttal, fully reported in the autobiography. Reclaiming her voice and

using it to counter misogyny, she rejected the suggestion:

Members of the jury, this is utterly fantastic. It is utterly absurd. Yet it is understandable that
Mr. Harris would like to take advantage of the fact that I am a woman, for in this society
women are supposed to act only in accordance with the dictates of their emotions and

 Ivi, p. 316
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passions. I might say that this is clearly a symptom of the male chauvinism which prevails in
our society.”

Ultimately, Davis beats the allegations due to Harris’s faulty theories and the dubious
evidence he presents to prove his point. Arguably, by resisting the prosecution’s
sexualization, Davis proves both her innocence and the tendency of patriarchy to objectify
women when convenient. Particularly powerful is the section in which Harris tries to frame
Davis as a violent woman easily driven by passion by reading her private letters to George
Jackson. Not only does he fail to understand most of the meaning behind the letters, which
talk about issues such as Black feminism in the struggle for Black liberation,”! but also uses
passages of emotional significance to portray her as irrational. Furthermore, Harris relies on
racist tactics such as calling several Black witnesses, hoping to prove that even members of
her own community believed in her guilt. Ultimately, Davis was able to beat the allegations
after the state fails to prove her involvement in the events of the 7" of August, 1970. The
moment of victory was shared among all the members of the community: Davis’s lawyers,
members of NUCFAD, comrades, and her family all joined together to celebrate the strength
they showed against the repression of the state, in a true moment of collectivism. Davis

concludes the chapter with these words:

From the courthouse we went over to Gloria and David’s house, where my parents had been
staying. Family, lawyers, friends, comrades, Committee workers, and most of the jurors—
we all sat in the sun on the grass in the backyard. I sank deep into the moment, husbanding
this delight, hoarding it. For I knew it would be short-lived. Work. Struggle. Confrontation
lay before us like a rock-strewn road. We would walk it.... But first the grass, the sun ... and
the people.”

2.2.4 Black Women and Activism
Angela Davis, like all her fellow Black activist women, occupy a particularly complex
position within the landscape of Black Power activism. Her experience in American society

was shaped by multiple, intersecting forces, such as race, gender, and class, all of which
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defined both her political consciousness and the repression she endured. Being a Black,
communist woman in the United States during the second half of the 20th century meant
facing different layers of oppression, often simultaneously. For this reason, when Angela
Davis's Autobiography is analyzed, one cannot overlook the gender politics firmly embedded
in her critique of capitalism and patriarchy, which very often work together to silence Black
women's voices.

Protesting during the Black Power era as a Black woman was often met with hostility
from both white and Black men; the latter maintained chauvinistic ideologies during the
whole duration of the movement, contradicting their pledge of fighting for a truly egalitarian
society brought forth by socialist revolution. Unfortunately, many men in militant
organizations such as the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense failed to recognize their
uncritical acceptance of white, patriarchal, and capitalist values—a contradiction that
undermined the very ideology they claimed to uphold. In fact, Black male activists seemed
to be unable to recognize the role of capitalism in patriarchal institutions, thus perpetrating
them in their revolutionary work. Scholar and writer Toni Cade Bambara expresses this
concept quite clearly in the conclusion to her essay “On the Issue of Roles”(1970). She
writes: “Running off to mimeograph a fuck-whitey leaflet, leaving your mate to brood is not
revolutionary [...] If your house is not in order, you ain’t in order.”’®> Both Bambara and
Davis thus remind their readers that revolution—the ultimate goal of the Black Power
movement—is impossible without recognizing and respecting Black women’s essential
contributions. Davis’s critique of individualism inside Black activism operates in the same
way: both chauvinism and individualism are byproducts of American capitalism, which
indirectly tells Black men to view the struggle not as collective liberation but as a chance to
prove themselves stronger than white men. In this sense, not only chauvinism is harmful in
the relationship between Black women and men, but it is also anti-revolutionary and
reactionary in nature, defeating the purpose of the movement. Thus, when analyzed inside
the broader context of Black Power, gender differences in political autobiographies emerge

more clearly and acquire deeper significance. Davis’s act of constructing her own voice
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through autobiography is particularly powerful, as it challenges the ideological
contradictions surrounding women'’s roles in Black activism by telling her experience—and,
by extension, that of many other Black women.

In remembering her past, Davis recounts how on one occasion this behavior emerged. She
reports more than one concrete example of her dealings with misogyny. For example, during
a staff meeting of the Los Angeles branch of the Black Liberation Front, she and other women
were accused of being too domineering, helping the enemy by weakening the image of
masculinity Black men wanted to maintain.”* Unfortunately, she finds out that this was not
an isolated case. While preparing for a rally where she covered vital positions, she was

criticized by many Black men who chastised her for her work. In her own words:

I became acquainted very early with the widespread presence of an unfortunate syndrome
among some Black male activists—namely to confuse their political activity with an
assertion of their maleness. They saw—and some continue to see—Black manhood as
something separate from Black womanhood. These men view Black women as a threat to
their attainment of manhood—especially those Black women who take initiative and work
to become leaders in their own right.”

As expected, misogyny is not only an ‘internal’ problem. Due to her prolonged stay in
prison, Davis experienced mistreatments from the state and its institutions as well. In her
study Women, Race and Class, she dedicates the entirety of the first chapter to Black women’s
conditions during slavery. She compares captivity in prison to slavery, where Black women
were forced to work for their masters under brutal conditions.”® Both during her
imprisonment and throughout her trial, Davis’s own womanhood is redefined and exploited
by those who seek to oppress her. Particularly representative of this point is when the
prosecutor to her case, Mr. Harris, tried to frame her as guilty of many grave accusations on
the basis that she was a woman, and thus unable to restrain her emotions and illogic

thoughts.””
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With her narrative, Davis reveals one more key characteristic of Black Power women’s
autobiography: it offers a sharp, well-structured, and contextualized critique of Black men’s
tendency to mistake activist revolution with an individualistic quest of restored masculinity
and power. While doing so, she also redefines the position women should have in militant
work. Interestingly, this contradiction becomes particularly visible when men’s and women’s
Black Power autobiographies are read side by side. For instance, many of the men who led
the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense decided to undertake the autobiographical challenge
as well. While it is true that they usually follow Perkins’ six fundamental principles of
political autobiography, their political and pedagogical aims may merge with a celebration
of individuality and masculine authority. Such self-celebration is particularly evident in
multiple parts of Eldridge Cleaver’s Soul on Ice (1968). In a letter he wrote while in prison,
he declares that “[His] vanity is as vast as the scope of a dream, [his] heart is that of a tyrant,
[his] arm is the arm of the Executioner”’®, highlighting his ego and intentions, while revealing
a tendency to portray himself as an almost mythological revolutionary hero. It is no surprise
Davis never joined the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense. One of the many factors that
dictated her choice is the different organizations’ stance on Black women and their role in
society. Although Davis briefly cooperated with them, she never formally joined them
because of their gender policies. As explained by Perkins, in fact, Davis was “dissatisfied
with the rampant sexism [...] and its tendency toward political (re-)action, Davis [...] chose
instead in 1968 to affiliate formally with the Che-Lumumba Club of the Communist Party
USA.”” Recognizing the capitalist contradictions within the Black Panther Party’s ideology,
she associated with a group that sought true communitarian and egalitarian solutions, which
inevitably puts Black women side by side with Black men.

In conclusion, Davis firmly demonstrates that separating gender from Black activism is
impossible. Her political autobiography becomes a testimony to the mistreatment Black
women face both inside and outside their communities, revealing the multiple fronts on

which they struggle. Furthermore, by openly criticizing the sexist tendencies within militant

8 Eldridge Cleaver, Soul on Ice, New York, Dell Publishing, 1999, Part Three, Prelude to Love — Three
Letters, Letter to Beverly Axelrod dated September 5%, 1965
" Margo Perkins, Autobiography as Activism: Three Black Women of the Sixties, p. 2
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groups, she redefines the meaning of revolutionary commitment as fundamental for the

pursuit of true equality.

2.2.5 Education and Intellectual Formation

Formal education and the pursuit of a deeper understanding of the Black community’s
conditions are a crucial part of many activists’ intellectual formation during their youth. Yet,
their path towards this understanding is rarely straightforward. More often, it is through
personal initiative and social awareness that Black militants of the Black Power era reach the
level of commitment they display in their narratives.

Huey P. Newton—co-founder of the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense—tells us in his
Revolutionary Suicide (1973) that the American public education system willingly neglects
Black students’ formation.®® Using himself as an example, Newton recalls that by the time
he finished high school, he was still unable to read or write. However, guided by his
determination and desire to challenge white society, he pursued higher education at a local
university, where he became familiar with the workings of American law. At the opposite end
of the spectrum we find Angela Davis, a woman whose family always encouraged her to
educate herself. Not only did she attend schools that criticized the public education system,
but she also dedicated herself to extensive studies during her years in college. In this
subchapter, Davis’s experiences with public education and her attainment of political
consciousness will be explored.

Angela Davis’s first experience with public school was typical in the context of the Deep
South. In fact, she attended segregated schools that were deeply disadvantaged in comparison
with white-only schools. From infrastructures to equipment, she describes a bleak scenario
rife with racism, arguably used to keep the Black population uneducated.?’ Nevertheless,
Davis finds a positive attitude in her Black teachers, who are determined to teach them Black
history. However, these teachers are not safe from criticism. In fact, the author remembers
how racism was still explained in white terms, and the solution they offered was hard work

to succeed in American society. Davis calls this behavior “Booker T. Washington
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81 Angela Davis, An Autobiography, p. 109

46



82 a mindset that permeated the whole Black public educational system. This

syndrome,
attitude demonstrates how white, capitalist values have been accepted uncritically by the
Black community, and how such attitude is perpetrated through formal education, a practice
that does nothing more than repeating the cycle.

Presented with the opportunity to continue her education in the North, Davis readily
accepted a scholarship to study in New York, where she attended Little Red School and
Elisabeth Irwin High School, two private schools open to socialist and communist teachings.
Fascinated by socialist thought, she soon discovered the Communist Manifesto, a book she
resonated deeply with because she found in it a solution to the problems Black people faced
in America.®® Shortly after reading the Manifesto, Davis is also invited to join a youth activist
group, Advance, composed mainly of students from her schools. Advance offers her the
chance to practice her newfound ideals and learn from important communist historians like
Herbert Aptheker. Afterwards, she would graduate in French Literature at Brandeis
University. She then pursued Philosophy under the tutelage of Herbert Marcuse and Theodor
Adorno. Her time in Europe also exposed her to a broader intellectual environment, where
she could participate in communist demonstrations without the same scrutiny she would have
faced in the United States.

Her philosophy studies and communist ideals became fundamental for Davis’s militant
activity. In this sense, formal education can serve as a crucial foundation for developing
political literacy, but it is normally not enough in itself, considering the mindset adopted by
public schools. As argued by Margo Perkins, the critique of such institutions and their euro-
centric imprint becomes a political act in its own right, since education functions as a central

mechanism for the transmission of hegemonic ideologies.?*

2.3 Conclusion
Angela Davis stands as one of the most prominent activists in American history to this

day. Her contribution to the advancement of the Black community is invaluable, and her
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particular attention to the position Black women occupy in the movements is crucial. In the
effort to write her own autobiography, Davis consciously gathers the many silenced voices
of Black women into her own, transforming her life story into a collective and political act
aimed at restoring a sense of community capable of moving and fighting together, rather than
divided by white propaganda.

Inheriting the spirit of her foremothers, Davis uses her autobiography as testimony of both
the growth and the contradictions of the movement. Her analytical tone strengthens her
critique of the entities that attempted to silence her—from the state to the very men who
should have supported her. Through her focus on imprisonment, gender, education, and
political awareness, Davis exposes the intertwined nature of capitalism, racism, and
patriarchy.

Ultimately, Davis’s Autobiography stands as both documentation and instruction. By
uniting intellectual work with activism and individual experience with collective purpose,
she prepared the grounds for later Black Power women such as Assata Shakur and Elaine

Brown.
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Chapter 3: Assata Shakur and Radical Resistance

“Black revolutionaries do not drop from the moon. We are created by our conditions.
Shaped by our oppression. We are being manufactured in droves in the ghetto streets, places
like attica, san quentin, bedford hills, leavenworth, and sing sing.”

-Assata Shakur

Introduction: Who is Assata Shakur?

Born JoAnne Deborah Byron, Assata Olugbala Shakur was a figure of great importance
in the American landscape of Black Power. Officially born on July 16%, 1947, Shakur died
in exile in Cuba on September 25", 2025. Like many other Black women activists, she
received mixed reactions from American society. Praised by some as a stalwart of resistance,
she was also largely demonized as a ‘cop killer’ following the events that made her famous
on May 2™ of 1973 in the New Jersey Turnpike shootout, which left her severely injured.

As a child, Shakur grew up in various places. She spent part of her childhood in
Wilmington, North Carolina with her grandparents before returning to New York, where she
would experience many life-changing events. While attending Manhattan Community
College, Shakur became politically active after realizing how little she knew about Black
American history, and how profoundly U.S. institutions vilified communism and its
sympathizers, exploiting the ignorance of the general public. For this reason, her critique of
the American education system was fierce, leading her to advocate for critical thinking and
self-education.

In her college years she chose the name she would identify with for the rest of her life in
an act of rejection of her slave past: Assata Olugbala Shakur. In choosing this West African
name, Shakur makes a political declaration, which is hidden in the meaning of her new name.
In fact, Assata means ‘she who struggles’, Olugbala means ‘love for the people’, while

Shakur was chosen to honor her friend Zayd Shakur and his family, and means ‘the
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thankful.®° Through this renaming, Shakur affirmed her lifelong pledge to struggle for the
liberation of her people, consistently oppressed across the United States.

Shakur briefly associated with New York’s local Black Panther Party for Self-Defense
branch, which left her enraged and unsatisfied because of the Party’s tendency to adopt sexist
and politically authoritarian practices, with which she strongly disagreed. Instead, she would
find an outlet for her energy in the Black Liberation Army, a group formed of former Panthers
who no longer identified with the Party while still being loyal to Eldridge Cleaver, the man
who drove a wedge in the Party’s ideology, effectively separating it into the East and West
Coast factions. Cleaver, in fact, argued with the party’s co-founder Huey Newton over the
methodology of communist revolution: the former supported an armed fight, while the latter
found the solution in community programs.

Shakur’s commitment to communist revolution and Black liberation drew the attention of
the FBI directed by J. Edgar Hoover, whose COINTELPRO (Counter Intelligence Program)
targeted and criminalized radical activists. Shakur became the subject of a specific FBI
operation named CHESROB, designed specifically to link her to a series of violent crimes,
like bank robberies, kidnappings and murder. Eventually, this program would be used to
incriminate many other Black women activists in similar ways. Such tactics aimed both at
neutralizing activists through incarceration and discrediting the movements they belonged
to.

On May 2nd, 1973, Shakur and her friends Zayd Malik Shakur and Sundiata Acoli were
stopped by state troopers for a broken taillight and speeding. During a confrontation, several
gunshots took the lives of both Zayd Malik Shakur and state trooper Werner Foerster, though
some of the details surrounding the incident remain unclear to this day. Assata Shakur’s
testimony on her experience in prison and during her trial is among the most critical of the
accounts written in the Seventies by Black Power women, offering important insight on the
workings of American law when dealing with political prisoners. In particular, the corruption
of state officials becomes evident multiple times throughout the recounting of her trials,

which she describes in her autobiography at length. Ultimately convicted and sentenced to

85 Assata Shakur, Assata, Chicago, Lawrence Hill Books, 1987, p. 183
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life in prison, she escaped in 1979 and fled to Cuba, where she was granted political asylum.
Her exile lasted forty-eight years, ending only with her death in Havana in 2025.

In comparison with Angela Davis’s more analytical approach to activism, Assata Shakur’s
autobiography offers a more militant, practical perspective of the Black Power movement,
grounding her testimony into the reality of what being a Black woman activist meant.
However, despite this change in emphasis, there is little to no change in the tone used by the

two authors: both have a defiant voice that is ready to give everything for their community.

3.1: Assata Shakur and Autobiography

3.1.1 Shakur and the Adaptation of the Genre

In the previous chapter, Angela Davis’s critique of the autobiographical genre was
presented as both pervasive and embedded in her own political consciousness. Her awareness
of the individualizing features of autobiography is a shaping force in her narrative, which, in
response, presents itself as the voice of her community, rather than just her own. By contrast,
Assata Shakur’s Assata (1987), appears less concerned with the genre’s ability to put a
collective voice into paper. Instead, her focus lies in redefining the hegemonic narratives that
sought to criminalize her and in exposing the long campaign of political repression initiated
by state institutions, particularly the Federal Bureau of Investigation.

By drawing directly from her own experiences in the field, Shakur redefines the
oppression she suffered as a systemic campaign designed to silence her, exposing the
corruption and illicit tactics adopted by the American justice system—an organ ready to go
any length to preserve the status quo. Thus, her aim to educate the reader about the state’s
ruthlessness through testimony is a major point in a valuable piece of literature that is created
from a rare standpoint: that of a Black Power woman activist.

However, this does not mean Shakur aimed at celebrating herself as a stalwart of
resistance. If Davis openly criticized individualistic tendencies within activist organizations,
Shakur decides to adopt a subtler approach to decentralize herself. Shakur uses language as
a literary and ideological tool to lead the reader to the right direction. This strategy aligns her

with other Black feminist writers who sought to shift the reader’s attention to the community.
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One striking example stems from bell hooks, whose intentional choice of decapitalizing her
name and surname emphasizes her commitment to collective identity, rather than personal
recognition. Similarly, Shakur never capitalizes the first-person singular ‘I/i’, hinting at her
belonging to a broader, shared voice of resistance. Another example of Shakur’s strategic use
of language to create meaning appears in her spelling of the word ‘amerika’ and many other
names. The use of the lowercased first letter redefines the role of power of the nation over its
citizens, while the use of the ‘k’ instead of ‘c’ recalls the Germanic spelling of the name,
alluding to the fascist, oppressive nature of the United States. It is important to note that
Shakur did not invent or popularize this spelling. Rather, she used a widely used practice
among leftist and radical movements to denounce American imperialism and white
supremacy.

Victims of the same forms of harassment, Davis and Shakur adopt different approaches in
their autobiographical writing. While Davis explicitly repeats that her achievements are
inseparable from those of her community, Shakur conveys the same message implicitly,
through a creative, personal use of language. The act of reshaping language to better express
concepts is not a new practice for Black women autobiographers. In fact, it recalls the
strategies used by enslaved women during slavery, who constructed their narratives in the
very language of their oppressors. By appropriating the English language, these women
reversed its purpose: they transformed the language of their oppression into a tool of self-

assertion and resistance against slave owners and their narratives.

3.1.2 Forewords

Assata opens with two important forewords, one written by fellow Black activist Angela
Davis in the year 2000, and the other by Lennox Hinds at an unknown date, one of Shakur’s
attorneys during the New Jersey Turnpike case.

Davis’s foreword reinforces the notion that Black women activists often share similar
experiences of repression. After attending a fundraiser organized to raise money for Shakur’s
legal defense, Davis recalls being followed and stopped by police officers while driving home

with Hinds. The situation quickly escalated, and Davis reflects on how easily it could have
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resembled the same tragic, fateful night in which Shakur was apprehended.®® By recounting
this episode, Davis offers the reader an important perspective to interpret and contextualize
Shakur’s autobiography in a political framework—one ingrained in the intersection of
activism and systemic oppression. It is crucial to remember that during the Seventies, law
enforcement was widely used to control and suppress political dissidents who made an effort
to change American society. This context underscores the heavily political nature of policing
during that era. Moreover, as Davis points out, the widespread demonization of Black
political prisoners was instrumental in justifying the criminalization of minorities and people
who defied the establishment. In fact, Davis continues, this demonization is necessary to
understand the increasing criminalization of poor minorities alongside political opponents.
Such practices ultimately fueled the expansion and privatization of the American prison
system, turning it into a colossal industry that relies on the criminalization of the poor.?’

Davis’s foreword functions as both an act of sisterhood and an affirmation of the
truthfulness of the events that transpire during the main body of the autobiography. By
guaranteeing the sincerity of Shakur’s narration, Davis assumes a role similar to the one
played by white abolitionist activists who prefaced slave narratives, validating their voice in
the eyes of a skeptical white audience. Since Shakur had been vilified so intensely by
mainstream media and targeted by state and federal institutions, her credibility in the eyes of
the broader audience was expected to be low—much like in the case of enslaved Black people
who managed to escape from their condition of bondage. In the closing statements of her
foreword, Davis invites the reader to keep an open mind, while also offering a counter-image
to the official portrayals of Shakur: "As you read her extraordinary autobiography, you will
discover a woman who has nothing in common with the hostile representations that refuse to
expire."®

The second foreword, written by scholar and founder of the National Conference of Black
Lawyers Lennox Hinds, reinforces Davis's testimony on Shakur. Hinds feels the need to

provide more details surrounding Shakur’s many legal cases in order to frame them as acts
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of political persecution. Furthermore, he too guarantees the truthfulness of the autobiography,
while denouncing the vicious campaign orchestrated by the media and the FBI's
COINTELPRO program, characterized by both harassment and official depictions of Shakur
as a ruthless criminal.

For individuals whose image has been distorted by ruthless campaigns of misinformation,
autobiography becomes a crucial instrument, capable of correcting the lies spread by official
sources. In Assata, rewriting history seems to be one of the text's underlying themes; Shakur
and her comrades had been painted as dangerous criminals, and the act of writing her life
experiences allows her to set the record straight. The effects of this state-supported
vilification were immediate and pervasive. Shakur recalls the absurdity of the falsehoods
surrounding her, and how they were largely accepted by the American public. While
describing her escort to the courthouse, she notes how the policemen assigned to guard her
were actually afraid of her, treating her as if they were in the presence of a monster, rather
than a human being.%® Such characterizations are directly inherited from slavery's racist
narratives, fabricated by enslavers to justify their dominion over the enslaved. On another
occasion, Shakur remembers how those who met her after her arrest confessed that they had

imagined someone "bigger, blacker, and uglier [...] very dark and wild-looking,"”°

reflecting
how deeply these dehumanizing myths still influenced people’s perceptions.

The manipulation of narratives surrounding Black people is a practice that traces its
origins back to the era of slavery. In order to preserve their position of power over the Black
community, slaveowners spread negative images of blacks as unruly and dangerous, even
contradicting their patriarchal narrative of slavery as an institution founded on reciprocal
affection and loyalty. Shakur is a victim of the same kind of characterization. Depicted as a
violent outlaw devoid of motive, the narratives surrounding her served to criminalize her and
justify her oppression.

11

Hinds encapsulates this practice with a term he coins in the foreword—"trial by media""",

used to describe the role of the media in the creation of prejudice in American society towards
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his client. In his introduction to the autobiography, Hinds seeks to politicize, justify, and offer
a more realistic portrayal of Assata Shakur, describing her as a "sensitive, intellectually
gifted, and life passionate" person.”

Just like Davis, Hinds closes his foreword with an invitation: “I encourage you now to
enter the heart and soul of Assata Shakur who, despite all that has happened to her, preserves
fresh idealism and confidence in the power of principled people to make change together for

the common good of the peoples of the world."*?

3.2 Assata Shakur’s Assata

3.2.1 Autobiography as Political Intervention

While writing Assata, Shakur aligned herself to the Black women’s tradition of reshaping
and adapting the genre to their experiences. As discussed previously in the chapter dedicated
to Angela Davis, Black women activists adopt a series of measures to fit their life stories into
a typically white literary genre. Angela Davis arguably represents the highest example of
their effort to decenter individual feats in order to highlight the community’s.

Although Shakur does indeed pay a lot of attention to matters regarding group resistance,
she also chooses not to shy away from telling a detailed account of her life. In fact, if Davis’s
main focus is the people, Shakur wishes to make sure the readers understand exactly the
conditions she shares with millions of other Black people, and how these shaped her to

become a revolutionary subject. As she famously writes in Assata,

Black revolutionaries do not drop from the moon. We are created by our conditions.
Shaped by our oppression. We are being manufactured in droves in the ghetto streets, places
like attica, san quentin, bedford hills, leavenworth, and sing sing. They are turning out
thousands of us. Many jobless Black veterans and welfare mothers are joining our ranks.
Brothers and sisters from all walks of life, who are tired of suffering passively, make up the
BLA.%
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As such, it is fair to say that Shakur indeed values the continuation of her political agenda
in her autobiography, alongside detailed descriptions of the events that shaped her to become
the activist she is. This does not necessarily mean she values herself more than her
commitment to the Black community, since her attitude towards her past could be interpreted
as yet another way to incarnate the slogan ‘the personal is political’. By connecting her
individual experiences to the oppression Black people suffer, Shakur reaffirms that her story
is inseparable from that of her community.

According to Margo Perkins’s characteristics of Black women’s political autobiography—
which identifies six defining features, including an emphasis on political struggle over
personal experience, the use of autobiography to document history, the voicing of the
marginalized, the honoring of strategic silences, the exposure of oppression, and the use of
life writing as political intervention and education—Shakur’s Assata respects them all,
particularly the first, second, fifth, and sixth. Shakur is acutely aware of the risks involved in
mentioning people who supported her, and she carefully avoids naming them directly.
Nevertheless, she still acknowledges their presence in her life, warranting their inclusion in
her life story, often as a gesture of gratitude. As Margo Perkins observes in her Autobiography
as Activism, Shakur maintains a rigid silence on her actual activities as a Black Liberation
Army member, since revealing their activities would probably give federal institutions even
more reason to consider her a callous criminal.®® This restraint proves Shakur's respect of the
first tenet of political autobiography, explaining her omissions as politically motivated—
reflecting her position as a Black revolutionary woman under constant surveillance.

Shakur’s intent to document history and further her political agenda is clear. Not only does
she document the story of the movements which shook the American political landscape
during the Seventies, she also seeks to correct the vast amount of misinformation that
mainstream media kept circulating. The whole narrative could be interpreted as an attempt
to offer a realistic portrayal of herself as a Black woman committed to revolutionizing
American society, rather than the bloodthirsty killer depicted by newspapers and government

officials. Lennox Hinds emphasizes this aspect of Assata in his foreword by citing its exact

95 Margo Perkins, Autobiography as Activism: Three Black Women of the Sixties, Jackson, University
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opposite, Target Blue (1973), a book written by the then publicity director for the New York
City Police Department Robert Daley. He depicted the Black Liberation Army as a murderous
organization whose sole objective was to kill as many police officers as possible and robbing
banks. Not only does this portrayal clearly aim at depoliticizing the BLA's efforts, but it also
dehumanizes them in the process. Daley went so far as to call Shakur the “mother hen who
kept them together, kept them moving, kept them shooting.”® Historical revision is not
achieved only through the offering of a new perspective; language is also a valid tool of
rhetorical resistance and reinterpretation. As previously discussed, linguistic choices can
become powerful instruments of criticism, capable of challenging the dominant narratives.
Shakur shows how language functions as a means of redefining the oppressor, especially in
the case of law enforcement. In fact, members of many different Black Power organizations
referred to policemen as 'fascist pigs', an epithet meant to expose and condemn their violent,
racist behavior towards Black activists and the broader community. Huey P. Newton, in his
Revolutionary Suicide, recalls how this term originated from a postcard depicting a pig with
the slogan ‘Support Your Local Police’, marking its entrance into the Black Panther Party’s
rhetoric. As Newton explains, “This was a form of psychological warfare: it raised the
consciousness of the people and also inflicted a new consciousness on the ruling circle.”’

Moreover, Shakur makes a considerable effort in documenting the methods and practices
utilized against her while in prison, during her trial, and even during her stay in the hospital
after the Turnpike incident. Corruption, delusions of power and authoritarian violence emerge
as recurring themes in her exposure of the American government and its distorted idea of
justice. Inhumane prison conditions, abuses of all kinds, and repeated violations of human
rights pervade Shakur's description of the American judicial machine, which appeared
determined to silence her permanently at the cost of the freedoms the U.S. Constitution
should guarantee.

Feature number five is extensively fulfilled throughout the autobiography. Assata Shakur

dedicates entire chapters to her time in prison and the treatment she received there. She also
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provides many details on the multiple trials she faced, recalling how she—Ilike any other
Black woman activist—had to fight bitterly to obtain even a semblance of a fair trial, until
her controversial conviction in 1977 for the murder of state trooper Werner Foerster. As for
feature number six, political autobiographies tend to satisfy it almost by definition, through
the exposure of the moral corruption displayed by official institutions in their treatment of
Black women activists. What differs among these narratives is the method and nature of the
resistance each author enacts against white supremacist assaults on their rights. These
features will be explored more thoroughly in the following analysis of Shakur's
autobiography.

Assata Shakur’s autobiography is the second in order of publication among the three full-
length autobiographies written by the women of the Black Power era. Published in 1987, it
is speculated that she started writing her life narrative somewhere around 1984-1985, after
successfully escaping to Cuba in 1979 with the help of BLA agents. Like many other Black
women autobiographers, Shakur did not immediately consider writing her life story.
Nevertheless, the tone and subjects she develops in the text underscore the urgency of her
political project: Assata functions as a powerful tool of counter-narrative during one of the
darkest periods for Black Americans' civil rights.

The time that passed between the events she recounts and their narration proved crucial in
shaping Shakur’s voice. Unlike Angela Davis, who wrote her autobiography in the
immediacy of her legal struggles, Shakur wrote when her exile had already started, taking
her time to reflect properly. The result is a narrative less bound by immediate political action
and more focused on reinterpreting her experiences. Davis herself would later acknowledge,
in the prefaces to her own autobiography, that writing during political emergency limited her
capacity for retrospective analysis.”® Shakur, by contrast, transforms this temporal distance
into strength: she can dissect her past, her mistakes, and her hopes with the clarity that only
hindsight and survival can provide.

Assata also provides us with a tangible example of sisterhood among persecuted subjects.

Victims of very similar situations, Angela Davis and Assata Shakur were aware of each

%8 Angela Davis, A4n Autobiography, London, Penguin Random House UK, 2022, p. 8
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other's struggles, and both expressed mutual support and solidarity. While Davis dedicates
an entire foreword to the author, Shakur likewise acknowledges Davis’s commitment and the

injustice she endured. Taking inspiration from her peer, Shakur writes:

Angela Davis was running for her life. They had hooked her up with Jonathan Jackson,
charged her with kidnapping and murder at the kourthouse, even though she was nowhere on
the set. They charged her with murder because they claimed that some of the guns used
belonged to her. She was one of the most beautiful women 1 had ever seen. Not physically,
but spiritually. I knew who she was, because i had been keeping clippings of her in my file.”

This demonstration of mutual respect highlights how women of the Black Power era
recognized their mutual struggles, as well as the fact that they shared a condition dictated by

severe criminalization, but also the same objectives.

3.2.2 Form, Structure, and Voice

As a Black woman autobiographer, Shakur follows a tradition that traces back to slave
narratives. Perfectly in line with her foremothers, she does not rely on precise dates to anchor
her story. Rather, she structures her narrative around the turning points that constellate her
growth. Furthermore, she chose not to make a linear narrative respecting the chronological
order of events. At first glance, her structure may appear less deliberate than Davis's, as she
alternates between two timelines throughout the twenty-one chapters of her narrative. The
opening chapters recount the immediate aftermath of the New Jersey Turnpike incident,
firmly situating the story in the present, rather than the past. Then, Shakur seems to alternate
between recollections of her childhood and scenes from her imprisonment and trials,
following a seemingly ordinate fashion. However, this pattern tends to break rather
consistently towards the end of the narration. Although less linear than Davis's memoir,
Assata’s structure respects the requisites of teleological narrative. The teleological form is
especially useful in this narration, as it allows her to trace both her personal and political
development as a Black woman and an activist with the same pace, revealing how her present

conditions are shaped by a long history of resistance.

9 Assata Shakur, Assata, p. 204

59



In this case, the teleological structure does not give the reader the full picture all at once;
rather, it is revealed gradually. This choice may also reflect Shakur's choices in terms of
thematic focus. While Davis seems to cover the early years of her life quickly in order to
focus on her political commitment, Shakur gives equal weight to personal experience and
activism, perhaps because she considers them fundamental for each other.

The adaptation of the autobiographical genre is not limited to elements such as
chronological order or subject focus. As discussed previously in Chapter 1, Black women
autobiographers have always incorporated elements from different literary genres to achieve
their narrative objectives. This tradition of hybridizing genres is long-standing: Harriet
Jacobs used tropes coming from sentimental novels, Sojourner Truth included Black spiritual
songs, and Assata Shakur leans on the expressive power of her poetry. As a matter of fact,
many of the chapters contain or are closed by poems of different formats that do not adhere
to a specific style or metric, favoring direct, impulsive, and emotional language. Her poems
function as a compass that helps the reader understand Shakur's thoughts and emotions
regarding the subjects she covers in her work.

Most representative of all is Affirmation'®°, which opens the autobiography and sets the
tone for her life narrative. Here, Shakur celebrates her love for life and the people, while also
acknowledging its fragility in a world where compassion and justice have become distorted.
The structure of the poem is, as confirmed by Margo Perkins, “loosely modeled in form after

the Catholic Apostle’s Creed”'®!, which comes from her Catholic upbringing. She writes:

I believe in living./ I believe in the spectrum/ of Beta days and Gamma people.
I believe in sunshine./ In windmills and waterfalls,/ tricycles and rocking chairs.
And i believe that seeds grow into sprouts./ And sprouts grow into trees.

The natural imagery and everyday life suggest both innocence and continuity with the
‘tricycles and rocking chairs’, evoking the harmony between childhood and old age. On the

surface, Shakur seems to be celebrating life, but the poem's insistence on growth and
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persistence with the imagery of seeds turning into trees also evokes resistance and renewal
against systemic oppression, which, in turn, seeks to eradicate life.
Later in the poem, the tone darkens, acknowledging what violence threatens the life she

loves:

I believe in life. /And i1 have seen the death parade/
march through the torso of the earth,/ sculpting mud bodies in its path.

Poetry becomes a tool of denunciation and political intervention, where the 'death parade'
represents the violence Black bodies routinely endure. Freedom, incarceration and
criminalization, then, emerge in a scathing critique of law enforcement and the institutions
who use it to oppress political opponents.

The third to last stanza is especially emblematic of her conditions, and works as a strong

declaration of intent in the face of the extreme oppression she faced:

I have been locked by the lawless./ Handcuffed by the haters./ Gagged by the greedy./
And, if 1 know any thing at all,/ it’s that a wall is just a wall/ and nothing more at all./ It can
be broken down.

This stanza encapsulates the spirit pervading the entirety of Assata: refusal to surrender,
faith in life and her people, and an unshakeable belief in the fact that oppression can be
beaten.

Shakur proves—Iike her foremothers did in the past—that poetry and creative writing can
become a form of emotional and political resistance inside an autobiography.

Other than disregard for written language conventions, Shakur's writing is characterized
by more traditionally Black literary features. While white literature historically relies on the
written word, Black literature often mixes written and spoken language in its texts. This is
true for Assata too, in which we find numerous examples of typically spoken language. Like
her predecessors and peers, spoken language is very important for Shakur, who—by adopting
this characteristic—is furthering a longstanding tradition of Black women's autobiography.
Such language can be found in many instances where she uses either African American

Vernacular English or colloquial pronunciation. In particular, she uses many reductions such

61



as 'ain't''%? in both the main text and poems. Furthermore, these kinds of oral features are used
mainly to initiate a dialogue with the reader, who is compelled to actively participate in the
reading of the book. In more than one occasion, in fact, she seems to talk directly with her
audience, as for example in this excerpt: "If i wrote a hundred pages describing the basement
of the middlesexcounty jail, it would be impossible for you to visualize it."!%?

Another important feature in Assata is the use of the roll call, a literary device widely
utilized by black autobiographers for multiple purposes. Shakur uses it not only to express
her gratefulness towards those who participated in the struggle against state oppression and
stood by her side, but also to save their names from historical erasure. By listing and honoring
her comrades, she ensures their survival inside the bigger picture of Black resistance. As
Margo Perkins observes, at least three roll calls can be found in the text.!** In one particularly
significative example, Shakur names the many Black victims of oppressive violence,!*
blending a moment of remembrance and resistance with a celebration of the community.

Assata Shakur was a woman who put her soul into her autobiography. By using
unconventional writing practices and a personal tone, she built a life narrative that is both
unique and reminiscent of her foremothers' writing. Assata, then, becomes a space for
political critique, found both in the language, her choice to tell her side of the story, and the

subject she covers throughout the chapters.

3.2.3 Childhood and Education

Assata Shakur differentiates herself from many other Black women autobiographers by
offering a detailed account of her childhood and early adulthood. Having grown up in two
very different environments, her formative experiences were varied, instructive, and
sometimes even dangerous. Being a young Black woman in mid-twentieth-century United
States shaped her political consciousness, developed within the upcoming ideologies of

Black revolution and Black feminism.
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Born in New York in 1947, Shakur moved to Wilmington, North Carolina, to live with her
grandparents after her parents’ divorce. They became an important influence in her early
education, insisting on lessons such as personal dignity, self-respect, and hard work. In
particular, she was taught not to be subservient to white people, a teaching she would hold
dear for the rest of her life. Yet, Shakur also recognizes how her upbringing was strictly
related to the idea of obtaining money and a position of respect in white America. This
sentiment is mirrored in Angela Davis's autobiography too, which led her to name it the

"Booker T. Washington Syndrome"!%®

, which is a mindset that encourages to play by the rules
of white society, rather than recognizing its flaws.

The similarities between Shakur and Davis are multiple. Both recognize the uncritical
attitudes adopted by many Black adults in educating their children, and both reflect on the
disparities between schools in the South and the North. Southern schools still enforced racial
segregation, offering inadequate resources and quality of instruction to Black students. Yet,
both Shakur and Davis see a silver lining. While it is true that Black teachers echoed
mainstream narratives of hard work as the path to success in America, they also dedicated
particular attention to the intellectual and moral education of Black children. In contrast, their
experiences in Northern schools were very different. If Davis found in New York's schools a
space to nurture her political awareness, Shakur grew disillusioned with the system and
developed her political literacy on the streets and while attending college.

Family remains one of the most important motivators for Black activists. If Shakur's
grandparents were entrusted with her early moral formation, her aunt Evelyn played a
decisive role in shaping her intellectual curiosity. She encouraged her to read, watch movies,
observe art, and remain culturally active, keeping her away from the streets. In fact, Shakur
had some significant experiences as a drifter in the streets of New York, where she had the
chance to better understand the life of many poverty-stricken people all around the city,
especially women. Shakur’s mother also played a crucial role in her journey towards the
rediscovery of African heritage. She introduced her daughter to the beauty of African art,

emphasizing its beauty and complexity against the widespread belief that it was primitive.
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Shakur also recounts how she sought to transmit this newfound love for her African heritage
to others. Reminiscing about her time working with children during a summer college
assignment, she reflects on how Black children were indirectly taught from an early age to
see white culture and aesthetics as superior. Brokenhearted, Shakur takes on the
responsibility to teach the lessons her mother had imparted to her, teaching the children that
Black culture is neither inferior nor primitive, but different and beautiful in its own right.'%’

The presence of such positive models in her early life, allowed Shakur to recognize and
resist the internalized self-hatred widely diffused among Black people, who are constantly
told that white standards define beauty, culture, and artistic value. Growing up with a stronger
self-image than most of her peers, Shakur came to see this presence of a hierarchy of
aesthetics as another instrument of control, designed to keep Black people dependent and
alienated from their own heritage. Shakur's awareness of Black history developed only after
she joined the Golden Drums, a collective of Black college students who taught her how
white institutions manipulate historical narratives to maintain control. Through their
discussions, she realized how the version of history taught in schools was not only
incomplete, but also fraught with disinformation. It is thanks to this organization that Shakur
gained a clearer understanding of concepts such as communism and the real motivations
behind the United States' involvement in Vietnam.

By dedicating so much space to education in her life narrative, Shakur underscores the
importance of intellectual and moral formation in the making of an activist. By exposing the
flaws of the American education system, she encourages the use of critical thinking, urging
readers to question the narratives promoted by the white establishment. An example appears
in her recollections of public schools in New York, where she was taught to consider figures
such as George Washington and Abraham Lincoln as universally good. Shakur challenges
this portrayal, and reminds the reader that Washington was a slave owner, while Lincoln—
widely considered emancipator of the enslaved—freed Black people reluctantly, envisioning

a nation where there would be no space for them.
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Education thus affirms itself as one more site of political struggle. Through the
perpetration of false narratives, citizens are kept unaware of how the white establishment
maintains a firm grip on authority. As Shakur's experiences show us, the critique of the
American education system is an effort to redefine the history of the nation and its methods
of control, exposing its lies and urging students to seek a complete understanding of the past

and present.

3.2.4 Prisons and Trials

Assata Shakur's account of her imprisonment and the numerous trials she faced is deeply
politicized, determined to reveal the continuity between slavery and the corruption of the
modern criminal justice system. Like Angela Davis and many others, Shakur cannot—in light
of the evidence provided and dubious circumstances surrounding her cases—be referred to
as a criminal who participated in acts of senseless violence. Rather, the evidence suggests
that their arrest and confinement were deliberate attempts to silence them and their
revolutionary spirit. The comparison between slavery and captivity is not casual: the two are
linked not only in spirit and practice, but also by law. The 13th Amendment of the American
Constitution explicitly allows slavery if used as a punishment for a crime, proving the
enduring bond between incarceration motivated by racial motivations and enslavement.

Testimony about imprisonment, trials, and the brutality of the American justice system
stands as one of the central themes in Assata. Shakur devotes much of her narrative to
describing in detail the strategies used by law enforcement to intimidate, threaten, and silence
political dissidents. Much like in Angela Davis’s case, reporting the injustices and corruption
of'the American justice system serves as an invaluable piece of testimony, capable of showing
the reader the true purpose of policing political protesters. As previously reported, J. Edgar
Hoover's FBI conducted an extensive and violent campaign against members of Black Power
organizations active in the 1960s and 1970s. Many of their leading members were threatened,
blackmailed, and even killed because of their political work, revealing how far the American
government was willing to go to suppress Black activism. As seen in the previous chapter,
numerous political prisoners chose to recount the violence they suffered at the hands of many

different law enforcement agents. In fact, both local police and the military were deployed,
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such as the newly created SWAT teams, specifically designed to terminate Black militant
groups. It is therefore not surprising that many activists used the violence they suffered as a
rhetorical weapon in their autobiographies, reminding readers that countless others never had
the chance to make their voices heard.

Similarly to Angela Davis, Assata Shakur opens her narrative by recounting her arrest and
subsequent admission into the hospital, during which she was constantly subjected to police
harassment. This shared narrative choice, other than serving as the teleological basis of the
text, also functions to mark the salient moments of injustice, many bearing a striking
resemblance to slavery. In particular, their capture serves as a crucial turning point in their
narratives, providing the first link to the conditions their foremothers shared. While this
similarity is explicit from the start in Davis's autobiography, Shakur reveals it more gradually,
adding details over time about the brutal practices used against her. For instance, already
severely injured after the firefight that took the life of Zayd Shakur, she describes to her
readers the unnecessary violence inflicted by police officers.!% Despite the odds and her well-
being were threatened, Assata Shakur maintained a positive, combative attitude. Defiance
and resistance emerge as universal features in Black Power narratives that aim at exposing
the flaws of the law. Shakur is exemplary: despite the severe injuries, the constant threat of
being killed by law enforcement, and the brutal harassment aimed at breaking her spirit, she
refuses to cooperate or surrender. Such defiance is a recurring characteristic of Black
women’s autobiographical narratives of all eras, forming a legacy that transcends
generations.

Shakur's account of her imprisonment before the trials for bank robbery and the New
Jersey Turnpike murder is very detailed, drawing numerous parallels between her experience
and enslavement, enacted by police officers, prison guards and wardens. One example of
such continuity comes from the warden of her first prison, who refuses to tell her first name
and demands to be addressed with respect, while referring to the inmates as her "girls".!%
The power of language and narratives is once again demonstrated, it becomes a tool capable

of dehumanizing, ridiculing individuals and stripping them of their agency. This rhetorical
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move is reminiscent of 19th century slave owners, who infantilized enslaved people by
calling them 'boy' or 'girl', reducing them to harmless figures whenever it suited the dominant
narrative. The comparison becomes more evident when Shakur points out that most of the
women imprisoned with her belonged to ethnic minorities. Furthermore, imprisoned women
were not allowed to see their children while serving their sentences. This, too, reminds of a
practice widely employed during slavery, which separated enslaved mothers from their
children, who were then sold to other plantations. Further emphasizing the inhumane
conditions and the spiteful behavior adopted by prison guards, Shakur recounts the many
injustices she was subjected to. Being severely injured after the firefight, she writes that she
was repeatedly denied proper medical attention, mentioning how prison medics refused to
help her recover from the severe nerve damage which left one of her arms paralyzed. Tensions
escalated when guards confiscated her medical brace, on the pretense that it contained metal
and therefore was dangerous in her hands.!!® After a bitter legal dispute and a proper medical
examination conducted by an external physician, she was allowed to keep the brace, which
felt like a victory against her oppression and further proof of the pettiness and cruelty of the
authorities.

The risk of being victim of further violence—and possibly even death—was far greater
than the reader may expect. Aware of the dangers a Black woman accused of killing a law
enforcement agent could face, Shakur narrowly escaped such violence one night when a
group of male guards attempted to enter her cell, almost certainly with malicious intent.
Anticipating such a threat, she devised a stratagem to alert herself if anyone tried to break
into her cell while she slept. As Shakur explains, it was not uncommon for prisoners to die
suddenly under suspicious circumstances.!!! Fearing retaliation from law enforcement, she
remained constantly vigilant, determined not to become another of these victims.

Pregnancy and motherhood in prison are among the most disturbing experiences
recollected in Shakur's narrative. Finding herself debilitated from the pregnancy, Shakur was
denied the medical care and attention she required, receiving only minimal concessions after

repeated confrontations with the authorities. This experience underscores the inherent
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inhumanity of the broader prison system. After prison doctors refuse to give her the much-
needed medical attention, Shakur threatens to deliver the baby herself, forcing the officers to
relent and grant her demands. Born safely on September 11th, 1974, Kakuya Shakur is
immediately separated from the mother, becoming yet another weapon in the hands of
officers who were determined to seize every chance to exert control on her.

As in many Black women's life narratives, the body in Assata becomes a site of both
vulnerability and resistance. Shakur continues this longstanding literary tradition by
revealing how, even when imprisoned, the body and mind can serve as instruments of
defiance and self-assertion. By recounting the threats and strategies the state used against her,
her autobiography becomes both testimony and proof of resistance, a literary instrument to
challenge the false narratives spread by white institutions.

Aiming to raise her audience's awareness on the dehumanization and corruption of the
American criminal justice system—an ever-growing industry that thrives on the
imprisonment of poor women and men of color—Shakur dedicates particular attention to
political prisoners. These individuals are captured and accused of crimes unrelated to their
political activity in order to vilify and depoliticize them. Although the term 'political
prisoners' may initially seem an exaggeration, the United States has been accused of
persecuting political dissidents throughout its history.

In Shakur's particular case, her conditions of imprisonment urged national and
international organizations to investigate American law enforcement and incarceration
practices. As reported in Assata, Shakur's attorney Lennox Hinds appealed to the United
Nations Commission on Human Rights, which determined that among the prisoners held in
the nation, many could be considered victims of the illegal strategies employed by projects
such as COINTELPRO, which did all in its powers to silence revolutionaries. In their report,
Shakur is considered one of the most victimized, though it condemned only the inhumane
conditions of her confinement, and not the corruption that led to her life sentence in the New

Jersey Turnpike case.!!?
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Shakur devotes significant attention to her numerous trials, revealing them as
premeditated efforts to silence her and other Black Power activists. Accused of many
different crimes, she stood trial multiple times, often prevailing against the prosecution's
faulty reasoning and fabricated evidence. Despite the numerous acquittals, her experience
with the American legal system remains overwhelmingly negative. Each trial reinforced her
understanding of justice, which functioned not as a tool of truth, but as one of repression.
Silenced, subjected to brutal violence, and denied fair trials, Shakur ends her narration of the
proceedings with a deep sense of disillusionment, placing her faith in the collective struggle

and the people instead. In her own words:

Participating in the new jersey trial was unprincipled and incorrect. By participating, i
participated in my own oppression. I should have known better and not lent dignity or
credence to that sham. In the long run, the people are our only appeal. The only ones who
can free us are ourselves.!!?

Before the main narrative begins, all editions of Assata include a list of trials and their
corresponding verdicts. Each is related to the many crimes Shakur was accused of
committing during the years she was targeted by the FBI. As a person of interest, she had
been indicted multiple times under dubious circumstances. The list serves multiple purposes.
Other than being informative, it serves as a protest against the practices and measures
employed by COINTELPRO and CHESROB to neutralize Shakur, portraying her—and the
Black Power movement by extension—as a criminal with no real political agenda. This list
also participates in the teleological structure of the autobiography: by introducing the
narrative with its conclusive result, Shakur invites the reader to pay attention to the details
presented throughout the narrative and keep an open, critical mind. With this rhetorical
strategy, she asks her audience to question the fairness of the New Jersey Turnpike trial and

its outcome.
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3.2.5 Womanhood and Motherhood

The experiences Shakur reports in her autobiography are heavily influenced by her
position as a Black, communist woman who dared to embrace a radical position within Black
Power politics. Many of the events she chose to share acquire particular significance when
analyzed through the perspectives of womanhood and motherhood, which she transforms
into political instruments of empowerment. Throughout her life, Shakur could count on the
guidance and protection of several different women, both in and out her immediate family,
who helped her shape her Black womanhood in a very difficult moment in American history.
Showing great self-awareness, she wielded her womanhood as a weapon, rather than
accepting it as a symbol of weakness.

Very active in the revolutionary environment, Shakur confronted misogyny openly, a kind
of bravery that usually earned women activists a negative reputation within the broader Black
community. For many years, Black men accused their female counterparts of emasculation,
believing that leadership and militant action were exclusive to them. Nonetheless, Black
Power women autobiographers show both great courage and the political literacy necessary
to contribute in a significative way to the struggle. Determined to fight alongside Black men,
they were unmistakably a fundamental part of the movement as a whole.

Black womanhood and motherhood become even more complex when framed into the
context of criminalization, prison and the struggle against injustice. By staging most of her
narrative inside prison walls and courtrooms, Shakur builds a powerful narrative of resistance
against a system intent on redefining her identity. Her storytelling transforms her confinement
into a site of political protest, where criminalized women join their voices together in a
collective act of defiance and solidarity. While her autobiography may at first appear to be a
deeply personal account, Shakur speaks not only for herself, but also for the many women
she meets in prison, whose experiences are similar and can corroborate her version of the
facts.

Assata Shakur's womanhood and her perception of it were shaped by the care and
teachings of many different women, who instilled in her a strong sense of self-reliance and
resourcefulness. The guidance offered by her grandmother, mother, and aunt is fundamental,

since they shaped her strong, independent personality. However, these three women were not
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the only figures responsible for her formation, as Shakur would also experience the streets of
New York autonomously at an early age. Due to a heated argument she had with her mother,
she once ran away from home and resolved to build a life for herself in Greenwich Village,
New York. This experience, however, exposed her to a world eager to exploit her
vulnerability as a young Black woman. Penniless and without a home, she started working
to sustain herself, though she was repeatedly victimized in the process. For instance, her first
job at a bar ended the same day it began due to the sexual harassment of the owner. With no
other way to survive, she resorted to theft and scams, the second of which involved exposing
herself by sexually approaching white men.

Among the positive figures who influenced her youth, Shakur remembers Miss Shirley, a
woman who helped her find legitimate jobs, keeping her out of predatory environments. It is
only later that Shakur learns Miss Shirley was a man who chose to live as a woman.
Nevertheless, Shakur’s tone remains respectful of Miss Shirley’s sexual identity; continuing
to refer to Miss Shirley with female pronouns, she focuses instead on her kindness,
demonstrating a deep solidarity that was indeed ahead of its time, revealing her rejection of
rigid gender norms.

While working as a barmaid, Shakur gains a deeper understanding of what being a Black
woman in the United States means. Serving mostly white men, she observes how they would
often try to exploit her and her colleagues sexually, leading her to recognize how much they
are objectified in white society's imagery. In her own words, "any Black woman, practically
anywhere in amerika, can tell you about being approached, propositioned, and harassed by
white men. Many consider all Black women potential prostitutes."!'*

To reinforce her focus on the vulnerability of black women, Shakur includes in her memoir
a disturbing episode in which she narrowly escaped an attempted rape by a group of young
Black men. Fortunately, she managed to free herself by threatening to destroy the house,
which belonged to one of the attackers' mothers. Fearing for their belongings more than her
safety, they reluctantly let her go, leaving Shakur to reflect on the distorted gender relations

within the broader Black community. She pays a great deal of attention to these dynamics,

14 Ty, p. 104

71



noting how Black men—influenced by white narratives—tried to assert domination over
Black women, guided by internalized racism and self-hatred. Reflecting on these dynamics,
Shakur concludes that relationship between Black men and women are deeply influenced by
the legacy of slavery. She theorizes that the violence and dehumanization suffered under
enslavement produced a strong, misplaced anger, which—rather than being directed towards
the oppressor—was exchanged between men and women. This inheritance shaped how
contemporary gender relations work inside the Black community: unable to direct their rage
against their true, common enemy, they are led to channel their frustration onto each other,
perpetuating conflict and division among themselves.'!”

In Shakur's reflections about her relationship with men and her understanding of love, it
is worth noting that she dedicates less than a page of her autobiography to the year-long
marriage with a man she does not name. This silence appears to be intentional: by refusing
to provide personal information, Shakur wants to shift the reader's attention away from her
personal relationships, leading them towards political resistance. However, the few details
she does provide are very important to determine her attitude. For instance, she admits to her
lack of household skills, and does not wish to acquire them for her marriage's sake, since her
full attention is dedicated to the struggle.!'® By refusing to abide to prescribed gender norms,
Shakur is a symbol of women's independence and political dedication. Furthermore, the
inclusion of this brief section may be interpreted as a declaration of independence directed at
the reactionary sentiment widely spread in Black Power organizations, which advocated for
traditional gender roles.

The most important site of resistance in Assata is arguably found within her recounting of
prison life. As previously discussed, American holding facilities should be considered the
inheritors of both the practices and spirit that characterized slavery. Women belonging to
racial or social minorities are far more likely to be imprisoned than white women and often
receive harsher sentences for the same offenses.

In both of Shakur's and Davis's memoirs, prisons become material evidence of the

nationwide campaign of criminalization directed against non-white women. In particular, this
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campaign is sustained by narratives that dehumanize Black women through criminalization
and redefine their womanhood within the context of the prison system, an institution that
inherits the same spirit of control and exploitation once found in slavery. Shakur was a victim
of such characterizations, and she reflects on how she was regularly dehumanized,
mistreated, and humiliated by guards and law enforcement, who saw their violence as
justified by her supposed guilt.

Unity among dispossessed women remains one of the most powerful tools of resistance
available to Black women, even when they find themselves imprisoned. Shakur emphasizes
how isolation from other inmates was deeply discomforting, while moments of shared
connection offered her comfort and strength. In her case, the forced separation from the
general prison population—justified by the authorities as a measure to 'protect' her from other
prisoners—reveals itself as yet another strategy of control. Rather than ensuring her safety,
it sought to deprive her of the vital sisterhood that sustains and empowers Black women in
captivity. In prison, Black womanhood becomes a target for domination. Shakur’s
experiences reveal how incarceration recreates the control over Black women's body,
achieved through various practices, such as the refusal of proper medical attention. In fact,
women in prison are continuously subjected to humiliating controls and improper medical
care, the latter being one of the possible causes of premature death.

Pregnancy and motherhood are among the most powerful sites of resistance in 4ssata, and
they gain special significance when in the context of imprisonment. By deciding to bear
Kamau's child during the first trial for bank robbery, Shakur makes what could be read as a
declaration of love to life and an act of defiance against the forces of white oppression. Her
pregnancy becomes yet another symbol of political resistance, which is the promise of new
life that comes into being despite the systematic attempts to destroy it. Much like many Black
mothers who authored autobiographies before her, the prospect of creating life entails a
struggle to improve the conditions of the world they will live in. Shakur's determination on
the matter is hardened by her enemies: when prison medics attempt to convince her to abort,
she reacts with indignation and renewed resolve. Fighting bitterly to secure the right
conditions for her and her child's survival, Shakur transforms motherhood into meaningful

political act of resistance and liberation. Furthermore, after receiving a life sentence in the
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New Jersey Turnpike case, Shakur's daughter Kakuya becomes the driving force behind her
decision to escape from prison. Her motivation is strikingly similar to Harriet Jacob's, who
fled from bondage in order to guarantee her children a better future. By evoking this parallel,
Shakur establishes a lineage with her foremothers, showing how the will to resist and survive
often originates from their love for their children. Unable to stay with her daughter, Shakur
is devastated when Kakuya does not recognize her as her mother—one of the many moments
in the autobiography that expose the sheer cruelty displayed by prisons. Once again, Shakur
demonstrates how children become a fundamental source of strength and determination for

their mothers, renewing their commitment against oppression.

3.3 Conclusion

In the hands of a Black revolutionary woman, autobiography becomes a profoundly
complex instrument. By relating the story of a very difficult part of her life and the
circumstances that shaped her political consciousness, Shakur transforms her life story into
both testimony and pedagogy. Aware of the widespread hostility towards her media-
constructed figure, she hopes to reach multiple objectives in her narrative. Not only does she
provide invaluable information into the workings of the American criminal justice system
from a rare perspective, but she also paints her actions as inseparable from her political
beliefs. In this way, she counters the many hateful and superficial narratives built to portray
her as a monstrous criminal.

Furthermore, Shakur masterfully recreates the social and political conditions that led her
and many other women activists of her time to radicalization. Tired of the exploitation and
objectification they face from a very young age, these women refuse submission at the hands
of both white America and the Black men who mistook activism for a chance to affirm their
masculinity.

Finally, autobiography allows Shakur and her contemporaries to represent as accurately
as they could the true nature of justice in the United States. Deeply bound to the unyielding
legacy of slavery, federal and state institutions continue to deny Black people de facto

equality in matters regarding prisons, courts, and law enforcement. Through her experience
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in prison, Shakur teaches, exposes, and challenges, making her narrative an act of political

education that seeks to both reveal injustice and awaken the reader's will to fight at her side.
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Chapter 4: Elaine Brown, 4 Taste of Power

“There is no revolution without the Black woman. There is no liberation without the Black
woman.”

-Elaine Brown

Introduction: Who is Elaine Brown?

Elaine Brown is another very important figure to consider when discussing both Black
Power and Black women's autobiography. Born on March 2nd, 1943, she stands as one of the
most iconic leaders to emerge from the Black power era, especially for having reached
positions of power rarely given to women within Black revolutionary movements. As the
head of the most recognizable organization of the times—the Black Panther Party for Self-
Defense—Brown became a symbol of both political power and women's agency. Originally
founded by Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale, the Party was entrusted to Brown by Newton
himself after he grew increasingly dissatisfied with the direction it was taking, and because
of his necessity to flee from the United States due to legal concerns. Tasked with leading the
Party through a very difficult phase, Brown arguably became the most powerful and
influential Black woman in the context of the broader struggle for equal rights, while also
advocating for gender equality in the process. To this day, she is known for being the first
and last woman to guide the Party.

Brown's autobiography, 4 Taste of Power: A Black Woman s Story (1992), is yet another
invaluable contribution to the counter-narrative tradition of Black women's life narratives.
Similarly to the works of Angela Davis and Assata Shakur, it challenges hegemonic
narratives aimed at silencing or distorting Black women's experiences. However, Brown's
account differs significantly in both scope and tone from theirs. Her perspective as the Party's
agent and leader shapes her autobiography as a narrative of power, responsibility and
struggle. Her hesitancy and silences throughout her book make her a complex author, who
deals with many different (and sometimes contradicting) dimensions in a unique negotiation

between the personal and the political.
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From a very young age, Brown was educated to facilitate her entrance into the white
world. Her mother made countless sacrifices to ensure she could attend the best schools so
that she could escape from the poverty-stricken ghettos she knew so well. Yet, this
opportunity came at a cost: it produced a deep sense of alienation that would accompany
Brown for most of her life, as she felt unrecognized from both the Black and white world.
Rejected by nearly everyone except her mother, her activism emerged from a desire to belong
to a community, a recurring theme in the narrative. Although she eventually finds a sense of
community and purpose in the Black Panther Party, she remains unable to feel completely
accepted within its ranks, even in her personal and intimate relationship with Huey Newton.
Newton, like many of the men who surround Brown in the autobiography, is portrayed both
positively and negatively: both idolized and destructive, he embodies the many
contradictions of the movement, reproducing the same patriarchal structures perpetrated by
the very white capitalist society he rejected. As such, Brown becomes an important example
of the relationship between Black men and women, the latter often struggling for recognition
and equality. Unable to fight against white supremacy on the same terms, Black women's

commitment clashed with Black men's quest for masculinity and self-assertion.

4.1 Elaine Brown and Autobiography

4.1.1 Brown and the Adaptation of the Genre

Third and last in line of publication, Elaine Brown's is the last full autobiographical
account written by a woman who belonged to the Black Power era. While Angela Davis was
troubled by the individualizing voice typical of the autobiographical genre, Elaine Brown
separates herself from her peers by constructing a life narrative that blends deep personal and
political elements into a unique account. While the community still represents a focal point,
her relationship with its members is somewhat mixed, oscillating between belonging and
alienation. Unlike Davis, Brown does not problematize her individual voice; rather, she
embraces it, leading her to write a deeply personal narrative with multiple objectives. Like

her predecessors, testimony and pedagogy are essential, but she also dedicates considerable
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attention to redefining her public image and to justifying her actions as a member, officer,
and eventually leader of the Black Panther Party.

Although Brown's autobiography may at first appear inclined to follow white literary
conventions due to its superficial similarities to ‘success through hard work’ narratives, her
adaptation of the genre reveals thoughtful and deliberate choices that privilege both the
personal and the intimate in a relationship with the broader community. As discussed earlier,
a defining feature of Black feminist autobiographical tradition is its open use of different
literary conventions borrowed from many genres. In Brown's case, the extensive inclusion of
emotional thoughts and explicit details of her relationships suggest a conscious use of
elements belonging to the sentimental novel, at times even bordering the erotic.

In a sense, Brown’s conflicting emotions are representative of the life narrative she
constructs. While she undoubtedly dedicates herself to the struggle, her reflections at times
seem to suggest that her commitment is driven less by the pursuit of equality in itself than by
her loyalty to the community she belongs to. For much of her career as an activist, she
supports the Party unquestioningly, until the moment when the violence inflicted on her and
her female comrades by male members seeking to reassert patriarchal control forces her to
come to terms with reality.

Although Brown's work remains deeply political, her use of the genre differs markedly
from that of her peers, both in tone and purpose. While Davis and Shakur emphasize their
consistent commitment to a collective struggle, Brown’s narrative reads more as troubled,
fragmented, and an attempt at self-redefinition—an effort to reshape her public image and
justify her actions within the Party. As Margo Perkins observes, “Brown deliberately
manipulates truth in 4 Taste to refashion her own image in a more flattering light.”!'” In the

brief introduction to her autobiography, Brown writes:

This is a chronicle of the life of a black woman-child in America. It is my life.

Reflected here is life as I lived it, my thoughts and feelings as I remember them. Here,
too, are my personal exchanges with others. In reconstructing them, I have relied on my
knowledge of opinions held, and my recollection of articulated ideas and very specific words
in their context.

7 Margo Perkins, Autobiography as Activism: Three Black Women of the Sixties, p. 96
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Memory seems a fragile spirit. It may be a river of reality that gathers dreams and desires
and change in its flow. Nevertheless, I have tried to be faithful to both fact and feeling.!!®

Although concise, this introduction reads as a declaration of intent and a warning,
revealing Brown’s awareness of the subjectivity of memory and the difficulty of remaining
faithful to both fact and emotion. It is significant that 4 Taste of Power is also arguably the
most contested autobiography among those examined in this dissertation, as some of Brown’s
contemporaries and critics criticized it due to issues of precision, accusing her of historical
revisionism. Furthermore, former Panthers such as Kathleen Cleaver have accused Brown of
numerous factual and chronological inaccuracies, including imprecise dates and
inconsistencies in her recollections. However, if earlier critics considered temporal
imprecision a flaw, it is now largely regarded as a common narrative strategy deriving from
Black oral tradition, which is a typical rhetorical instrument in Black feminist
autobiographical tradition. Accused of selecting convenient memories and other forms of
narrative manipulation, Brown’s 4 Taste of Power becomes an especially interesting case
study for the issue of credibility, memory, and the relationship between personal and political
objectives in Black women’s life writing. While she technically does respect Philippe
Lejeune’s autobiographical pact through her commitment to telling the truth as she perceives
it, Brown’s credibility as an autobiographer often hangs in the balance between the possibility
of honest mistake and an intentional effort to reshape her public image. However, not all the
liberties Brown takes serve the purpose of reshaping her own image. By breaching
conventional autobiographical practices, she also frees herself from the genre’s constraints
in order to create moments of reflection and learning designed to transmit the teachings of
Huey Newton and the Party. One striking example is a lengthy direct quotation she includes
in her memoir, in which Newton explains in detail the philosophy of intercommunalism.'!’
Spanning several pages, this passage functions as a window onto the ideological foundations
and the internal practices of the Party. Yet, the reader is not expected to believe that Brown

is capable of reporting Newton’s words so precisely. Rather, they are invited to interpret the

118 Elaine Brown, 4 Taste of Power, New York, Anchor Books, 1992, p. 4
19 Tyi, p. 298
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passage as her reconstruction of the truth that, though subjective, achieves a narrative and

pedagogical purpose.

4.1.2 Elaine Brown’s Introduction to 4 Taste of Power

The presence of a preface or foreword is a recurring feature in the autobiographical works
of Black Power women. Whether in the form of supportive words from their peers or as a
guide for readers to better understand the narrative, both Davis and Shakur dedicate the
opening pages of their memoirs to substantial introductory sections, the purposes of which
vary. Brown, too, opens her narrative with an introduction, though its size contrasts sharply
with those analyzed in the previous chapters. However concise, Brown’s introduction is still
fundamental for understanding both her objectives and the flaws of the instruments she
employs to achieve them. In this sense, Brown is closer to Davis than to Shakur: while both
assert their self-authorization without relying on external validation, Shakur—deeply
resented by the general public—appears to welcome the additional legitimacy that other
voices could provide.

As it is customary in many of her foremothers’ memoirs, A Taste of Power also opens with
a dedication. In Brown’s case, however, it assumes a special significance due to its brevity
and uniqueness. It reads: “For Ericka Suzanne Brown / Thank you for your gift of life.”!?°
The recipient of this acknowledgment is her daughter, Ericka, whom Brown credits not as
the one to whom she gave life, but rather as the one who gave life to her. This inversion of
the traditional mother—daughter relationship is striking, as it suggests a doubly beneficial
relationship between mother and daughter. Brown may be expressing gratitude for the
emotional strength and purpose her daughter gave her during one of the most difficult periods
of her life, when the violence and internal conflicts within the Black Panther Party were
threatening to take her life. In this sense, the dedication functions not just as a personal note,

but as an affirmation of the cyclical, sustaining power of Black womanhood.

120 Tyi, p. 1
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4.2 Elaine Brown’s 4 Taste of Power

4.2.1 Elaine Brown and Political Autobiography

A Taste of Power was published eighteen years after the events it recounts. So far, Black
Power women’s autobiographies have proven to be firmly embedded in times of social
turmoil and political distress. Published in 1992, Brown’s work differs greatly in tone: rather
than being characterized by an impending sense of struggle, it benefits from the clarity
afforded by temporal distance. This retrospective vantage point allows Brown to reinterpret
her past and the role she covered in the context of Black Power, which is an opportunity that
immediate testimony often denies. However, delaying the act of writing is a double-edged
sword. While distance allows for greater reflection, it also produces selective memories and
possible inaccuracies, since memory inevitably reshapes experience over time.

According to Margo Perkins, the political immediacy of women’s autobiographies from
this era can be deduced from their formal dedications.!?! Both Davis and Shakur dedicate
their works to comrades still engaged in the struggle, situating their narratives inside an
ongoing fight. Brown, by contrast, cannot do so, as the struggle emblematic of the Black
Power era has already ended. Instead of invoking the past, her dedication looks towards the
future, which she finds in her daughter Ericka. In this act of creating a legacy, Brown renews
her commitment: rather than being anchored in the militancy of the 1960s and 1970s, it is
projected into the future thanks to the new generations, creating a link between political
resistance and maternal continuity.

When measured against the six tenets of political autobiography ideated by Margo
Perkins, Elaine Brown proves to be the most ambiguous of the three authors analyzed.
Although she places significant emphasis on the collective struggle against oppression, A
Taste of Power also devotes extensive space to her personal emotions, reflections, and
relationships among the members of the Black Panther Party. At first glance, this may appear
to contradict Perkins’s first tenet—that the political autobiographer should privilege the story

121 Margo Perkins, Autobiography as Activism: Three Black Women of the Sixties, p. 6
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of the struggle over her private ordeals.'?> However, Brown’s narrative challenges this
distinction rather than disobeying it. The large presence of the personal dimension in her
account is not meant to be separated from the political but to be an expansion of it. In Brown’s
experience, the private sphere is deeply political, as her constant sense of alienation found its
solution in a community organized around collective, political struggle. Thus, for Brown, the
political battle and the personal quest for belonging are inseparable, and an expression of the
same emotion: a profound love and commitment towards the Black community and its
people. Another tenet that appears to be partially transgressed by Brown is the fourth, which
states that the author of political autobiography should honor strategic silences to safeguard
both the integrity of the struggle and the welfare of fellow activists.'>* While this convention
is largely respected by most Black feminist autobiographers, Brown follows it only
selectively. Throughout her life narrative, there are several instances in which she reveals the
names of individuals sympathetic to the cause, such as Jay Kennedy and Bert Schneider, who
contributed in many ways to the Party. Although such revelations may initially seem
counterintuitive, they must be placed in the right context. In fact, the Black Power struggle
was already over by the time Brown wrote her autobiography. Consequently, the information
she reveals is more historical than political. From this perspective, Perkins’s fourth tenet
seems to be followed in autobiographies written during periods of active struggle, when
revealing sensitive details could endanger the lives of many or compromise active
movements. Writing nearly two decades after her escape from Oakland, Brown can afford to
speak freely in what sometimes reads as a documenting effort rather than a revolutionary one.
Interestingly, the only significant silences she maintains concern moments of internal tension
during her leadership of the Party. They are omissions that seem less about collective
protection than about preserving her own image, which could be compromised by possibly
incriminating or damaging details. Finally, another tenet particularly significant in Brown’s
autobiography is the third, which states that political autobiography should provide a voice
to the voiceless. Brown fully adheres to this principle, using her narrative both to gather the

voices of the oppressed and to expose the experiences of Black women within the Black
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Panther Party. Through her testimony, she constructs a counter-narrative that challenges
dominant hegemonic discourses while also exposing contradictions within her own
movement. By recounting the degrading and violent practices that many women endured
within the Party, Brown and her sisters publicly denounce the pervasive misogyny that
contradicted a struggle committed to equality and liberation. In doing so, Brown not only
restores the voices of women marginalized by both white society and Black patriarchy, but
also transforms her autobiography into a political act of feminist resistance.

Similarly to Shakur, Brown dedicates a substantial portion of her autobiography to
reconstructing her childhood. Although her eventual commitment to activism is political in
its outcome, its origins are found in a deeply personal search for belonging rather than in an
early awareness of injustice or solidarity with the broader Black community. Her activism,
at least initially, stems from an emotional need—to find a place, a purpose, or a defining
relationship. It is only after meeting the writer Jay Kennedy that Brown begins to educate
herself on the history and condition of her people, a process that gradually leads her towards
revolutionary work. Interestingly, Brown portrays her early commitment as characterized by
hesitation and self-doubt, questioning more than once whether the militant path was the right
one to follow. Her sense of purpose begins to solidify only after meeting other central figures
of the movement, such as Alprentice “Bunchy” Carter, John and Ericka Huggins, and
eventually Huey Newton himself.

Written by a high-ranking officer of the Black Panther Party, A Taste of Power inevitably
contains extensive documentation of the practices and ideologies at the foundation of the
organization. As an example of her documenting effort, Brown dedicates particular attention
to her travels in Eastern countries with Eldridge Cleaver, which perfectly encapsulate the
growing divide between Huey Newton’s philosophy of intercommunalism—supported by
the Party’s survival programs—and Cleaver’s ideal of armed revolution at all costs. Having
been in close contact with many of the Party’s central figures, Brown possesses the necessary
insight to recount with precision the different phases of its rise and downfall, offering readers
a rare insider perspective. Interestingly, while Brown remains faithful to Newton’s ideals,
Assata Shakur, who was based in the Cleaverite branch in New York, adopts Cleaver’s vision

of armed struggle, later reworked into the ideological foundation of the Black Liberation
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Army. Almost as if in dialogue, the multiple autobiographical accounts produced by the
actors of the Black Power era reveal precious information, contributing to the creation of a

complex and nuanced reconstruction of the period’s ideological landscape.

4.2.2 Form, Structure, and Voice

Forming continuity with her peers, Brown structures her life narrative with a teleological
form, though in a way that once again distinguishes her from Davis and Shakur. Among the
three, A Taste of Power may be considered the most linear autobiography, characterized by a
relatively simple and direct structure. The narrative opens with the moment Brown is
entrusted with the leadership of the Black Panther Party, before starting, from the second
chapter onward, to recount her early life and the events that gradually lead up to that pivotal
moment, before finally surpassing it. Excluding this initial anchoring chapter, Brown’s
autobiography develops in a seemingly chronologically sound manner. However, her sense
of chronology is not always factually precise. In reconstructing the order of events, Brown
appears to rely primarily on memory rather than on documentation or exact dates, suggesting
that her goal is not historical accuracy, but emotional and ideological coherence. This
tendency earned Brown several critiques. Among them, Kathleen Cleaver—herself a direct
witness and participant in the Black Power movement—accuses Brown of being an

unreliable source. In her essay Sister Act (1993), Cleaver writes:

Brown’s narrative suffers from a certain myopia. Because she rarely connects the events
of her own life with what is going on in the larger world, and infrequently supplies dates to
the incidents she describes, her story has a pervasive sense of unreality.'**

Cleaver’s observations, however, ignore the narrative conventions surrounding Black
women’s autobiography, where chronology often is secondary to emotional and thematic
coherence. In this sense, Brown’s approach privileges the meaning of the events themselves

over their precise temporal placement.

124 Kathleen Cleaver, Sister Act: Symbol and Substance in Black Women s Leadership, p. 95, qtd. in
Margo Perkins, Autobiography as Activism: Three Black Women of the Sixties, p. 94
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Most notably, Brown’s truthfulness and hesitancy to disclose important details emerge in
two particularly significant episodes in her narrative. The first concerns Betty Van Patter, a
white woman introduced to Brown as an accountant capable of managing the Party’s
finances. After Van Patter began questioning the origin of the organization’s funds, Brown
fired her; shortly thereafter, Van Patter was found dead. Regarding Brown’s possible
implication in the murder, Margo Perkins observes that she approaches the accusations
defensively, discrediting Van Patter’s character by citing a supposed prison record—one that
historians such as Hugh Pearson, in The Shadow of the Panther'?®, were unable to verify.

A second episode marked by ambiguity is Brown’s reconstruction of the 1968 UCLA
shootout between Black Panthers and a rival organization, which resulted in the deaths of
Alprentice Carter and John Huggins. As a direct witness to the event, Brown provides a
personal account that critics and historians, however, have deemed selective. Several scholars
suggest that she downplays her own involvement, omitting or distorting details that could
implicate her more directly as an agitator.

Commenting on such narrative imprecisions, Perkins notes that

the disparity between what [Brown] remembers or chooses to tell about her life raises
interesting questions about whether activists’ use of autobiography as personal intervention
is at odds with the objectives of their texts as political intervention. '

Despite these ambiguities, 4 Taste of Power remains a valuable text that dialogues with
the works of Brown’s contemporaries and comrades. Not always concerned with factual
precision, it nevertheless offers an important version of the events it recounts. Following Toni
Morrison’s declaration that historical facts do not always convey the truth,'*” Brown’s
autobiography may still be considered truthful in its broader sense, despite its inconsistencies

and omissions.

125 Hugh Pearson, The Shadow of the Panther: Huey Newton and the Price of Black Power in America,
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Inheriting the creative spirit of her foremothers, Brown incorporates artistic expression—
particularly music and poetry—into her political and personal narrative. Having gained
recognition for her musical talent, she eventually becomes the official songwriter of the Party.
Through her account, Brown unveils an often-overlooked dimension of the Black Panther
Party and the Black Power movement at large: their appreciation for poetry. Recognizing its
rhetorical and denunciatory power, poetry became a communal form of expression within the
Party, transforming gatherings of brothers and sisters into occasions for sharing original
poems.

In A4 Taste of Power, poetry serves multiple purposes. It functions not only as an instrument
of self-empowerment and a call to resistance against white supremacist oppression, but also
as a means of giving form to deeply personal emotions. Brown signals that she herself wrote
several original pieces throughout her life, two of which are mentioned in the text for their
symbolic value. Yet, she remains reluctant to reveal her poetry in full, for reasons she never
fully explains. For instance, she recalls writing a poem dedicated to Alprentice ‘Bunchy’
Carter before his untimely death but refuses to share its content. Another example is a poem
she describes as “a metric denunciation of black men who were exploiting the struggle to
cajole their Sisters into their beds with the slick rhetoric that to refuse a warrior was
counterrevolutionary.”'?® However, beyond defining its purpose, Brown denies the reader
access to the text itself. The same cannot be said of her musical production. While her poetry
remains inaccessible to the reader, brief excerpts of her lyrics—already in the public domain
during the years of the struggle—are included in the text. Brown shares the words of three of
her original songs. The first, Jonathan, is dedicated to Jonathan Jackson, who was killed
while attempting to free political prisoners from a courthouse.!?’ The second is the official
anthem of the Black Panther Party, which Brown recalls being played at the funeral of Bobby
Hutton, the Party’s first member to fall victim to police brutality.'** The third, 4 Very Black
Man, was a commissioned piece intended to embody the Party’s revolutionary spirit.!’!

Notably, Brown’s musical work is deeply intertwined with her political commitment, though

128 Elaine Brown, 4 Taste of Power, p. 128
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it occasionally blends with personal emotion like in Jonathan, written to honor the memory
of a fallen comrade.

Brown’s music embodies the inseparability of the personal and the political. As both
propaganda and personal expression, her songs reveal how deeply intertwined artistic
creation and revolutionary action could be in the life of a Black woman activist.

Furthermore, like her predecessors, Brown occasionally includes excerpts of dialogue and
speeches in African American Vernacular English (AAVE), underscoring the oral dimension
of her narrative. Scattered throughout the text, this orality not only reflects the linguistic
richness of the Black community but also reinforces the testimonial nature of her work. One
representative example appears in Brown’s recollection of an elderly woman addressing a

rally in support of the Black Panther Party:

Yeah, the police come early in the mornin’, rootin’ us up out of our houses, tellin’ us not
to say a thing. And I say to my friend, ‘Why they doin’ this to the Panters? When I’m sick, I
can’t call no doctor. I calls the Panters, and they come see *bout me.” And she say, ‘That’s
right, honey.” And then I say, ‘And when I ain’t got no food for my chil’ren, I calls the Panters,
and they come see ’bout me...”!*

Through this passage, Brown reproduces the rhythm, syntax, and emotional immediacy
of Black speech, capturing the voice of the community and its strong expressive power. The
use of AAVE is meant to be an element of authenticity and solidarity, helping the reader to
situate the Panthers’ political struggle within the daily life of the people they sought to
protect.

Returning to purely textual matters, Elaine Brown is another author who dedicates a large
and detailed section of her life narrative to her childhood, establishing a clear point of contact
with Assata Shakur in terms of autobiographical structure. Moreover, Brown’s depiction of
her early years appears to serve a similar purpose to Shakur’s, as she traces the formative
experiences that eventually lead her toward political activism. Particularly notable is her

»133

focus on what she describes as a pervasive sense of what she calls “nothingness™ ', a feeling

born of the severe sense of alienation that characterized much of her life and shaped her
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complex and ambivalent relationship with both the broader Black community and, arguably,
with men.

As previously discussed, Brown’s autobiography exemplifies a form of literary
hybridization, in which elements typically associated with different genres are used within
the same text. In her case, the influence of the sentimental and erotic novel is particularly
evident, and this blending becomes especially meaningful when considering her difficult yet
passionate relationships with men. Emphasizing her sexual freedom and pioneering spirit,
Brown writes openly about her love affairs and encounters, framing sexuality as both a source
of self-empowerment and a literary device. In fact, Brown’s inclusion of the erotic can be
read as a direct challenge to the long-standing sexualized narratives surrounding Black
women. Rather than internalizing the guilt historically attached to Black female sexuality,
she embraces it as a form of narrative and control over her own body. In doing so, Brown
transforms the erotic into an act of defiance, reclaiming a space of pleasure and agency in
opposition to the white supremacist readings seeking to define and accuse Black womanhood.
Her prose frequently stops in its tracks in order to focus on the physicality of her partners and
the sensuality of their bodies, underscoring how she uses sexual pleasure as a form of self-
expression. Among the many men she describes, Huey Newton, in particular, is rendered
through this lens: portrayed as a wild, strong lover, he is elevated to the status of what sounds
like a hedonistic divinity, especially in the twelfth chapter, aptly titled ‘Becoming Huey’s
Queen.’ Yet this depiction stands in stark contrast to other contemporary accounts—Assata
Shakur, for instance, describes Newton as deeply uncharismatic'**—and to the recollections
of others who questioned his leadership abilities. While absolute certainty is impossible,
Brown’s characterization of Newton appears motivated less by factual accuracy than by
emotional attachment, possibly reinforcing her tendency to privilege personal feelings over

factual renditions.

134 Assata Shakur, Assata, p. 224
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4.2.3 Childhood, Formation, and Political Literacy

A Taste of Power occupies an interesting position within the collection of Black Power
women’s autobiographies. Beyond the many differences in tone and narrative intent, Elaine
Brown distinguishes herself from her peers thanks to her depiction of childhood, her
education, and the process through which she acquired political literacy. Born in 1943, Brown
grew up in conditions of abject poverty in Philadelphia, where she would spend the entirety
of her childhood. Living on York Street, in North Philadelphia, she recalls a household
composed mainly of women—her mother, grandmother, and aunt—along with a grandfather
she cannot remember. Despite the mention of several family members, Brown’s narrative
continuously returns to her almost symbiotic bond with her mother, Dorothy, a woman
determined to guarantee the best possible life for her daughter. Dorothy’s relentless efforts to
protect her child from the violence and poverty of the streets become a defining factor in
Brown’s growth, which oscillates between the middle-class schools she attended and the
squalor of her apartment on York Street. Interestingly, whereas the mothers of Davis and
Shakur seem to reject white standards of beauty and show little interest in perpetuating
Eurocentric aesthetics, Dorothy is a victim of internalized self-hatred and does the opposite.
She internalizes dominant racist narratives about African features and Black aesthetics,
revealing the pervasive, aggressive reach of white beauty standards. A close reading of her
behavior suggests that she wanted her daughter to appear as white as possible in every
respect. Not only does she openly dismiss the beauty of other Black children—deeming them
too Black—but she also encourages Elaine to emulate white standards of appearance. Brown
recalls, for instance, how her mother would praise her beauty in comparison to other Black
children while styling her hair like that of Shirley Temple, the iconic white child actress
whose image was used to symbolize middle-class respectability and white beauty.
Reminiscing about this behavior, Brown recalls how Dorothy would tell her “[Other children]

had skin that was too dark and facial features that were too African and hair that was not

‘good’ like [hers].”!*

135 Elaine Brown, 4 Taste of Power, p. 26
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The same level of attention extends to Brown’s formal education as well. Determined to
provide her daughter with the best schooling possible but lacking the means to do so, Dorothy
turns to prominent men in the Black community to help secure Elaine’s admission to a local
experimental school for gifted children. Her entrance into this school marks a crucial moment
in Brown’s upbringing: her entry into middle-class, predominantly white and Jewish
environments profoundly changes her conception of community. Perceptive even as a child
of the stark contrast between her school and the harsh conditions of York Street, Brown
develops both a fear of poverty and a longing to belong within these privileged circles, a
tension that would continue to shape her sense of identity and belonging throughout her life.

The more Brown is torn between different worlds, the more her growing sense of
displacement torments her. Surrounded by friends and families whose circumstances are far
removed from her own, she does not initially question the social mechanisms that produce
such disparities. Instead, she internalizes them, in an act of rejection towards her own
community. This emotional state leaves her suspended on the border between two worlds:
alienated from her people and yet unable to gain full access to the white world she desires.
The excerpts concerning Brown’s early attempts to become white are particularly tragic.
Aware of her growing detachment from the York Street neighborhood, she describes a series
of strategies she devised to pass, as much as possible, for a white girl—an effort to convince
both herself and others of her supposed whiteness.!* Yet, every return home brings her face

to face with the inescapable reality of her origins. In her own words:

York Street threw me back, back to the realization that I might not ever really be white. I
would have to get back. I saw that every time I returned. When summer rolled around, I lived
in turmoil. I had to be on York Street every day, poor and black all day, every day.'*’

As amply demonstrated in her autobiography, Brown underscores the importance of social
class in her early formation, observing how the thoughts of Black children and their parents

can be profoundly shaped by their condition of poverty. This material deprivation, her

narration suggests, can develop into an internalized form of self-hatred and a sense of
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separation from the broader Black community—an experience that proves especially painful,
as it leaves the individual devoid of any genuine sense of belonging.

Returning to the matter of formal education, Brown attended middle-class schools
throughout her youth, though she rarely critiqued the quality or truthfulness of the lessons
perpetrated from the white American education system. Instead, her strongest criticism arises
from its failure to recognize the achievements of the few Black students who excelled.
Reflecting on her time at the Philadelphia High School for Girls, she recalls Francine, a
fellow Black student whose exceptional academic performance easily rivaled the scores of
white students. Particularly proficient in Latin, Francine’s scores should have earned her the
school’s academic prize at graduation, yet it was awarded to a white student instead. Brown
vividly remembers the disappointment and frustration stemming from this moment, feeling
enraged at the lack of recognition of the efforts of a fellow young Black woman who neither
sought to resemble white people nor assimilate into their world. Francine represents an
alternative approach to white American society based on hard work and resourcefulness, but
even this approach falls short in the face of pervasive prejudice and the white establishment’s
desire to preserve the status quo.

After graduating from high school, Brown decides to move to Los Angeles, California,
with no clear objective in mind and a lingering sense of having no purpose in life. There, she
meets Jay Kennedy, a white writer who becomes the catalyst for her political awakening and
late entrance into the world of Black politics. When Brown meets him, she is working at the
‘Pink Pussycat’, an adult nightclub where she performs to make ends meet. Struck by her
intelligence and potential, Kennedy takes her under his wing, introducing her to many of the
political writings that stand at the base of Black Power's philosophy.

At first, Brown’s interest in these ideas seems motivated more by her affection for
Kennedy than by genuine conviction. However, his mentorship gradually evolves into
something deeper, sparking a new consciousness and a growing sense of responsibility
toward the Black community. Their relationship, though, is far more complex than it appears
on the surface. Significantly older and already married, Kennedy occupies a dual role in
Brown'’s life as both lover, mentor, and perhaps as a surrogate father figure, given the absence

of her own.
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Her biological father had abandoned her mother, Dorothy, the moment he learned of her
pregnancy, unwilling to risk his reputation within a well-known middle-class family. As a
result, Brown grew up forsaken by him, apart from the brief meeting they had during her
teenage years. In this sense, Kennedy’s relationship with her recreates a familiar pattern: once
again, she finds herself as someone’s secret, desired but hidden, loved yet not fully accepted.

After recognizing her condition, Brown separates from Kennedy and returns into the
world of the Black community she had once distanced herself from in the attempt to enter
white society. Rejected and reminded of the fact that, no matter how hard she tried, she could
never truly be considered white, she begins to channel her political literacy and self-
awareness into the service of her people.

The turning point that launches her toward Black Power activism comes with her meeting
with Beverlee, a Black woman who invites her to teach piano to children from impoverished
neighborhoods. Seeing herself reflected in those children, Brown feels her resolve strengthen.
The experience, combined with Kennedy’s persistent refusal to make their relationship
official, ultimately leads her to leave him and devote herself fully to the advancement of the
Black community.

Reflecting on this chapter of her life, Brown closes her recollection of Kennedy with the
bittersweet words: “a tender daddy and a powerful protector. He had been a patient teacher
and a gentle lover.”!3®

By defining a different path towards political literacy, Brown exemplifies how
commitment to the struggle is not always linear or immediate. Angela Davis’s early entry
into the world of Black politics stems from both her personal sensitivity to racial injustice
and the solid formal education she received with the support of her parents. Assata Shakur,
by contrast, credits the women in her family with shaping her love and pride for the Black
community, while noting that the formal education she received contributed to her activism
not through its virtues but through its glaring flaws—flaws she came to recognize after

meeting with Black organizations during her university years.
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Elaine Brown, finally, builds her narrative of political awakening by tracing the many
formative factors of her early life that inevitably led her to activism. While she explicitly
credits Jay Kennedy as the theoretical mentor who helped her articulate her political thought,
her earlier experiences should not be read as unrelated to her formation. Instead, she frames
them as essential in justifying her decision to fight for her community. After recounting her
journey of disillusionment and alienation, Brown recognizes the escapism her mother
instilled in her, yet she never blames her for it, acknowledging instead the power and
pervasiveness of the narratives woven by white society to keep Black people subservient and
impoverished. Another significant point of difference between Brown and her peers lies in
the continuity of their political struggle. While both Davis and Shakur portray their
commitment as steady and unwavering, Brown openly admits that she considered
abandoning the struggle for various reasons, ranging from her persistent sense of alienation
to the harsh treatment she endured from men within the Black Panther Party. By presenting
herself as an intermittent participant in the Black Power movement, she distances herself
from the Party’s collective philosophy, preserving a sense of individuality and independence
that ultimately allows her to recognize the movement’s flaws, particularly in its dealings with

matters of gender equality.

4.2.4 Black Womanhood: Men, Motherhood, and Power

Among the three authors analyzed in this dissertation, Elaine Brown offers one of the most
extensive reflections on womanhood and its role within Black Power organizations.
Continuing Black women’s tradition of pursuing equality, she provides a rich and insightful
account of her experiences as a woman activist in the 1960s and 1970s, raising critical
questions about the condition of Black women within the movement, their position in the
broader community, and the possibilities for its improvement.

Despite her education and aspirations, Brown never physically distanced herself from the
ghettos of North Philadelphia, where she continued to live the other half of her double life.
Her early experiences with young Black men are present throughout her narrative, but they
are almost always negative. Marked by pervasive objectification, the relationships between

Black boys and girls were, in her experience, often very dangerous for the latter. In what
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appears as a continuation of the patterns of women’s objectification during slavery, Black
girls’ bodies become the field upon which gang rivalries among young men are fought. By
emphasizing how girls from different streets were forbidden from crossing their territorial
boundaries, Brown’s account strongly recalls how enslaved women were treated as property.
Her reflections provide valuable insight into how this historical legacy may have been
internalized by Black men, who, in attempting to assert their masculinity, reproduced the
same dynamics of domination once imposed upon them by white enslavers. Brown, in
particular, recalls two especially violent encounters of which she was a victim. The first
recounts how she narrowly escaped an attempted rape by a group of Black boys from the
local gang, who restrained her and appeared determined to commit the act. She was spared
only because the gang leader decided against it, reasoning that Brown already 'belonged' to
their group and that raping her would mean damaging what was, in their eyes, their own
property.'** Through this disturbing episode, Brown exposes the enduring objectification of
Black women and the perverse logic through which their bodies are still treated as
possessions. In doing so, she involuntarily reinforces what Shakur denounces in A4ssata,
confirming her suspicion that contemporary relations between Black men and women are
still profoundly shaped by the historical violence suffered by their foremothers.'*’ The second
episode is equally brutal. While out with friends, Brown is approached by a street thug whose
advances she refuses. Her rejection is met with extreme violence that leaves her severely
injured and, as she recalls, feeling as though she were on the brink of death. To add to her
suffering, she is denied medical treatment when hospital staff refuse to admit her, forcing her
mother to tend to her wounds at home. This moment perfectly symbolizes the double
vulnerability of Black women—subject to violence from within their own communities, they
are also denied protection and care from white institutions that are supposed to preserve
life.!!

Brown’s early encounters with men are only one side of the ambiguous and multifaceted

experiences she had with members of the opposite sex. Although she reports numerous
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instances of herself being victim of violence throughout the memoir, 4 Taste of Power also
reveals numerous romantic and sexual relationships with men both within and outside the
Black Panther Party. Particularly significant is her relationship with Jay Kennedy, who not
only introduces her to the world of Black political thought, but he is also credited for helping
her change her self-perception, which was previously distorted by white beauty standards
that trained her to see herself as unsightly. Yet, the most complex and emblematic of these
relationships is the one she develops with Huey Newton, the co-founder of the Party, which
Brown recalls as a passionate, but profoundly toxic union in which affection and violence
would often alternate. Considering the Party’s internal power structures and its ambivalent
sexual politics, it is not surprising that Brown and Newton’s relationship was likely
manipulative on his part. The Black Panther Party, under Newton’s ideological influence,
openly rejected what it defined as white, capitalist conceptions of love and family,
particularly the notion of monogamy. In theory, this stance was intended to free men and
women from possessive and bourgeois models of romantic relations, allowing for
relationships based on revolutionary comradeship rather than ownership. In practice,
however, this 'unrestrained' ideal often served to legitimize male sexual freedom while
continuing to restrict and objectify women within the organization. As Brown demonstrates
in several episodes of her autobiography, women were routinely objectified under the
pretense of revolutionary camaraderie, their consent manipulated through ideology. In one
particularly revealing excerpt, she recalls being propositioned by Party member Earl
Anthony, who justified his advances by claiming that any “true Sister would be happy to
sleep with a revolutionary Brother.”!*? Furthermore, this power imbalance within the Party’s
sexual relationships clearly favored men on at least two levels. As Margo Perkins observes,'*
both biological and ideological factors placed Black women at a disadvantage within the kind
of relationships supported by Newton. The model of sexual liberation promoted by the Party
would also allow men to evade responsibility in cases of pregnancy, while simultaneously
condemning measures such as birth control and abortion as counterrevolutionary. The result

was a system in which the full burden of child-rearing fell on Party women, who were denied
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both material and emotional support from their male counterparts. Elaine Brown herself
became a victim of this system. When she became pregnant with Raymond 'Masai' Hewitt’s
child, she was neither permitted to seek his support nor to terminate the pregnancy,
constrained by the Party’s strict ideological dogma regarding such matters. Her daughter,
Ericka Brown, was born in 1970 to an unprepared mother who was not ready to reduce her
commitment to the struggle in order to care for the baby.

Interestingly, Brown addresses what motherhood meant within the context of the Black
Power struggle, though she does so only briefly. Acknowledging her inability to fulfill the
traditional role of a mother while remaining active in the movement, Brown dedicates a short

but emotionally charged passage to her sense of inadequacy. Poignantly, she confesses:

I wanted some group of mothers to show up with a ribbon and tell [Ericka] I really was
one of them. I wanted somebody to tell her it was all right if [ never baked a cake, all right if
I knew nothing about teething, or what she was supposed to be eating at this stage. | wanted
somebody to make amends for what I would not do for her, because I was doing this
intangible thing, with this grand idea about my role in it. I wanted to explain myself.!**

Once again, Brown finds comfort in one of the few true allies she had: her own mother. In
an act that strongly reminds of the traditional practice of othermothering, she offers to raise
the baby in her stead, encouraging Brown to continue her political work. Through these
reflections, Brown questions what truly defines a 'good' mother and exposes how the Party’s
ideological framework—dominated by male privilege and revolutionary dogma—imposed
impossible expectations on women, demanding both total commitment to the cause and
traditional maternal devotion.

Analyzing Brown’s own exploration of power and leadership within one of the major
organizations of the Black Power movement is fundamental to understanding her
commitment, objectives, and Black feminist consciousness. Entrusted with the direction of
the Party by Huey Newton—who at the time became disillusioned and struggling with drug
addiction—Elaine Brown became the agent of both methodological and ideological
transformation within the Black Panther Party. Severely weakened by its separation from the

East Coast branches and by Newton’s desire to limit its operations to Oakland, the Party was
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no longer a national phenomenon. Under Brown’s leadership, the organization shifted its
focus towards electoral strategies and community survival programs, attempting to challenge
the white establishment within its own political framework. Although this strategic
redirection represented one of the most significant policy changes in the Party’s history,
Brown’s appointment as its leader also initiated a profound reconsideration of its gender and
sexual politics. Seizing power while remaining true to her Black feminist ideals, Brown
implemented immediate changes to the Party’s internal structure and hierarchy. By elevating
women to positions of authority, she enabled them to participate in a process of genuine,
inclusive revolution. Establishing a firm and disciplined leadership style to prevent takeovers
by sexist members, Brown sought to guarantee that she and her female comrades could enjoy
a heightened degree of equality within the organization. Fully aware of the resistance her
authority would provoke, she relied on a network of loyal allies to help her manage dissent
among Party members. One such figure was chief of staff Larry Henson, who quickly became
both her trusted supporter and lover. Although this relationship might appear as another
instance of romantic involvement, it can also be interpreted as Brown’s strategic use of her
sexuality as a weapon of preserving authority within a male-dominated space, effectively
turning sexuality into a tool of political control rather than submission. It is important to note
that Brown’s approach to Party leadership was not driven by paranoia or a superficial desire
for power. Rather, it stemmed from her awareness and experience of the misogynistic
hostility that persisted among many of her male comrades. Throughout 4 Taste of Power,
Brown recounts numerous episodes in which she and other Black activist women become
victims of verbal denigration, physical threats, and systematic exclusion—often at the hands
of the very men who vowed to uphold the principles of equality and Black liberation. These
contradictions reveal the deep fractures within the organization, and underscore how the
gender problem is very important to understand the mechanism that governed relationships
within the Party, and how it was partially responsible for its failures.

In reality, Brown had not initially considered the impact of gender within the broader
movement for civil rights. It is only with the gift of hindsight that she recognizes how the

denigration and exclusion of Black women from the struggle could not be treated as a
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separate issue from the pursuit of freedom in America. Reflecting on her years of leadership,

she writes:

It was a given that the entire Black Power movement was handicapped by the limited roles
the Brothers allowed the Sisters and by the outright oppressive behavior of men toward
women. This had meant little to me personally, however. '+

By acknowledging her earlier short-sightedness, Brown exposes how the issue of Black
women’s liberation was routinely silenced by chauvinistic attitudes sustained by men who
sought to affirm their virility under the guise of revolutionary activism. Interestingly,
Brown’s reflections echo Angela Davis’s later reconsideration of gender dynamics within the
movement. Although Davis reports occasional instances of sexism in her autobiography, she
explicitly addresses the matter only in the second preface to Angela Davis: An
Autobiography, written years later, where she admits that neither she nor her comrades had
fully grasped how the failure to achieve gender equality undermined the struggle as a
whole.!*¢ To better understand this dynamic, it is crucial to recognize that the feminist
movement was widely misunderstood within the Black activist community as an exclusively
white and therefore irrelevant effort. Black women who attempted to improve their position
within the struggle were often condemned not only by men but also by other women, who
had internalized this misconception capable of impeding any progress towards genuine
equality. Although Brown never explicitly sought to reform the Party along feminist ideals,
she nonetheless encountered resistance even when advocating for the most basic forms of
mutual respect between men and women. Her efforts frequently provoked hostility from male
comrades who refused to share power, dismissing any attempt to change gender hierarchies
as feminist—and thus, counterrevolutionary. Seeing this tendency for what it was—an
attempt to regain masculinity and authority—Brown offers a scathing critique to the men of

her Party:

A woman in the Black Power movement was considered, at best, irrelevant. A woman
asserting herself was a pariah. A woman attempting the role of leadership was, to my proud
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black Brothers, making an alliance with the 'counter-revolutionary, man-hating, lesbian,
feminist white bitches.' It was a violation of some Black Power principle that was left
undefined. If a black woman assumed a role of leadership, she was said to be eroding black
manhood, to be hindering the progress of the black race. She was an enemy of black
people.'¥

Ultimately, unable to withstand the attacks of her comrades, the escalating violence
against women within the Party, and Huey Newton’s refusal to intervene, Elaine Brown chose
to defect, abandoning the work of her life under unbearable conditions. After years of
dedication to the cause, the only response she received was hostility and aggression, acts
caused by an obsessive desire to restore Black manhood through the domination of women’s
minds and bodies. Fearing for her safety, Brown took her daughter Ericka and fled from
Oakland. Significantly, this was not the first time her commitment had wavered as a result of
male violence. Earlier in her career, uncertainty had already led her to question her role within
the movement. The second time, however, was provoked by the fact that she was brutally
beaten by her own bodyguard during a business trip. Left without support from Newton, who
refused to punish the aggressor, she seriously considered leaving the Party even before being
unexpectedly tasked to lead it in his stead.

Although different in nature, Brown’s escape evokes the tradition of slave narratives: she
flees a context of oppression and potential death, driven by the same spirit of survival and
maternal strength. As she leaves Oakland behind, Brown acknowledges that she is
abandoning both the work she had done and the people for whom she was ready to die. Yet,
she simultaneously finds renewed hope in the presence of her daughter. Drawing on the long
literary tradition of Black women who transformed maternal love into agency, Brown
establishes continuity with her foremothers, finding in Ericka the embodiment of her future.

In a moving conclusion, she writes:

My child was sleeping. I looked at her brown face, so inordinately innocent. I was
abandoning something, but I was saving something. It was the hope, that had been my hope,
and my mother’s hope, and her mother’s hope, and the hope of each of my people—mothers,
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aunts, brothers, fathers, children. If my life had any meaning left, this hope in one black child
would live.!*8

4.3 Conclusion

Although controversial in its narrative methods and choices, Elaine Brown’s 4 Taste of
Power offers a powerful and in-depth portrayal of the life of a Black Power activist who deals
with crucial questions on both race and gender. Acknowledging the unreliability of memory,
Brown nonetheless recounts her story through what she perceives as truth, raising important
questions about the autobiographical act itself and the relativity of a concept traditionally
framed as absolute such as truthfulness.

Completing the trio of Black Power women autobiographers, Brown occupies a distinct
position within their dialogue for the uniqueness of her perspective. She is, in fact, the only
one among the three to write at a temporal distance from the struggle, which allows her to
reflect upon her experience without the immediate pressure of political purpose. In doing so,
she achieves a rare equilibrium between the personal and the political, intertwining them as
masterfully as Angela Davis and Assata Shakur did in their own narratives, though with a
different emphasis.

Moreover, Brown situates herself—perhaps involuntarily—within the field of feminist
thought, even though she never explicitly identifies as a feminist. Her advocacy for gender
equality, her critique of Black chauvinism, and her reflections on motherhood place her in
undeniable vicinity to feminist ideals. Among the most striking elements of this alignment is
her open rendition of her own sexuality, which she neither represses nor justifies,
transforming it into an act of self-definition and narrative power. This embrace of the erotic
in the autobiographical context connects her to a long-standing tradition among Black women
writers who hybridize the genre by blending it with elements typically belonging to
sentimental and erotic novels.

Ultimately, 4 Taste of Power stands as an invaluable contribution to both Black Power

autobiography and the broader history of Black women’s self-representation. Through her
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testimony, Brown not only elaborates on the conditions, activism, and leadership of Black
women within the movement, but also redefines what it means to wield power as a Black

woman writer and revolutionary.
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Chapter 5: Conclusion

This dissertation has explored the autobiographies written by Black women activists of
the Black Power era. Angela Davis, Assata Shakur, and Elaine Brown used autobiography as
a tool of resistance, self-definition, and political intervention, situating themselves into the
long-standing tradition of Black female autobiography. By adding their voices to the
historical record, these women create their life narratives in the hopes of achieving a set of
many different goals. In fact, their memoirs are more than just a compilation of personal
recollections; rather, they are powerful testimonies that challenge hegemonic narratives and
redefine the fight for freedom of the Black community as inseparable from gender equality.

In examining these autobiographies, this study argues that each author reclaims the act of
shaping her own narrative as an extension of their political commitment. Angela Davis’s An
Autobiography stands as an intentional act of counter-narration, where ideological
conviction, political activism, and lived experience within the American justice system take
center stage. Using Marxist and feminist frameworks, Davis denounces the systemic violence
inflicted upon Black women from multiple directions, while advocating for collective action
over individualism. Assata Shakur’s Assata, by contrast, transforms the criminalized Black
female body into a site of revolution and resistance against state demonization. Through her
prison writing, Shakur rewrites herself from fugitive to freedom fighter, exposing how state
violence and racialized gender oppression work together to imprison Black women. Finally,
Elaine Brown’s 4 Taste of Power explores the paradoxes of leadership, gender, and sexuality
within the Black Panther Party, revealing the internal contradictions of a mass movement that
sought liberation while perpetuating patriarchal structures. Together, these texts establish the
continuity of Black women’s autobiographical tradition, claiming a space where political
discourse and personal storytelling meet, both preserving and expanding the possibilities of
self-representation.

This dissertation has highlighted how these authors engage with and transform the
conventions of autobiography itself. Their works merge elements of political activism,
testimonial, and reflections on Black womanhood and its space within the community,

thereby hybridizing the genre in ways that are in continuity with the long tradition of Black
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women’s life writing from slavery to the civil rights era. Each text blurs the boundaries
between individual and collective, self and community, past and present. The act of writing
becomes, for each of them, both a form of survival and a method of resistance, by virtue of
being an assertion of their existence against the many forces that have sought to silence Black
women’s voices.

Though none of these three women autobiographers explicitly defined themselves as
feminist at the time of writing, their works are easily framed within the principles of Black
feminism. Just like their predecessors, they anticipated the theorization of Black feminism
by talking about issues such as intersectionality before it became a recognized concept. In
particular, Elaine Brown’s exploration of sexuality and motherhood, Assata Shakur’s
reflections on womanhood and imprisonment, and Angela Davis’s commitment to
intellectual emancipation together form a landscape of perspectives that underscores the
complexity of Black women’s experiences of all eras. Their narratives illustrate that Black
women’s liberation is not a secondary struggle but a central one, without which the broader
pursuit of freedom cannot succeed.

The relevance of these autobiographies extends well beyond their historical context,
finding many Black women ready to receive their inheritance. Their influence is visible in
the life writing of later generations of Black women activists involved in many different
endeavors, such as those participating in contemporary movements like Black Lives Matter.
The themes they raise—state violence, reproductive autonomy, communal solidarity, and the
right to self-definition—remain as urgent now as they were in the 1970s. By reclaiming the
written language as an instrument of freedom, these women helped redefine a tradition of
autobiographical resistance that continues to inspire new forms of political and artistic
expression.

In conclusion, the autobiographies of Angela Davis, Assata Shakur, and Elaine Brown
simultaneously continue and redefine the long tradition of Black women’s life writing.
Following in the footsteps of earlier writers such as Harriet Jacobs, Sojourner Truth, and Ida
B. Wells, these authors appropriate autobiography not as a genre of self-celebration, but as a
political instrument through which the personal becomes a form of political activism. Their

narratives originate from the collective history of Black women who wrote themselves into
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existence despite systemic oppression and attempts to silence their voice. Yet, Davis, Shakur,
and Brown move beyond their predecessors by writing in a period that demanded innovation
due to the complexity of their situation. In the unstable context of the Black Power
movement, autobiography becomes both a weapon of resistance and a space for
introspection, allowing these women to present themselves as human again by defying
dehumanizing narratives regarding them.

Their legacies remind us that freedom begins in the refusal to be silenced and defined by
others; in telling their stories, they ensured that the voices of Black women activists would

continue to define the history of resistance in America.
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