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ABSTRACT 

This study examines the themes of racial and gender exploitation in Alex Haley’s seminal 

works Roots: The Saga of an American Family and Queen: The Story of an American Family. 

Through a powerful blend of historical documentation and narrative storytelling, Haley 

exposes the brutal realities of slavery, the erasure of cultural identity, and the intergenerational 

trauma endured by African Americans. Central characters such as Kunta Kinte, Kizzy, and 

Queen embody the resilience and resistance of Black individuals in the face of systemic 

oppression. The analysis employs an intersectional lens to explore how race and gender 

intersect to shape the lived experiences of African Americans, particularly women. Haley’s 

incorporation of oral traditions, symbolism, and detailed character development underscores 

the importance of reclaiming African American history and identity. Despite facing critical 

scrutiny and controversy, Haley’s work continues to hold cultural and historical significance, 

fostering dialogue and inspiring a deeper connection to ancestral roots.. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Alex Haley (1921–1992) was a pioneering African American author whose literary 

contributions played a crucial role in the reclamation and understanding of African American 

history and identity. His most acclaimed works, Roots: The Saga of an American Family 

(1976) and Queen: The Story of an American Family (1993), brought both national and 

international attention to the historical experiences of African Americans, particularly the 

enduring legacies of slavery, racial discrimination, and generational trauma. Roots chronicles 

the life of Kunta Kinte, an African man captured and enslaved, and traces the struggles and 

perseverance of his descendants across generations. Queen, published posthumously, tells the 
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story of Haley’s paternal grandmother, the biracial daughter of a slave and a white plantation 

owner, and examines the complex intersections of race and gender within systems of 

oppression. 

More than personal or familial narratives, these works function as collective testimonies of 

African American resilience, identity formation, and cultural survival. Haley’s literature 

sparked a broader cultural awakening, encouraging African Americans to investigate and 

reclaim their ancestral roots. Through his exploration of themes such as identity, heritage, 

oppression, resistance, and the enduring consequences of slavery, Haley’s writings have 

become foundational texts in African American studies and continue to shape discourse on race 

and history in the United States. 

AIM OF THE STUDY 

This study aims to critically explore the portrayal of racial and gender exploitation in Roots 

and Queen, with a focus on how Alex Haley employs narrative storytelling to reconstruct 

African American identity and illuminate the enduring legacy of slavery from both personal 

and historical perspectives. 

METHODOLOGY 

he studies adopts a qualitative, interpretive approach grounded in close literary analysis, 

thematic deconstruction, and critical theory. It applies frameworks such as intersectionality and 

postcolonial criticism to examine the texts. The analysis is further supported by secondary 

scholarly sources and historical documentation to contextualize Haley’s narratives within 

broader socio-historical and cultural frameworks. 

DISCUSSION  

Historical Context and Authorial Intent 

Slavery, institutionalized in America from the 17th to the 19th century, fundamentally shaped 

the nation's socio-economic and racial structures. Millions of Africans were forcibly brought to 

the Americas through the transatlantic slave trade, where they endured brutal conditions, 

systemic dehumanization, and cultural erasure. The plantation economy thrived on their 

exploitation, reinforcing racial hierarchies that denied African Americans their rights, 

identities, and histories (Berlin, 2003). Understanding this context is essential to appreciating 
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Alex Haley’s Roots, which sought to reclaim a suppressed past and restore dignity to those 

whose stories were lost to slavery. 

Haley’s authorial intent was driven by both personal heritage and broader cultural imperatives. 

Inspired by oral histories from his family particularly stories shared by his grandmother Haley 

embarked on a ten-year genealogical journey to trace his ancestry to Kunta Kinte, an African 

man captured from The Gambia. His goal extended beyond personal discovery; he aimed to 

empower African Americans to reconnect with their ancestral roots and challenge historical 

erasure and cultural dislocation (Haley, Introduction; Fabre, 1991). 

While Roots was widely celebrated for reviving interest in African American genealogy and 

history, it was not free from criticism. Debates emerged over its historical accuracy and the 

lawsuit over allegations of plagiarism from Harold Courlander’s The African, prompting 

discussions on the boundaries between historical fact and creative narrative (Tucker, 1977; 

Society for U.S. Intellectual History). 

Racial Exploitation in Roots: 

Roots vividly portrays the racial exploitation inherent in the system of American slavery 

through the life of Kunta Kinte, a young Mandinka man captured and sold into bondage. His 

forced transition from a free African to an enslaved “Toby” symbolizes not only physical 

captivity but also the psychological destruction of identity. Kunta's resistance his refusal to 

accept his slave name, repeated escape attempts, and preservation of cultural traditions 

illustrates the resilience of African heritage amidst systemic oppression (Haley, Chapters 1–

30). 

One of the most symbolic acts of dehumanization is Kunta’s forced renaming, which signifies 

the broader erasure of identity under slavery. As Orlando Patterson (1982) discusses in Slavery 

and Social Death, enslaved people were stripped of their social ties, autonomy, and humanity, 

reducing them to commodities. Haley captures this dynamic, emphasizing how the trauma of 

slavery extended beyond one generation. The lingering effects internalized oppression, identity 

fragmentation, and disrupted family bonds are consistent with research on transgenerational 

trauma. 

Gender Exploitation in Roots and Queen: 

Haley also explores the compounded oppression faced by Black women, emphasizing how 

race and gender intersect to produce unique vulnerabilities. In Roots, Kizzy the daughter of 
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Kunta Kinte—suffers sexual violence at the hands of her white enslaver and is later sold, 

underscoring the routine exploitation of enslaved women’s bodies. Her story exemplifies the 

systematic denial of agency and autonomy faced by Black women during slavery (Haley, 

Chapter 50 onward; Davis, 1981). Despite these violations, Kizzy’s enduring strength 

highlights the resilience and survival of Black women in the face of patriarchal and racialized 

violence. 

In Queen, the protagonist’s biracial identity presents a different dimension of gendered 

exploitation. As the daughter of a white slave owner and a Black woman, Queen navigates a 

liminal social space, rejected by both Black and white communities. Her psychological 

struggle and societal marginalization reflect the deeply rooted consequences of slavery’s 

legacy, particularly for biracial individuals (Haley & Stevens, 1993; hooks, 1984). Both Kizzy 

and Queen represent the "double burden" of racial and gender oppression, facing forced 

reproduction, sexual coercion, and systemic disenfranchisement (Hill Collins, 2000). 

Intersectionality of Race and Gender: 

Haley’s Roots and Queen are exemplary in their depiction of intersectionality the 

interconnected nature of social categorizations such as race and gender. Kimberlé Crenshaw’s 

(1991) theory of intersectionality is particularly relevant, as it helps explain how characters 

such as Kizzy and Queen experience overlapping systems of oppression. These women endure 

compounded marginalization, facing racial discrimination, sexual violence, and societal 

exclusion. 

While Kunta Kinte’s journey highlights racial brutality, it is Kizzy and Queen who most 

powerfully reveal the intersections of identity. Kizzy’s forced separation from her child and 

Queen’s isolation in a racially stratified society both reflect how patriarchy and racism operate 

in tandem. Despite these challenges, both characters assert agency, preserve cultural memory, 

and nurture future generations acts of resistance that challenge the structures seeking to 

diminish them (Scribd, 2020; hooks, 1981). 

Literary Techniques and Narrative Style: 

Haley’s narrative strategy in Roots and Queen blends historical documentation with fictional 

storytelling, rooted in African American oral traditions. Drawing from genealogical research, 

personal interviews, and family folklore, Haley creates a narrative that is both emotionally 
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compelling and culturally authentic. Henry Louis Gates Jr. (1988) notes that such storytelling 

is vital for historical recovery, offering voice to those silenced by centuries of oppression. 

The characters in Haley’s works are developed with historical depth and emotional nuance. 

Kunta Kinte and Queen evolve in response to the generational trauma they inherit and the 

societal forces they confront. Their growth reflects broader transformations within African 

American identity, from enslavement to self-determination. 

Haley also employs powerful symbolism to reinforce his themes. Names, for instance, 

symbolize identity and resistance Kunta’s refusal to accept “Toby” becomes a statement of 

cultural defiance. The African drum, a recurring image, evokes memory and heritage, 

anchoring the characters to their roots. Such symbols enhance the emotional and cultural 

resonance of Haley’s narratives (Baker, 1987). 

Critical Reception and Legacy: 

Roots had a profound impact on American literature, culture, and collective memory. Upon its 

release in 1976, it became a bestseller and cultural landmark, earning Haley a Pulitzer Prize 

and catalyzing a national dialogue about slavery and African American ancestry. The 1977 

television adaptation reached over 100 million viewers and played a pivotal role in the Black 

cultural renaissance of the late 20th century, encouraging millions to explore their genealogical 

roots and cultural identities (Society for U.S. Intellectual History). 

However, the novel’s legacy is not without controversy. Accusations of plagiarism and debates 

over its historical accuracy generated criticism. Yet, even critics acknowledged the 

transformative power of Roots in reshaping public consciousness and contributing to African 

American literary tradition. Ishmael Reed (1997), while critical of some aspects, recognized 

Haley’s influence in reinvigorating historical fiction and amplifying Black voices in literature. 

Haley’s works continue to serve as powerful vehicles for understanding the complexities of 

race, gender, and identity in American history. His legacy endures as a testament to the power 

of storytelling in reclaiming silenced histories and fostering collective healing. 

CONCLUSION: 

Alex Haley’s Roots and Queen stand as landmark contributions to American literature and 

cultural history, serving as profound acts of historical reclamation and identity affirmation. 

Through the fusion of personal genealogy and documented history, Haley revives the silenced 
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voices of African Americans who endured centuries of enslavement, racism, and systemic 

oppression. These narratives transcend individual experiences to reflect the collective trauma, 

resilience, and cultural survival of a people whose identities were forcibly suppressed but never 

extinguished. 

Across both works, Haley masterfully examines the interwoven dynamics of racial and gender 

exploitation. Characters such as Kunta Kinte, Kizzy, and Queen embody the enduring 

psychological scars of slavery and the persistent struggle to preserve cultural identity amidst 

brutal conditions. By drawing upon oral traditions, symbolic motifs, and emotionally resonant 

storytelling, Haley emphasizes the power of memory, heritage, and resistance as central to 

African American experience and survival. 

Particularly striking is Haley’s portrayal of Black women, whose narratives expose the 

compounded oppression of race and gender. Figures like Kizzy and Queen highlight the 

necessity of intersectional analysis, as articulated by scholars such as Kimberlé Crenshaw and 

bell hooks. These characters reflect not only the historical realities of sexual violence and 

social marginalization, but also the enduring strength and agency of Black women in the face 

of systemic injustice. 

Although Roots was not without controversy most notably the plagiarism case involving The 

African its impact remains indisputable. The novel redefined the scope of historical fiction, 

catalyzed a national interest in African American genealogy, and expanded public 

consciousness of slavery’s legacy. Haley’s enduring contribution lies in his ability to humanize 

history transforming abstract suffering into deeply personal stories and restoring dignity to 

those long denied it. His work continues to resonate, encouraging critical dialogue about race, 

identity, justice, and the importance of remembering the past in order to navigate the present. 
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