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August Wilson and Toni Morrison on African American Identity
African-Americans play a major role in the shaping of America’s history. Initially torn brutally from their land and sold as slaves to America, their journey to freedom has not been a walk in the park. Throughout their history in America, prominent individuals rose against all odds to stand for their identity. The 13th Amendment in 1865 might have been a soothing reward to the warriors, but the struggle for identity did not end with abolitionism. The Harlem Renaissance rose in the early 20th century and did immense work. Also notable among the fighters for societal identity are the African-American authors of the literature since 1965. This paper examines how the playwright August Wilson and novelist Toni Morrison approached the issues of identity and African American culture.  
Throughout his works, it is evident that Wilson was a commitment to the cause of black America. Wilson had mastered a way of linking his stories to the living African-Americans even if he told it through fiction. By writing plays about African Americans, Wilson opened the theaters to the African culture. His plays painted a true predicament of the African Americans. 
 Wilson believed that blacks were better placed to write about their own stories as opposed to having them written by whites. In the “Voice”, Wilson writes, “the message of America is ‘Leave your Africanis outside the door’. My message is “claim what is yours.’” (Green 39 - 40). While some authors advocated for African Americans to assimilate to American culture, Wilson was of a contrary opinion. 
The message in the plays was that although African Americans came to the land as slaves, they carried along with their rituals and culture.  To showcase this, African rituals, myths, and musical forms of dance feature in most of Wilson’s plays. Wilson acknowledged his love for the blues, widely attributed to African Americans, referring to them as a way of thinking (Wilson preface). He also praised the genre as one “that breathes and touches” (Wilson Preface).
Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom, the main character serves as the lead singer who connects her people to their traditions.  In this book, Wilson cuts through as the voice of the African Americans calling them to return to their true cultures. Wilson even admitted that he wished to keep all the elements of the African American Culture alive in the book (Shannon 202)
It is also evident that Wilson sought acknowledgment of the link between African Americans and Africa. To him, the mythology surrounding African Americans is “a common, natural part of life”- and not “strange.”  These words depict that contrary to common assumption, slavery could not exterminate African culture (Shannon 184). 
Morrison employs a rather figurative approach to express her views on African American culture and identity. Activities in the book “Paradise” revolve around a city called Ruby which is a haven for African Americans. The paradisiacal town adopts the religious typology of the American constitution to better serve its citizens (Romero 417). However, this optimism is short-lived as the town transforms to be the abode for isolationists, discriminations, and exclusionists. Figuratively, the town Ruby represents America. The book outrightly critiques the traditional American paradigm of identity and nationhood. 
In the first parts of the book, a group of slaves is hopeful for a better future. However, the slaves learn with dismay that they are being discriminated against because of their skin color. They realize that humanity comprises of two major blocks, the pure and the impure (Romero 415). They believe to belong to the pure group. These slaves initiate a migration in search of a better place where they could call home. In doing so, they face unimaginable resistance not only from the whites but also the blacks who had settled in some towns. The slaves are quick to invent themselves as the chosen people in relation to the Biblical Israelites. 
Morrison’s narrative is closely related to that of Israelites found in religious accounts. From a rejected group looking for a place to call home to their life after settlement, the similarities are unending. Morrison probably used the story to instill hope among the African Americans that good days still lay ahead. This is in contrast to Wilson’s approach to dealing with identity in the current state. 
Morrison also seems to differ with Wilson by focusing more on women than the society collectively. In “Language Must Not Sweat, Morrison explains how African women lost their names due to slavery. This loss created a disconnect from their culture (Beaulieu 171). Morrison makes us listen through the book the voices of the dejected women in the society, namely the black women. 
Similar to Wilson, Morrison highlights the importance of identity. She is keen to highlight that what haunts African Americans is slavery. The major battle is for African Americans trying to coin an identity for themselves when the whites have already branded them the derogatory name, Negro. The main character in Morrison’s “Sula”, who also goes by this name, understands that they are regarded as inferior at an early age. However, Sula is undeterred and determines to live a worthwhile life as directed by her will. “I want to make myself”, Sula tells her grandmother in one of the episodes (Stein 92). Sula escapes college but is unable to find a worthwhile place in the long run and returns home. 
Conclusion
America’s history is incomplete without mentioning the struggle for identity and culture among African Americans. In the years after 1975, the struggle was mainly in the form of art with authors taking the center stage to express their discontent with the system. The playwright Wilson was instrumental in pointing the need for African Americans to claim their identity which was slowly fading away. In a similar quest, Morrison took her authoring prowess to compel the African Americans to reclaim their identity and culture. The authors may have differed in their approaches but deep within them was the desire to liberate their people. 
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