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Call and Response: The Riverside Anthology of the African American Literary Tradition is
an essential collection that captures the rich tapestry of African American literature. This anthology
serves not only as a historical document but also as a celebration of the voices, struggles, and
triumphs of African Americans throughout history. The term "call and response" is deeply rooted in
African American culture, originating from African musical traditions and seamlessly transitioning
into various forms of artistic expression, including literature. This article will explore the
significance of the anthology, its contributors, themes, and its impact on the understanding of
African American literary heritage.

The Significance of Call and Response in African
American Literature

The concept of "call and response" is foundational to African American culture. It reflects a
communal approach to storytelling, music, and expression, where the speaker or performer (the
"caller") engages the audience (the "responders") in a dynamic interaction. This interaction fosters a
sense of belonging and shared experience, encapsulating the struggles and aspirations of the African
American community.

In literature, this tradition manifests in various forms, such as:

Poetry that engages readers through repetition and refrain.

Narratives that invite reflection and dialogue.

Plays that utilize audience participation to enhance storytelling.

The Riverside Anthology of the African American Literary Tradition encapsulates this essence by
bringing together a diverse array of voices that resonate with the call and response dynamic,
creating a powerful collective narrative.

Overview of The Riverside Anthology

Published in 1996, “Call and Response: The Riverside Anthology of the African American Literary
Tradition” is edited by Patricia Liggins Hill and features a comprehensive selection of writings from
various genres and time periods. The anthology includes works from renowned authors, poets,
playwrights, and essayists, capturing their unique perspectives on the African American experience.



Content and Structure

The anthology is organized thematically and chronologically, allowing readers to understand the
evolution of African American literature over time. Key sections include:

1. Slavery and Freedom: This section includes slave narratives, poetry, and essays that depict the
harsh realities of slavery and the relentless pursuit of freedom.

2. The Harlem Renaissance: A pivotal moment in African American literature, this section showcases
the explosion of creativity and cultural expression that characterized the 1920s.

3. The Civil Rights Movement: This era's literature reflects the fight for justice and equality,
highlighting both the struggles and achievements of the African American community.

4. Contemporary Voices: The anthology concludes with works from modern authors, illustrating the
ongoing evolution of African American literature.

Notable Contributors

The anthology features an impressive lineup of contributors, each bringing their unique voice and
perspective. Some of the notable authors included are:

Langston Hughes: A central figure of the Harlem Renaissance, Hughes's poetry and essays
encapsulate the joys and sorrows of the African American experience.

Zora Neale Hurston: An influential novelist and anthropologist, Hurston's work explores the
complexities of African American identity.

James Baldwin: Baldwin's powerful essays and fiction address issues of race, sexuality, and
identity, making him a significant voice in American literature.

Toni Morrison: A Nobel laureate, Morrison's novels delve into the intricacies of African
American life, love, and community.

Each of these authors contributes to the anthology's overarching themes of resilience, identity, and
the quest for justice, reinforcing the significance of the call and response tradition.

Thematic Exploration

The anthology delves into several critical themes that pervade African American literature,
including:



Identity and Self-Definition

Many works in the anthology explore the struggle for identity amidst systemic racism and societal
expectations. Authors articulate their journeys of self-discovery, often challenging the stereotypes
and limitations imposed upon them. This theme is pivotal in establishing a sense of individual and
collective identity within the African American community.

Resistance and Resilience

Resistance against oppression is a prevalent theme throughout the anthology. From the narratives of
enslaved individuals seeking freedom to the voices of civil rights activists, the literature reflects a
continuous fight for justice and equality. The resilience demonstrated by African Americans in the
face of adversity is a testament to their strength and determination.

Community and Collective Experience

The anthology emphasizes the importance of community in shaping individual experiences. Many
authors highlight the role of family, heritage, and cultural traditions in their narratives. This sense of
community is often expressed through the call and response format, which fosters a connection
between the storyteller and the audience.

The Impact of the Anthology

“Call and Response: The Riverside Anthology of the African American Literary Tradition” has had a
profound impact on the study and appreciation of African American literature. It serves multiple
purposes:

Educational Tool: The anthology is widely used in academic settings, providing students and
scholars with a comprehensive overview of African American literary contributions.

Cultural Preservation: By compiling works from various periods, the anthology helps
preserve the literary heritage of African Americans, ensuring that future generations can
access and understand their history.

Encouraging Dialogue: The call and response format invites readers to engage with the texts
actively, fostering discussions about race, identity, and social justice.

Conclusion



In conclusion, “Call and Response: The Riverside Anthology of the African American Literary
Tradition” stands as a vital resource for anyone interested in understanding the complexities of
African American literature and culture. Through its diverse selection of works, the anthology
encapsulates the essence of the call and response tradition, illustrating the interconnectedness of
individual voices within the broader narrative of the African American experience. This anthology
not only celebrates the literary achievements of African Americans but also serves as a powerful
reminder of the ongoing struggle for equality and the importance of preserving cultural heritage. By
engaging with these texts, readers are invited to participate in the dialogue, reflecting on the past
while envisioning a more inclusive future.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Call and Response: The Riverside Anthology of the
African American Literary Tradition'?
It is a comprehensive anthology that collects significant works from the African American literary
tradition, featuring poetry, prose, and essays that reflect the cultural and historical experiences of
African Americans.

Who are the editors of the anthology?
The anthology is edited by Rita Dove and other scholars who have contributed to the selection and
organization of the literary works included.

What themes are prominently featured in the anthology?
Themes such as racial identity, social justice, resilience, and the African American experience are
prominently featured throughout the anthology.

How does the anthology approach the concept of 'call and
response'?
The anthology uses the concept of 'call and response' to illustrate the interactive nature of African
American literature, emphasizing dialogue between writers and their cultural contexts as well as
between the works themselves.

What types of literary forms are included in the anthology?
The anthology includes a variety of literary forms such as poetry, short stories, essays, and excerpts
from longer works, showcasing the diversity of African American literature.

How does the anthology contribute to understanding African
American history?
By compiling key literary works, the anthology provides insights into the historical struggles,
triumphs, and cultural expressions of African Americans, enriching the understanding of their social



and historical context.

Is 'Call and Response' suitable for educational purposes?
Yes, 'Call and Response' is widely used in educational settings for teaching African American
literature and culture, as it offers valuable resources for discussions on identity, heritage, and social
issues.
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