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This paper is an academic attempt towards understanding the factors which 

contribute to identity crisis in postcolonial contexts. The theme of ‘identity’ has been 

one of the mostly debated concepts in the literatures of today. This concept has 

attracted the attention of theorists in many different ways and the result of which is 

the availability of various frameworks to place this concept. There are several ways   

in which the theme of ‘identity’ has been approached and all these ways present a 

common pattern which points to the substance of postcolonial interpretations.  

 

Identity has been generally understood as something which defines what we 

are. But, this definition has a limitation for it conveniently ignores the factors which 

define a person in multiple contexts. Henry Louis Gates observers in his book The 

Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African American Literary Criticism that the issues of 

interpreting ‘identity’ which dominate our discourse  have a deep connection with the 

language in which these subjects of dispute are debated.  Of all the identities that are 

listed out by anthropologists and social scientists  , the identity which is  defined and 

determined  by biology is said to be a non-negotiable one for a simple reason that   the  

factors related to genes can’t be changed or altered. But , there are identities that 

people assume and change for the reasons related to contexts and circumstances and 

these changing or passing identities are classified as ‘identities- in- queue’.   

 

The discussion on ‘identity’ invariably touches upon the issues related to 

language, region, culture, ethnicity, gender , class and religion. These factors 

continually shape and influence our identity in general. But these identities may not 

last for long. The identity which is essentially ours makes the ‘being’ as we are is the 

one which is non-negotiable and essential. This is technically called ‘essentializing’ 
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identity. And the rest are the ones which wait as candidates waiting to do transactions 

at a counter in turns, and once the truncation is over , the assumed identity will 

disappear. In this paper , an attempt is made to analyze identity conflicts in Afro-

American writings , and particularly it is limited to ‘linguistic identity’  as analyzed in 

postcolonial literatures.  

 

  The concept of identity along with that of freedom has been a hotly debated 

topic in literature for a long time. History is full of evidences to indicate the ways in 

which these concepts are analyzed, interpreted and represented. Hence, invariably, the 

question of interpretation of identity and freedom often brings with it several 

challenges of the historical processes which continually shape and alter. .  

 

The theme of identity is intrinsically connected to the concept of freedom as 

identity is something which flows from the condition of freedom. In a context where 

is freedom is taken away, ‘identity’ is already crushed. The first essential thing one 

enjoys with freedom is ‘being able to be ‘what’ one wants or wishes to be’. Identity is 

linked to the feeling of being free and the condition of becoming free and as a result 

of this one is set on his trajectory to reach his rightful place in destiny.  

 

There can be no doubt that freedom is a fundamental condition for human 

progress. It is freedom which harmonizes the forces within an individual or 

community and channels them in order to facilitate a march towards excellence with 

dignity and self respect. It is freedom which separates the best from the rest. It is 

freedom which gives a sense of hope and a sense of self direction to an individual and 

society. The desire for freedom comes from an experience of oppression. This 

experience differs in its intensity and significance. As a result of such varied levels of 

experiences of oppression, people's perception about freedom in terms of 'what it is', 

'what it does' and 'what it takes' differs. Despite all these multiple differences, the core 

meaning of freedom that it is an essential condition for human progress remains 

unchanged. Also, the meaning of ‘identity’ that it is what defines an individual and his 

relation to his society and community too has not yet been changed.   
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In African-American writings the idea of freedom and Identity has been a 

dominating theme for a simple reason that expressions of the writers, to a greater 

extent flow from their direct experience of oppression. It is evident that black male-

oriented aesthetic and politic against the issues of race and class has been consuming 

all the intellectual energy of the black male writers. The central characters are often 

young black male caught in the nightmare of the white racist, capitalist world. In other 

words, the masculine perspective which concerns manhood of the black race has been 

dominating center stage of drama of African-American writings. This monopoly of 

masculine perspective is now challenged all through the writings of Black American 

women. The language that these Black American women writers use to challenge is 

what defines their linguistic identity.  

 

African American women writers have long felt the need to express and assert 

their self despite all the odds in their own language.  Early African-American women 

writers such as Nella Larsen, Jessie Fauset, Ann Petry and Frances Harper have 

clearly and evidently expressed their bounded duty and mission in a kind of language 

which reflects African sentiments and fractured soul.  The most remarkable period in 

the writings of Afro American started with the publication of Gwendolyn Brooks' 

Maud Martha (1953). This work signaled a shift in perception about black women's 

sense of 'self ' and ‘identity’ and this could be rightfully called a bold endeavor on the 

part of the writer to present black women's quest for freedom and liberty. First time in 

the history of African American writings the idea of 'self-definition' and 'self-

assertion' has been given wide treatment. These writings have set the road map for the 

successive writers to follow up for the cause of freedom and identity.   

 

 W.E.B.Du Bois observed that twentieth century would be a century wherein 

the dominant discourse would be on the issue of ‘colour’. Gradation , organization, 

assessment, evaluation and perception would take place on the dotted lines of colour 

consciousness. Hence, identity politics would be based on ethnic identities and the 

multiple association of identity with ‘colour’ can never be ignored. Toni Morrison 

was a brilliant writer who managed to secure the world’s attention through her 

writings which obviously presented ‘black identity’ in the context of forces of 

oppression in multiple historical contexts.  
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African American writers had touched upon the idea of ‘self-assertion’ and 

‘self-expression’ in order to highlight how these two conditions were  essential to 

preserve ‘black identity’ which was under threat. In order to authenticate the black 

existence , several narratives such as personal histories, spiritual and secular 

autobiographical texts and salve narratives were encouraged. Frederick Douglass’ 

slave narratives serve as an example of how the narratives did serve the purpose of 

advancing the struggle of the blacks towards asserting their identity.  

 

Autobiography of Malcom X and Lagston Hughes’s Big Sea are the finest 

examples of the narratives wherein ‘the source of strength’ to initiate a concerted 

struggle for assertion of identity began. African American identity crisis of multiple 

levels : historical, social, economic and political dimensions would be apparent  if 

special attention is  to paid to the writings of Toni Morrison, Frederick Douglass, 

Langston Hughes and Lorraine Hansberry. All these writers have invariably spoken  

out of their own experiences of suffering and isolation and those experiences form , 

combine and constitute the synthesis of the movement for self-assertion at a later 

stage in African-American history.  

 

The concepts like class, power, domination, authority, ideology, culture and 

education have organized the sociological map of the human world. What all these 

similar concepts have in common is the idea of an external pressure which sets the 

limits to individual will or interferes with the actual action. As a result of such 

external pressure, an individual feels that he is in chain always. This is the context 

wherein an individual’s sense of self-worth is damaged and his identity is lost. The 

connection that exists between an individual and his people, his ideology,  his cultural 

legacy , his race , and his destiny is what we generally mean by ‘identity’.  

 

In postcolonial context , the theme of identity is viewed not just in racial and 

social contexts but also in linguistic context. Language plays an important role in 

giving a people a sense of identity. The identity defined by language is stronger than 

that which is constructed as a result of assimilation of similar ideas , values or history. 

Language, being a strong powerhouse of all the values of civilization, bears with it a 
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source which reaches out and catches up with all the possibilities of interaction and 

induction. Hence, language is what strengthens and promotes the identity and culture 

is what preserves it. 

 

 Africans initiated a struggle to revive and restore their  linguistic identity 

when it was under a great threat in white dominated America. The language used by 

Africans was looked down upon as ‘pidgin’ not just in linguistic sense but also in 

social sense. The social gap which existed between Africans and Americans did not 

provide the African migrants with enough opportunities of interaction with the white 

masters. As a result of this poor interaction , Africans happened to get a kind of 

language which was a mix of both African and American, in other words , which was 

neither African to Africans and nor American to Americans. The fossilized language 

acquired by the Africans in America became their linguistic identity and through 

which they started sharing their stories of suffering to re-group, re-organize and re-

orient themselves. The most impressive example of ‘this language’ can be found in 

the writings of Toni Morrison.  

 

Toni Morrison wanted her novels to sound ‘black’ in every sense of the term. 

Afro-American identity , particularly in terms of their ‘language’ has been beautifully 

presented in her novels. The use of Afro American Vernacular English (AAVE) , and 

‘the beauty’ that this variety presents in contrast with the so-called Standard American 

English (SAE) are examples to prove not only the linguistic  mastery of Morrison but 

also her unquestionable passion for the African variety of language. It is to be noted 

here that for Afro-Americans language is more sentimental than political. It is part of 

their consciousness. It has deep root in their history and civilization. Their love of 

language is artistically presented by Morrison in the following words: 

 

‘The language- only the language- it is the thing that black people love so 

much- the saying of words, holding them on the tongue, experimenting with them, 

playing with them. It is a love, a passion- its function is like a preacher’s ; to make 

you stand up out of your seat, make you lose yourself, and ear yourself. The worst of 

all possible things that could happen is to lose that language. There are certain things I 
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can’t say without recourse to my language’. (Toni Morrison. ‘The Language Must Not 

Sweat’) 

 

The language of Afro-Americans which is often disparagingly called 

‘Ebonics’ or ‘Black English’ has been denied of it due status for long. African writers 

in general have chosen to write in this variety and fought a long battle to secure a 

place for this language in literary circle , which should not be viewed as a violation of 

the norms of Standard American English but a variation of its own. But today, this 

variation enjoys it status just as other varieties such as Jewish English, Spanish 

English, Chicano’s English or any other ethnic variety. In short, African writers have 

made a successful attempt at restoring African pride and identity through using their 

own language.  

 

To conclude, in postcolonial context, the issue of identity has a deep 

connection with many issues related to history, culture, language and ethnicity. 

Hence, a discussion on identity is impossible without referring to the historical 

processes , cultural factors , language limitations and ethnic realties. All these factors 

continually shape our understanding of ‘identity crisis’ but the most important link to 

identity consciousness is through language and it is in language all the values of 

culture and essence of history are deeply deposited . Hence, to deny a people of their 

language is an attempt to deny them of their history and uproot them from human 

consciousness. Identity of a race is intrinsically linked and related to linguistic 

identity and this is the source of all other ‘identifiables’ in social, cultural and political 

senses of the term and a postcolonial reading of Afro-American Literature reaffirms 

this view in multiple ways.    
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