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ROMANTIC & ROMANTICIZED 
INTERNATIONAL JOURNEYING

Marita Golden’s Migrations of the Heart

Trudier Harris

Cultural observers usually think of the Great Migration when they 
think of the mass movement of people of African descent on Amer-
ican soil. We might expand that process, however, to include forced 
migration of Africans into various parts of the New World as well 
as the voluntary return of African Americans to Africa in search of 
a lost home. This latter pattern of migration defines Marita Golden’s 
Migrations of the Heart (1983).1 Golden embraces movement that has 
characterized people of African descent from their uprootings on con-
tinental soil to their arrivals in the Western Hemisphere and beyond. 
Indeed, we might argue that the Middle Passage, forced though it was, 
was the first instance of migration in relation to African American 
culture. Once settled upon New World soil, people of African descent 
migrated in a variety of ways. That migration may have occurred as 
escape from slavery in the early nineteenth century. It could have been 
manifested in escape from the Deep South to the Northeast or the 
Midwest during the early twentieth century. Or, it could have been 
escape from southern states such as Mississippi and Alabama to Cali-
fornia in the first few decades of the twentieth century. Later, it could 
have meant identifying with and returning to Africa during the Har-
lem Renaissance and well into the Black Arts and Black Power move-
ments of the 1960s. In the 1970s, migration included returning from 
the North to the Deep South as economic opportunities made possible 
by desegregation became more abundant. Black people on American 
soil, therefore, took to movement as fish to water, as a defining per-
sonality and cultural trait.
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Once in America, Africans often moved willingly in contrast to their 
previous forced movement. White slavers had economic reasons for 
moving people of African descent, but Black people moved themselves 
for numerous reasons, including but not limited to the economic. They 
moved from slavery in the South toward freedom and self-determina-
tion in the North, as slave/freedom narratives such as those of Frederick 
Douglass and Harriet A. Jacobs testify.2 Claiming ownership of one’s 
body by moving/migrating away from the persons who professed to 
own that body enabled blacks on American soil to connect geography 
to freedom and movement to self-determination. The politics of migra-
tion, then, became a politics of identity as well as a quest for democracy 
in the hope of arriving at a place to call home, characteristics that were 
especially obvious when hundreds of thousands of blacks in the South, 
heeding the invitations of reporters in newspapers such as the Chicago 
Defender, left the farm for the city from the 1890s to the 1930s.

Several responses emerge in response to the question, what did 
Black people hope to achieve by migrating? In the nineteenth century, 
freedom and the opportunity to make one’s own way in the world 
were primary. If the South meant slavery, then the North, as that 
looming North Star legendarily symbolized, meant freedom (at least 
until the Fugitive Slave Law was passed in 1850). For sharecroppers 
toiling in the Delta of Mississippi in the 1910s and 1920s, movement 
to the North meant relief from drudgery, better educational opportu-
nities for their children, and relief from a pervasive, persistent, brutal 
racism that often resulted in imprisonment or death. For the artists 
during the Harlem Renaissance who explored their African origins, 
such as Langston Hughes and Claude McKay, movement to the con-
tinent meant attempting to reconnect familial and cultural lines that 
the Middle Passage had ostensibly severed. These artists, among them 
Harlem Renaissance midwife/professor/editor Alain Locke, perhaps 
make clearest the ties among identity, homeland, and movement. 
Claiming Africa as an ancestral home was a way of asserting an iden-
tity distinct from the American one that had been poisoned by a histo-
ry of slavery and Jim Crow social practices. It meant symbolic, if not 
literal, escape from an America that professed democracy but refused 
consistently to practice it.
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Perhaps migration generally has as one of its tenets a quest for 
home. Arguably, those reaching out to different lands and different op-
portunities could be considered strangers of a sort in the territory from 
which they come. Consider, for example, the migration of Black folks 
from the South to the North. Although they were born in the South, 
they were always considered stepchildren, always shut out of full par-
ticipation in social and political arenas, always pushed to the periphery 
in practically every part of life. Movement north meant the possibility 
of claiming and establishing a space where outsider status could be di-
minished and a new sense of belonging could occur. That new belonging 
could define a home that could never be effected physically, psychologi-
cally, or emotionally in the South. Similarly, for those of African descent 
born in the United States who seek Africa as ancestral home, a sense of 
belonging, of being in the center instead of on the periphery, is perhaps 
what defines that urge as well. With that new home space would come 
new definitions of self.

Seekers of these new identities yearned for transformed conscious-
nesses, transformed politics, and, at times, transformed bodies—or 
at least what draped those bodies. This pattern is observable from 
Hughes’s shock in the 1920s that, because of his pale skin color, Afri-
cans considered him a white man when he was so openly ready to be 
welcomed as a long-lost brother, to the movement in the 1960s in which 
young African Americans shunned chemically straightened hair for nat-
ural hairdos, brightly colored dashikis, and the languages of African 
countries. In countless instances, therefore, migration could refer easily 
to movement within the heart or mind, that is, within the political or 
social consciousness of a distinct individual. If a previously identified 
“Negro” in the 1960s suddenly donned an Afro, resorted to Swahili 
greetings, and dressed in African garb, then those could be considered 
“migrations” from one emotional/psychological or political state to an-
other. Political consciousness, therefore, offered a parallel to physical 
movement in reassigning African American identity, home space, and 
cultural identification. It is the pattern that Lorraine Hansberry docu-
ments so vividly with the character Beneatha Younger in her 1959 sig-
nature play, A Raisin in the Sun.3 After encounters with a Nigerian who 
assists in her consciousness-raising process, Beneatha sheds her western 
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dress and hairstyle for African-influenced styles. More important, she 
migrates from potentially becoming an “assimilationist” to what she 
perceives to be an African-based cultural militancy.

This is the history and practice of migration to which Marita Gold-
en, writing in the 1970s, is heir. Cultural history and literary history 
inform her journalist presentations in Migrations of the Heart as she 
charts her undergraduate education at American University in Wash-
ington, DC and graduate work at Columbia University. Her intense en-
gagement with Civil Rights politics in the 1960s and 1970s leads her to 
see and question the positions of people of African descent in American 
society. Although her father has supplied her with stories of great Af-
rican cultures and peoples during her youth, her new-found Blackness 
is too vocally and stylistically militant for him, and he requests that 
she abandon her newly adopted Afro and return to the daughter he 
knew (a prescient anticipation of what her Nigerian husband will later 
demand of her). Acquiescent for only a short while, Golden not only 
changes back to the Afro, but she moves to New York and meets Ni-
gerians, wraps her arms around them and their culture, falls in love 
with a Nigerian, and, eventually, follows him to Africa. The three and 
a half years during which she lives in Nigeria are a symphony of eager 
expectations and challenging outcomes. Her migrations chart a desire 
for transformed identity, the need to be welcomed back into the fold of 
Mother Africa as regained homeland, an almost desperate desire to be-
lieve that Africa is better than America, and, finally, the realization that 
romance seldom trumps reality, especially when that romance results in 
a stiflingly restrictive marriage.

Romanticizing Africa and Africans
“What Is Africa to Me?” asks the narrator in Countee Cullen’s “Her-
itage” (1925).4 Although Alexander Crummell might have answered 
that question a few decades earlier by asserting that it was an oppor-
tunity for missionary work, Cullen is far less realistic. For his narrator, 
Africa (distilled into a concept instead of individualized into countries) 
is a pristine sight of jungles, foliage, and happy lovers. Africa, he as-
serts, is “a book one thumbs/ Listlessly, till slumber comes” (“Her-
itage” 31–32),5 an implicit recognition of his distanced and naively 
romantic conceptions of the continent. For Claude McKay, Africa is 
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the homeland that has been snatched away from him, so that by being 
born in Jamaica, he is “born, far from my native clime, / Under the 
white man’s menace, out of time” (“Outcast” 13–14).6 Fellow Harlem 
Renaissance writer Gwendolyn B. Bennett, in poems such as “To a 
Dark Girl” and “Heritage,” locates Africa as the site of beauty and 
queenliness in African American women, a heritage they have forgot-
ten, and she describes the African landscape as lush and beautiful, not 
unlike what Cullen envisions in “Heritage.”7 Hughes, upon arriving 
at Dakar, Senegal in 1923, rhapsodizes in this manner: “My Africa, 
Motherland of the Negro people! And me a Negro!,” he wrote, “Afri-
ca! The real thing, to be touched and seen, not merely read about in a 
book.”8 That enthusiasm waned fast as he complained about clothing 
and his rejection by Nigerians, who labeled him a white man. Alain 
Locke, in editing the classic anthology, The New Negro (1925),9 in-
cluded images of African art and sculpture to symbolize the desire for 
reconnection. Famed artist Aaron Douglas made African-conceptual-
ized images a standard part of his work, including not only people but 
images of animals such as lions.

These Harlem Renaissance writers, artists, and editors anticipat-
ed their counterparts in the back-to-Africa sentiments that defined the 
Black Arts Movement of the 1960s. From African-derived naming pat-
terns that were prominent for newly born African American children in 
the 1960s, to images illustrating various publications, to bookstores fo-
cusing on African content books, to clothing lines that took advantage 
of the new pride in Africa, to political consciousness that emphasized 
pan-Africanist declarations of independence, to name changing (espe-
cially among prominent Blacks such as Muhammad Ali), to adoption 
of the red, black, and green flag that symbolized a history of African 
American struggle and identification with the continent, African Amer-
icans brought Africa onto United States soil. Newly established depart-
ments of African American studies offered courses in African languages, 
history, and culture. These factors, combined with exchange programs 
and other pathways that brought African students to the United States, 
ensured opportunities for transformations in African Americans—if 
they were inclined to be transformed. Marita Golden was one who so 
desired.10 From the vantage point of New York and Columbia, as well 
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as the political consciousness-raising of the 1960s, she imbues Africa 
with hopeful possibility:

To set foot on the continent that we no longer called home but 
that, in a historical sense, had birthed us, had become a necessary 
pilgrimage. A way of discovering who, indeed, we were. In the six-
ties Africa was a symbol and source of pride and regeneration. Re-
nouncing the horrors of our slave past in America, we psychologi-
cally leapt past cotton fields and auction blocks back to the empires 
of Timbuktu and Mali, village life, Swahili, noble kings and tribal 
tongues. Hungrily we read, exchanged and discussed the books that 
revealed Africa’s resilient cultures, its plunder at the hands of white 
conquerors, and its betrayal by its own sons. So those of us who 
became women and men in the late sixties sojourned to Africa in the 
seventies because peace of mind and self-definition required nothing 
less. (65)

Perhaps as a result of their history of slavery and their less than 
full acceptance into democracy in the United States, Golden and many 
other African Americans gave up what Eugene B. Redmond refers to as 
a “shore to shore” mentality and sought a global framework for their 
identities and their cultural work. In the process, they frequently made 
Africa seem better than it was, providing more freedom than it actually 
did, generally preferable to anything they had uncovered in America. 
From the beginnings of her encounters with consciousness-transform-
ing politics at American University, Golden finds it easy to reject Ameri-
can possibilities (or limits, as she sees them) for African alternatives. Of 
course it is noteworthy that her father has primed her for the mythol-
ogizing of Africa with his atypical American acceptance of dark skin, 
broad noses, and his insistent declaration that, in spite of lies Golden 
might hear in school, Cleopatra “was a Black woman” (4).

Golden’s proper entre to romanticizing Africa occurs when, in New 
York, Golden is invited to “a farewell party for a prosperous Nigerian 
businessman” (49). Among the guests is Femi Ajayi, who will shortly 
become the center of her life. Thus begins the process of her comparing 
America to Africa and finding America wanting. Consider her response 
to a community of Nigerians in New York once she graduates from 
Columbia: “Among these Nigerians I had found a haven. The turbulent 
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waters of my recent past had washed me ashore. Here I would find 
peace. Here I would find love” (58). Shortly thereafter, she gets an op-
portunity to travel to Ghana for six weeks. Her impressions compare 
easily to those of Maya Angelou and Alice Walker when they first en-
gaged Africa. Golden remarks when she arrives on the continent: “As 
the plane descended into Kotoka International Airport in Accra, the 
land below astonished. Reached out with palm tree arms, nestled us 
against its red clay breast. Faces crammed the windows to drink in the 
replenishing view. We had left skyscrapers behind and now heard the 
earth’s heartbeat welcome us home, caught the echo of a gentle laugh 
rippling inside the earth’s skin. Laughter saved for our return” (67).11 
As the plane touches down, spontaneous applause erupts, followed by 
tears and hugs among these “lost-and-found cousins who had sprung” 
(67) from African soil and have now returned. Their expectations echo 
those of Langston Hughes as he walked for the first time upon African 
soil.

Golden passes quickly over inconveniences and lapses in Ghana 
(such as no toilet paper in dormitory bathrooms, frequent electrical 
outages) in favor of some preconceived urge to highlight seeming supe-
riority wherever she finds it. 




