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Résumé : 

Le folklore afro-américain et la mythologie africaine partagent des racines profondes, reflétant 

les traditions, les croyances et les expériences des peuples d’origine africaine. La mythologie 

africaine, riche en récits cosmogoniques et en figures comme les Orishas, a influencé le folklore 

afro-américain, qui s’est adapté au contexte de l’esclavage et de la diaspora. Des personnages 

comme Anansi et Br’er Rabbit symbolisent la ruse et la résistance, transmettant des leçons de 

survie. Ces traditions, souvent orales, ont servi à préserver l’identité culturelle et à lutter contre 

l’oppression. Aujourd’hui, elles inspirent la littérature, la musique et le cinéma, comme dans 

Black Panther ou les œuvres de Toni Morrison. Malgré les défis de la mondialisation, ces récits 

restent des sources de fierté et de résilience, reliant le passé au présent et célébrant la richesse 

des héritages africains et afro-américains. 

Mots clés : mythologie, folklore afro américain 

Abstract 

African American folklore and African mythology share deep roots, reflecting the traditions, 

beliefs, and experiences of people of African descent. African mythology, rich in cosmogonic 

stories and figures like the Orishas, influenced African-American folklore, which adapted to 

the context of slavery and the diaspora. Characters like Anansi and Br'er Rabbit symbolize 

cunning and resistance, imparting lessons of survival. These traditions, often oral, have served 

to preserve cultural identity and fight against oppression. Today, they inspire literature, music 

and cinema, as in Black Panther or the works of Toni Morrison. Despite the challenges of 

globalization, these stories remain sources of pride and resilience, connecting the past to the 

present and celebrating the richness of African and African-American heritages. 

Keywords: mythology, African American folklore 

Introduction 

African American folklore and African mythology are two rich and interconnected domains 

that reflect the experiences, beliefs, and traditions of people of African descent. While African 

mythology draws its roots from the ancestral cultures of the continent, African American 

folklore developed through the diaspora, particularly in the United States, where it was 

influenced by the history of slavery, cultural resistance, and adaptation to a new environment. 

This article explores the connections between these two traditions, highlighting their 

similarities, divergences, and evolution in different historical and social contexts. We will also 

examine how these mythological and folkloric narratives continue to influence contemporary 

culture. 

1. Historical Context 
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1.1 History of African Mythology 

African mythology is one of the oldest and most diverse in the world, reflecting the cultural 

and spiritual richness of the African continent. It encompasses a multitude of stories, deities, 

spirits, and cultural heroes that vary by region, ethnicity, and language. These myths, passed 

down orally from generation to generation, explain the origins of the world, natural 

phenomena, and social values, while also serving as guides for daily life and rituals. 

Origins and Diversity 

African mythology finds its roots in ancient civilizations, such as those of ancient Egypt, where 

deities like Ra (god of the sun) and Isis (goddess of magic) were worshipped. In sub-Saharan 

Africa, myths vary significantly from one region to another. For example, among the Yoruba 

of Nigeria, the supreme god Olodumare rules over a pantheon of Orishas, such as Shango (god 

of thunder) and Oshun (goddess of love). Among the Dogon of Mali, cosmogonic narratives 

explain the creation of the universe by the god Amma, while the Zulu of South Africa venerate 

Unkulunkulu, the first man and creator. 

Social and Spiritual Functions 

African myths are not just stories; they play a central role in social and spiritual life. They 

explain the origins of clans, justify social structures, and guide ritual practices. For example, 

the tales of Anansi, the cunning spider from the Ashanti of Ghana, teach moral lessons while 

entertaining. Myths also serve to strengthen community bonds and transmit ancestral 

knowledge, such as agricultural techniques or traditional remedies. 

Influences and Adaptations 

With the transatlantic slave trade, many elements of African mythology crossed the ocean, 

adapting to new contexts. In Haiti, Yoruba deities were integrated into Vodou, while in Cuba, 

they gave rise to Santería. These adaptations testify to the resilience of African traditions and 

their ability to evolve while retaining their essence. 

African Mythology Today 

Today, African mythology continues to inspire art, literature, and cultural movements. Authors 

like Chinua Achebe and Wole Soyinka have incorporated mythological elements into their 

works, while contemporary artists like Beyoncé draw inspiration from them to create visual 

and musical works. These ancient narratives remain a source of pride and identity for Africans 

and diasporas, while offering unique perspectives on humanity and the world. 

1.2 History of African American Folklore 

African American folklore is a rich and living tradition that developed through the history of 

African Americans, from the era of slavery to the present day. It encompasses tales, songs, 

proverbs, beliefs, and cultural practices that reflect the experiences, struggles, and resilience of 

Black communities in the United States. This folklore is deeply rooted in African traditions 

while being influenced by the specific historical and social contexts of African Americans. 

Origins and African Influences 
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African American folklore finds its roots in African cultures, particularly those of West Africa, 

where the majority of enslaved people deported to the Americas originated. Figures like 

Anansi, the cunning spider from the Ashanti of Ghana, crossed the Atlantic to become central 

characters in African American tales, often transformed into Br’er Rabbit. These stories, 

transmitted orally, served to preserve African traditions while offering lessons in survival and 

resistance in an oppressive context. 

The Era of Slavery 

During slavery, African American folklore became a tool of cultural resistance. Enslaved 

people used songs, spirituals, and tales to express their suffering, communicate coded 

messages, and maintain a sense of community. For example, spirituals like "Wade in the 

Water" contained hidden instructions for enslaved people fleeing via the Underground 

Railroad. The tales of Br’er Rabbit, where a small, cunning animal triumphs over stronger 

adversaries, symbolized the ability of enslaved people to survive and resist oppression. 

Post-Abolition and the Era of Segregation 

After the abolition of slavery, African American folklore continued to evolve, reflecting the 

new social and economic realities of African Americans. Stories of hauntings, like those of the 

"Boogeyman" or "haints," became popular, expressing fears and traumas related to racial 

segregation and violence. The blues, born in the rural South, also drew from this folkloric 

tradition, telling stories of suffering, love, and resilience. 

The Harlem Renaissance and Beyond 

In the early 20th century, the Harlem Renaissance brought African American folklore to the 

forefront, with writers like Zora Neale Hurston documenting and celebrating these traditions. 

In her work Mules and Men, Hurston collected African American tales, songs, and cultural 

practices, showing their importance for Black identity. Folklore also influenced artistic 

movements like jazz and blues, which incorporated narrative and rhythmic elements from this 

tradition. 

African American Folklore Today 

Today, African American folklore continues to inspire literature, music, film, and visual arts. 

Authors like Toni Morrison and Colson Whitehead have integrated folkloric elements into their 

works, exploring themes like collective memory and resilience. Films like The Princess and 

the Frog (2009) and series like Lovecraft Country (2020) have also drawn from this tradition, 

demonstrating its relevance in contemporary culture. 

2. Theoretical Framework 

Explanatory Theory of African American Folklore: Cultural Resistance Theory 

African American folklore can be explained through the theory of cultural resistance, which 

highlights how oppressed communities use their cultural traditions to resist oppression, 

preserve their identity, and affirm their humanity. This theory, influenced by scholars like 

Lawrence W. Levine and Henry Louis Gates Jr., suggests that African American folklore is not 
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merely a collection of tales and songs but a powerful tool for survival and resistance in a 

historical context marked by slavery, segregation, and racism. 

Preservation of African Traditions 

African American folklore finds its roots in African traditions, which were preserved and 

adapted despite the brutal conditions of slavery. Enslaved people, though deprived of their 

freedom, managed to keep cultural practices like storytelling, songs, and rituals alive. For 

example, the tales of Anansi, the cunning spider from West Africa, were transformed into Br’er 

Rabbit stories, where a small, intelligent animal triumphs over stronger adversaries. These 

narratives symbolize the ability of enslaved people to use wit and intelligence to survive and 

resist oppression. 

Coded Expression and Secret Communication 

African American folklore also served as a means of coded communication, allowing enslaved 

people to share information and resistance strategies without being understood by their 

oppressors. Spirituals, for example, often contained hidden messages. A song like "Wade in 

the Water" could instruct fleeing enslaved people to escape tracking dogs by crossing bodies 

of water. These practices demonstrate how folklore was used as a subtle yet effective tool of 

resistance. 

Affirmation of Identity and Dignity 

Beyond resistance, African American folklore played a crucial role in affirming the identity 

and dignity of African Americans. By telling stories of cultural heroes and celebrating figures 

like John Henry or High John the Conqueror, African Americans reaffirmed their humanity 

and worth in a system that sought to dehumanize them. These stories fostered a sense of pride 

and resilience essential for surviving and thriving despite injustices. 

Adaptation and Evolution 

African American folklore did not remain static; it evolved to reflect social and historical 

changes. After the abolition of slavery, new narratives and practices emerged, such as the blues, 

which told of the struggles and hopes of African Americans in the rural South. During the 

Harlem Renaissance, writers like Zora Neale Hurston documented and celebrated these 

traditions, showing their importance for Black cultural identity. 

Contemporary Influence 

Today, African American folklore continues to inspire literature, music, film, and visual arts. 

Authors like Toni Morrison and Colson Whitehead incorporate folkloric elements into their 

works, exploring themes like collective memory and resilience. Films like The Princess and 

the Frog (2009) and series like Lovecraft Country (2020) also draw from this tradition, 

demonstrating its relevance in contemporary culture. 

In summary, the theory of cultural resistance explains African American folklore as a tool of 

survival, resistance, and identity affirmation. It reflects the ability of African Americans to 
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transform their experiences of suffering into sources of strength and creativity while 

maintaining a vital connection to their African roots. 

3. African Roots: Mythology and Cosmogonies 

African mythology is vast and diverse, reflecting the richness of the continent's cultures and 

languages. It encompasses cosmogonic narratives, deities, spirits, and cultural heroes that 

explain the origins of the world, natural phenomena, and social values. For example, in Yoruba 

mythology (Nigeria), the supreme god Olodumare rules over a pantheon of deities called 

Orishas, such as Shango (god of thunder) and Oshun (goddess of love and fertility). These 

narratives are not just stories but belief systems that guide daily life and rituals. 

In West Africa, where many African Americans originate, myths often emphasize the 

interconnectedness of humans, nature, and the spiritual world. Animals, like the spider Anansi 

(from the Ashanti of Ghana), play a central role in moral tales, symbolizing cunning, wisdom, 

and survival. These stories crossed the Atlantic with the transatlantic slave trade, serving as a 

bridge between Africa and the Americas. 

4. The Atlantic Crossing: Preservation and Transformation 

The transatlantic slave trade uprooted millions of Africans, but it did not completely erase their 

cultures. Despite the efforts of enslavers to suppress African languages and traditions, enslaved 

people preserved and adapted their beliefs and stories. African American folklore thus emerged 

from this cultural resistance, blending African elements with European and Indigenous 

influences. 

For example, the tales of Anansi transformed into Br’er Rabbit stories in African American 

folklore, where the clever rabbit uses his intelligence to triumph over stronger adversaries. 

These stories, often transmitted orally, taught lessons of survival and resistance in an 

oppressive context. Similarly, spirituals and work songs, though influenced by Christianity, 

incorporated African rhythms and themes, creating a new form of cultural expression. 

5. Mythological and Folkloric Figures 

African American folklore and African mythology share symbolic figures that embody 

important values and lessons. Among them are: 

• Anansi and Br’er Rabbit: These cunning characters symbolize the ability to survive and 

triumph over injustice. Their intelligence and ingenuity reflect the resistance strategies 

of enslaved people and their descendants. 

• Spirits and Ghosts: In African mythology, ancestral spirits play a central role in daily 

life. This belief is echoed in African American folklore, where ghosts and spirits haunt 

stories, such as in the haunting tales of the American South. 

• Deities and Saints: The Yoruba Orishas were reinterpreted in African American 

religions, such as Haitian Vodou and Cuban Santería. For example, Shango is 

associated with Saint Barbara in Santería, illustrating the syncretism between African 

and Christian traditions. 
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6. The Role of Folklore in Resistance and Identity 

African American folklore played a crucial role in preserving cultural identity and resisting 

oppression. Tales, songs, and rituals served as means to convey coded messages, express 

emotions, and maintain a connection to African roots. For example, spirituals like "Wade in 

the Water" contained hidden instructions for enslaved people fleeing via the Underground 

Railroad. 

Moreover, folklore allowed African Americans to reaffirm their humanity and dignity in a 

system that sought to dehumanize them. By celebrating cultural heroes and telling stories of 

triumph over adversity, these narratives fostered a sense of pride and resilience. 

7. Contemporary Influences: Literature, Music, and Film 

African American folklore and African mythology continue to influence contemporary culture. 

In literature, authors like Toni Morrison, Zora Neale Hurston, and Chinua Achebe have 

incorporated mythological and folkloric elements into their works. For example, Morrison's 

Beloved explores themes of ghosts and collective memory, while Hurston's Their Eyes Were 

Watching God draws on African American oral traditions. 

In music, genres like blues, jazz, and hip-hop draw from these traditions to express deep 

experiences and emotions. Artists like Beyoncé have also incorporated references to Yoruba 

mythology in their works, as seen in the album Lemonade. 

In film, movies like Black Panther (2018) have highlighted the richness of African mythology, 

presenting elements inspired by African cultures in a futuristic context. These representations 

help valorize African and African American traditions while making them accessible to a 

global audience. 

8. Critical Perspectives and Current Issues 

Despite their richness, African American folklore and African mythology are often 

marginalized in dominant discourses. Stereotypes and misunderstandings persist, particularly 

in the representation of African American religions like Vodou, often associated with 

witchcraft and evil. It is essential to deconstruct these prejudices and recognize the depth and 

complexity of these traditions. 

Moreover, globalization and urbanization threaten the transmission of oral traditions and 

cultural practices. However, initiatives to document and revitalize these heritages, such as 

cultural festivals and educational programs, play a crucial role in their preservation. 

Conclusion 

African American folklore and African mythology offer unique perspectives on the history, 

culture, and identity of people of African descent. By exploring their shared roots and distinct 

evolutions, we uncover narratives of resistance, resilience, and creativity. These traditions 

continue to inspire and influence contemporary culture while reminding us of the importance 

of preserving and celebrating cultural heritages. By studying these connections, we can better 
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understand the diversity and richness of African American and African experiences and 

contribute to a more just recognition of their place in world history. 
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