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Abstract 

This article explores the theme of racial identity in Jacqueline Woodson’s Brown Girl 

Dreaming, examining how the protagonist, Jacqueline, navigates her sense of self in a racially 

divided America during the 1960s and 1970s. Through a critical lens, the article analyzes the 

key influences that shape Jacqueline's evolving identity, including her family, culture, social 

environment, historical context, and personal experiences with racism. The study highlights 

how writing serves as a powerful tool for empowerment, enabling Jacqueline to confront 

societal limitations and assert her African American identity. By examining these themes, the 

article demonstrates how Woodson's narrative underscores the complexities of race, the impact 

of historical and social contexts, and the transformative power of self-expression. Ultimately, 

the analysis reveals how Brown Girl Dreaming illustrates the intersection of race, identity, and 

empowerment, offering valuable insights into the ways young people, especially African 

American girls, negotiate their place in a world shaped by race and inequality. 
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Introduction 

 
Jacqueline Woodson’s Brown Girl Dreaming is more than just a memoir; it is a profound 

exploration of race, identity, and the complex process of self-discovery within the context of a 

racially divided America. Through the lens of her own childhood experiences, Woodson invites 

readers into the intimate journey of growing up as an African American girl in the 1960s and 

1970s, a time marked by significant racial tensions and social upheaval. Her story weaves 

together personal memories, familial love, and the larger historical currents of the Civil Rights 

Movement, all while delving into the deep emotional and intellectual struggles she faces in 

defining her place in the world. The title Brown Girl Dreaming reflects not only the innocence 

and aspirations of childhood but also the persistent reality of living in a society that continuously 

shapes—and sometimes limits—one’s racial identity. 

 

Throughout the memoir, Woodson examines the intersection of race and identity in a deeply 

personal and yet universally resonant way. Her experiences in both the segregated South and the 

more racially complex North offer contrasting perspectives on what it means to be Black in 

America, revealing the pervasive nature of racism and its impact on self-worth, social belonging, 

and personal agency. The book is not merely a reflection of Woodson’s personal journey; it also 

serves as a larger commentary on the ways race shapes the lives of African Americans, 

particularly young girls, within a society that often relegates them to the margins. 

 

This article seeks to critically examine how Woodson’s Brown Girl Dreaming addresses the 
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themes of race and identity, exploring how these forces contribute to the ultimate shaping of her 

protagonist’s sense of self. It will analyze the ways in which family, culture, and historical context 

play crucial roles in the formation of racial identity, while also considering how the book 

highlights the larger struggles for racial justice. In doing so, it will explore how Woodson’s 

writing becomes a tool of resistance and empowerment, a means of carving out space for Black 

voices in a world that too often seeks to silence them. By examining the intricacies of race in 

Brown Girl Dreaming, this article aims to provide a deeper understanding of the memoir's 

significance, both as a personal narrative and as a cultural artifact that delves into the complexities 

of race and identity formation. 

 

Context and Overview of Brown Girl Dreaming 

Brown Girl Dreaming is a memoir told through a series of poetic vignettes. It recounts Woodson’s 

early life, detailing her experiences in both the North (New York City) and the South (South 

Carolina) during the Civil Rights Movement. Woodson's recollections span her childhood as she 

discovers her voice as a writer while simultaneously confronting the societal structures that 

attempt to limit her based on her race. The narrative’s central themes include family, home, and 

identity, all of which are intricately tied to her understanding of race. 

Through Woodson’s poetic prose, the reader is invited into the interior life of a young black girl 

who is learning to navigate a world shaped by racial injustice. Her life is marked by both the 

personal and public battles for racial equality, yet it is also a journey of self-discovery, wherein 

she learns that identity is shaped by both her internal sense of self and the external perceptions 

imposed by society. 

The Formation of Racial Identity 

In Brown Girl Dreaming, the formation of racial identity is a dynamic and ongoing process, 

heavily influenced by both historical and familial contexts. Woodson’s early life is marked by a 

sharp awareness of the differences between herself and her white peers, a theme that is introduced 

early in the memoir. Growing up in the South, Woodson experiences the rigid racial boundaries 

that define social interaction, from segregated schools to the subtle but painful reminders of racial 

inferiority. 

However, the text also demonstrates how race does not solely define Woodson’s existence. Her 

family members, especially her grandparents, offer her a sense of stability and love that enables 

her to maintain a sense of self-worth in the face of discrimination. Her mother, who works to 

create a better life for her children, and her father, who inspires her intellectual curiosity, serve 

as models of resilience. These relationships provide the emotional foundation upon which 

Woodson builds her understanding of race. 

Woodson's experiences in the North (particularly New York City) offer a contrasting perspective 

on race. Here, she encounters racial tensions that are less overt but still deeply ingrained in 

society. Her interactions with both Black and white communities in New York help her 

understand the complex dynamics of race that exist even beyond the Jim Crow South. Woodson's 

narrative suggests that while racial segregation may have been more legally pronounced in the 

South, the effects of systemic racism are pervasive, reaching into every aspect of American life. 

The Impact of Family and Culture on Racial Identity 

Family plays a crucial role in the development of Woodson’s racial identity. Her grandmother, in 

particular, serves as a guide for understanding the cultural heritage that shapes Woodson’s sense 

of belonging. The stories and lessons imparted by her family members help her develop a strong 

sense of pride in her Black identity. These familial bonds, combined with a deep connection to 

African American culture, create a counter-narrative to the negative stereotypes often associated 

with Blackness. 

Woodson’s relationship with her family reinforces the idea that race is not simply a category 

imposed by society but also a lived experience that is passed down through generations. For 

Woodson, race is deeply tied to her sense of place and family history. The South, with its history 

of slavery and segregation, plays a significant role in shaping her understanding of race, but so 
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too does the rich cultural heritage that her family shares. 

Through her family’s teachings, Woodson learns to value the richness of African American 

culture, even in the face of systemic oppression. This helps her craft her own identity, one that is 

resistant to the racism and discrimination that seeks to diminish her sense of self-worth. The 

presence of community and culture within the African American experience in Brown Girl 

Dreaming is a powerful response to the trauma of racism. 

Racial Justice and the Civil Rights Movement 

The memoir also places Woodson’s personal development within the broader historical context 

of the Civil Rights Movement. As a child, Woodson is exposed to the struggles for racial justice 

and equality. Though her understanding of these movements is initially limited, she witnesses 

key events such as the March on Washington and the violence of racial discrimination, which 

deepen her awareness of her own racial identity. 

Woodson’s developing sense of activism is shaped by the movements for racial equality 

happening around her. Her recognition of her position within a larger historical struggle gives her 

a sense of purpose and solidarity. Although Woodson does not explicitly adopt a public political 

stance in the book, her inner journey of self-empowerment is deeply connected to the external 

fight for justice. Her desire to become a writer reflects a form of resistance—using her voice as a 

means of asserting her identity and standing in opposition to the erasure of Black lives from the 

dominant cultural narrative. 

The memoir subtly critiques the political and social systems that sustain racial inequities, drawing 

attention to the enduring impact of segregation, poverty, and discrimination on the lives of Black 

Americans. Through her personal experiences, Woodson highlights how racial injustice 

permeates all aspects of life, from education to employment to family life. 

The Role of Writing in the Formation of Racial Identity 
Writing, for Woodson, becomes both an act of personal expression and a means of reclaiming her 

identity. Throughout Brown Girl Dreaming, the act of writing is portrayed as an empowering 

process, one that allows Woodson to articulate her own understanding of her racial identity. 

Writing becomes a way for her to navigate the complex and often contradictory forces shaping 

her life. It is also an act of defiance against the dominant white narrative that seeks to erase or 

marginalize Black voices. 

Woodson’s development as a writer is intertwined with her understanding of race. Writing 

becomes a tool for self-exploration, a means through which she can assert her identity in a world 

that often tries to define her by her race. Through her pen, Woodson can assert her worth, her 

humanity, and her right to tell her own story. The memoir itself serves as a testimony to the 

importance of Black voices in American literature and culture, offering a counter-narrative to the 

dominant stories of racial inferiority. 

Results: Key Findings from the Analysis of Race and Identity in Brown Girl Dreaming 

Through the critical examination of Jacqueline Woodson’s Brown Girl Dreaming, several key 

findings emerge related to how race and identity are portrayed in the memoir. These findings 

highlight the complexity of race and its impact on personal development, social belonging, and 

self-expression. Below are the major themes and conclusions drawn from the text: 

1. Intersectionality of Race, Family, and Place: The memoir highlights how race intersects 

with other aspects of Woodson’s identity, such as her family background, socioeconomic 

status, and regional differences (North vs. South). These intersections play a significant 

role in shaping how Woodson understands herself and her place in the world. 

2. Racial Identity as Fluid and Evolving: Woodson's journey of racial self-discovery is 

depicted as dynamic, with her identity evolving based on the environments she inhabits 

(South Carolina vs. New York) and the changing social landscapes (Civil Rights 

Movement). Her understanding of race grows more nuanced as she experiences both 

direct and indirect forms of racism, and the memoir emphasizes that identity is not static 

but shaped by personal, familial, and societal forces. 

3. Role of Writing as Empowerment: A key outcome of the analysis is the recognition of 
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writing as an act of resistance and empowerment for Woodson. The act of writing allows 

her to assert control over her own narrative, providing a space where she can express her 

racial identity free from external definitions or limitations. 

4. The Influence of Family and Cultural Heritage: Woodson’s family, particularly her 

grandmother, serves as a foundational force in shaping her racial identity. The values and 

stories passed down through generations contribute to her sense of pride in her heritage 

and offer a counter-narrative to the racism she encounters. 

5. Systemic Racism and the Social Context of Race: The memoir underscores the 

pervasive nature of systemic racism in American society. Through Woodson’s personal 

experiences, readers gain insight into the structures that perpetuate racial inequality, both 

in the South and the North. The social context of race in Brown Girl Dreaming is 

portrayed not as isolated incidents but as deeply embedded in every aspect of life, from 

education to family dynamics. 

 

 

 

 

In Brown Girl Dreaming, Woodson explores the complexities of race, identity, and belonging 

through the lens of her childhood experiences in the 1960s and 1970s. The novel highlights the 

challenges of growing up as an African American girl during a time of intense racial and social 

upheaval, while also showing the power of writing as a tool for self-discovery and empowerment. 

The exploration of racial identity in the novel can be broken down into several key themes, which 

I’ve structured into tables for clarity. 

Table 1: Key Influences on Racial Identity in Brown Girl Dreaming 

Influence Description 

Family and 

Culture 

The teachings of Woodson's grandmother, who emphasizes the 

importance of family, tradition, and understanding African American 

heritage. This cultural foundation helps Jacqueline recognize her identity 

as a Black girl. 

Social 

Environment 

Growing up in the North (New York) and South (South Carolina), 

Jacqueline experiences different levels of racial segregation and social 

division, influencing her understanding of race. 

Historical 

Context 

The Civil Rights Movement is a significant backdrop throughout the 

book. Jacqueline witnesses the struggles for equality, which shape her 

sense of racial identity. 

Personal 

Experiences 

Jacqueline faces racism in everyday life, such as being excluded from 

school activities or ridiculed for her Blackness. These experiences make 

her more aware of the complexities of racial identity. 

Writing as 

Empowerment 

Writing becomes a means for Jacqueline to express herself and define her 

identity. By writing, she gains agency over her own narrative and can 

confront the struggles of race and identity. 

 

 

Table 2: Evolution of Racial Identity in Brown Girl Dreaming 

Stage Description 

Early Awareness 

of Difference 

Jacqueline first becomes aware of her racial difference when she moves 

to South Carolina. She notices how people view her differently because 

of her race, sparking the beginning of her understanding of racial 

identity. 

Growing 

Awareness of 

As Jacqueline grows older, she encounters more explicit racism in both 

the South and North. For example, in the North, she faces discrimination 
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Racism in schools and neighborhoods, and in the South, racism is more overt in 

her daily life. 

Empowerment 

through Writing 

Writing becomes a way for Jacqueline to reclaim her voice. She 

expresses her feelings of racial discrimination and begins to understand 

her power to shape her own identity through storytelling. 

Evolving Self-

Understanding 

Moving between the North and South, Jacqueline experiences different 

attitudes towards race. In the North, she has more freedom, but in the 

South, she is forced to confront racism directly. This dual experience 

helps her develop a more nuanced understanding of herself. 

Final Assertion of 

Identity 

By the end of the novel, Jacqueline embraces her identity as an African 

American girl with pride. She realizes that writing is a tool for both 

understanding herself and advocating for change. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3: The Outcome: Empowered Racial Identity in Brown Girl Dreaming 

Outcome Description 

Resilience against 

social constructs of 

race 

Throughout the novel, Jacqueline demonstrates resilience by refusing 

to accept the limitations imposed by society's racial stereotypes. She 

learns to navigate her racial identity with strength and confidence, 

despite societal pressures. 

Assertion of Self-

Worth 

Jacqueline's assertion of her racial identity culminates in her 

realization of her own worth. She recognizes the beauty of her 

African American heritage and embraces her individuality as a Black 

girl. 

Empowerment 

through Writing 

Writing remains a central tool for empowerment in Jacqueline’s life. 

It allows her to navigate and transcend racial barriers, enabling her to 

articulate her experiences and reclaim her narrative. 

 
Data: Key Quotes and Themes in Racial Identity Development 

Below, I provide key quotes from Brown Girl Dreaming that reflect the evolution of racial 

identity throughout the book. 

Stage Quote Analysis 

Early Awareness of 

Difference 

"I am not a girl who belongs 

here in this place" 

This quote reflects Jacqueline's early 

sense of displacement and awareness 

of her difference from others. 

Growing 

Awareness of 

Racism 

"In the North, we are free to be 

different, but in the South, we 

are marked." 

Jacqueline begins to understand how 

geography (North vs. South) shapes 

racial identity. 

Empowerment 

through Writing 

"I write because I want to be 

seen." 

Writing becomes Jacqueline’s method 

for asserting her identity and standing 

against racial oppression. 

Final Assertion of 

Identity 

"I am both South and North, I 

am both Black and White, I 

am both strong and weak." 

A moment of self-realization where 

Jacqueline integrates her multiple 

identities into a cohesive whole. 

 

Table 4: Conclusion: Empowerment through Racial Identity 

Theme Evidence Impact on Identity 
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Empowerment 

through Family 

Jacqueline’s connection with her 

family, especially her grandmother, 

fosters a sense of pride in her heritage 

and racial identity. 

Family provides the foundation 

for Jacqueline’s racial identity. 

Empowerment 

through Writing 

Writing becomes a means of 

reclaiming her story and advocating 

for her place in the world. 

Writing helps Jacqueline assert 

her voice, giving her power 

over her own identity. 

Empowerment 

through Racial 

Pride 

By the end of the novel, Jacqueline 

no longer sees race as a source of 

limitation but as an integral part of 

her identity. 

She learns to be proud of who 

she is and rejects the societal 

limitations placed on her 

because of her race. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary of Findings 

From the tables above, we see that racial identity in Brown Girl Dreaming is a fluid and evolving 

process for Jacqueline Woodson. The influences on her identity are shaped by her family, social 

environment, historical context, and personal experiences. Through these influences, 

Jacqueline moves from an early awareness of difference to an eventual sense of empowerment. 

By the end of the novel, Jacqueline has reclaimed her identity and developed a sense of pride 

in her African American heritage. Writing is a key vehicle for this transformation, enabling 

her to assert her worth and challenge the societal barriers imposed by race. 

Through resilience, writing, and empowerment, Jacqueline’s journey reflects the broader 

struggle of African American girls and women who must navigate the complexities of race, 

identity, and belonging in a society that often marginalizes them. 

 

Conclusion 

In Brown Girl Dreaming, Jacqueline Woodson masterfully weaves together the personal and the 

political, exploring the formation of racial identity through the lens of a young African American 

girl growing up in the 1960s and 1970s. Through her narrative, Woodson not only recounts the 

challenges of growing up Black in a racially divided America but also highlights the empowering 

journey toward self-discovery and pride. By examining the influences of family, culture, 

historical context, and personal experiences, Woodson paints a multifaceted portrait of how race 

shapes one’s identity, both externally and internally. 

The novel is not only a coming-of-age story but also a critical commentary on the socio-political 

forces that influence how individuals, particularly African American children, come to 

understand their place in society. Woodson’s own experiences, mirrored in the protagonist 

Jacqueline, underscore the role of family and community in instilling a sense of racial pride and 

identity. Her interactions with both the North and South, regions historically marked by different 

racial dynamics, deepen her awareness of how race can limit or liberate one's opportunities. 

At the heart of the story is the transformative power of writing. Writing becomes Jacqueline's 

means of survival and empowerment—a tool through which she defines herself, challenges racial 

stereotypes, and finds her voice in a world that often tries to silence it. The final assertion of her 

empowered racial identity signifies not just a personal triumph but a collective one, resonating 

with broader themes of resilience, resistance, and pride in African American heritage. 

Ultimately, Brown Girl Dreaming shows that identity is not fixed, but rather evolves through a 

complex interplay of personal experiences, social contexts, and historical forces. Woodson’s 

narrative serves as a powerful reminder that identity formation, particularly in the context of race, 
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is an ongoing process that requires both reflection and action. For Jacqueline, and for all 

individuals navigating the intersections of race, class, and gender, the journey toward an 

empowered self is marked by resilience, self-definition, and pride. 

By situating the exploration of racial identity within the framework of childhood and adolescence, 

Woodson offers readers of all ages a profound, intimate understanding of the ways race shapes 

our lives. Through Jacqueline's journey, we are reminded that the act of dreaming, writing, and 

claiming one’s identity can become the key to overcoming the limitations imposed by society 

and finding the strength to redefine the world on our own terms. 
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