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ABSTRACT
This thesis explores the African America racial @ecual polarization as portrayed in

Alice Walker's The Color Purple, Meridian, Possessing the Secfeloy and selected stories
from In Love and Trouble: Stories about Black Wonageid You Can’'t Keep a Good Woman
Down. The study argues that both racism and sexismghram theself's cupidity to treat the
other differently. The study takes a historic journeyotigh which the black American has
travelled. During the Civil Rights Movement womectigely participated in the fight against
segregation. The study explores how Alice Walkeirigas women’s involvement in the Civil
Rights Movement through her female characters.him delected works, Alice Walker uses
female characters to bring her point on the twiflicibn of the black American. Black
American women suffer double domination and oppoassheir dual status as women and
blacks visibly appears in their relationships withites and black figures respectively. The thesis
further explores the relatedness of sexism andgmaaind exposes how both arise from $ted-
Otherantagonism. The study adopts three theoreticappetiwes in its character analysis. Black
feminism and psychoanalysis are the overridingditetheories the paper uses because the study
centres on black women’s experience in a racistsem@st environment. Women'’s experience in
a predominately male controlled society psycholalfyctraumatizes and distorts their self's
perception in society. The two category stratifmatof women as a class calls for the adoption

of Marxist theory in the character analysis of sleéected works.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE PAINFUL HISTORY OF THE UNSPEAKABLE INEQUALITY: THE
BLACK AMERICAN EXPERIENCE - AN INTRODUCTION

But few would deny that we need, as a bare minimaistrong expression to describe some
horrendous acts of brutality and injustice thateveearly inspired by beliefs associated with
the concept of race — the vilification, lynchingdasegregation of AfricaAmericans...

George M. Fredrickson

Introduction

This thesis explores the Black America/African Aroarracial and sexual polarization as
portrayed in Alice Walker'sSThe Color Purple, Meridian, Possessing the Secfetoy and
selected stories fromm Love and Trouble: Stories about Black WoraadYou Can’'t Keep a
Good Woman Downn this study, cognizant of the fact that writéi@ve been engaged in
cultural debates on the rhetorical boundaries @f¢inms Black/African American, the worlds
will be used interchangeably because they reféndsame people of African descent, whose
ancestors are thought to be slaves. It is argudtlisnstudy, that both racism and sexism
spring from theSelf's tendency of treating th®ther differently from theSelf The study
argues that Alice Walker’s fiction rewrites the dafanizing aspects of racism and sexism; it

is history fictionalized.

The study takes a historic journey, through whioh Black American has travelled, from
slavery, through the Civil Rights Movement to thentemporary America, in a quest to
explore the intensity of the black American twitiliafion. At each stage of the American
history, black Americans have had different experés because of their status as blacks and
as women. Alice Walker, in her fiction, particulathrough the use of female characters,
fictionalizes the black American twin afflictionpWv black American women have suffered
doubly because of their race and sex. The contemidhis study is that racism and sexism

spring from the same root, that is the desiredatttheOther differently.

In the selected works under study black Americameto suffer double domination and
dehumanization; their dual status as women andkélaisibly appears in their relationships

with whites and black figures respectively. Thestheargues, basing on Alice Walker’'s



portrayal of The study adopts three theoreticagpectives in its character analysis, namely

psychoanalysis, black feminism and Marxism.

A Historical Background to the Experiences of BlackAmericans and their
Literatures

The history of African-Americans begins with thehaal of twenty one slaves including three
women at Jamestown in 1619 (2008: 19). The desoénad these men and women who
arrived at Jamestown as indentured slaves are wé&akefer to as African-Americans and
their experiences are recorded through memory astdrir, documented in various forms,
film, novel, play or poetry. Pierre Nora “sees bigtas static and memory dynamic. He
understands history loosely as “how our hopele&siyetful modern societies, propelled by
change, organize the past.” He defines memory aacaml phenomenon, “open to the
dialectic of remembering and forgetting.” (1994) IBlemory becomes a tool to regain and
reconstruct not just the past but history itseN&lvin Dixon in the essay, “The Black

Writer's Use of Memory” argues that in his readofgAfrican-American literature he senses
“a movement of cumulative racial significance, fréine particular to the global, from, say
Harlent, an urban district, to the South, a region of ss\v&ates, and to Africa, a continent”
(1994: 18). He further argues that “these sitesehasen used by many African-American
writers not only to evoke a sense of place but,emioiportantly, to enlarge the frame of
cultural reference for the depiction of black expeces by anchoring that experience in
memory — a memory that ultimately rewrites histof¥994:20). Nora argues that “the quest

for memory is the search for history” (1994:19).

Although in American slavery ended many generatiago, in December 1865, Whitney M
Young Jr. argues that the black American statumbagshanged much because “Even today
black people perform the gruelling stoop labor ba tarm, the pick-axe labouring work in
the cities. They do the house work and laundry, fdhd host of other insecure, ill-paid jobs
white people won’t touch” (1972:20). Fiction hasbme one of the Black Americans’ sites
of memory; through fiction they recall their histoend experiences and help others

understand the predicament of the black race. Alwgrto Piera Nora, “sites of memory are

! Harlem is a district in America which had the gesanumber of black Americans in the 1960s, it alae
called a black ghetto because so many things haggerthis neighbourhood associated with racism.
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not common in all cultures and are exclusively amgmenon of our modern time. Sites of
memory replace a 'real’ and 'true’ living memoryclwtwas with us for millennia but now has
ceased to exist...They exist to help us recall the¢ pavhich is perhaps necessary in order to
make living in the modern world meaningful” (1976:1

During slavery, and even in the latter years aftavery, the black race was not recognized as
human by whites. First Black American writers hagbtove their humanity to whites through
writing of a text. Henry Louis Gates Jr.Time Signifying Monkegbserves that “What was at
stake for the earliest black authors was nothirsg flhan the implicit testimony to their
humanity, a common humanity which they sought tmalestrate through the very writing of

a text of an ex-slave’s life” (1988:171). Black laoits published books as if their collective
fate depended on how their texts would be recebsetheir white counterparts. This had a
huge effect on black consciousness in the waykblperceived themselves and their world;
the situation forced blacks to see themselveshesdeformed other” (1996: 30).

Frederick Douglass and Olaudah Equiano were amioaditst Black Americans to write

their experiences in the slavery and post-slavemyeAca. Their narratives are significant
reference points for the Black American experienoethe slavery and post-slavery times.
Contemporary African American authors, like Alicealker, bank on these slave narratives
as their source of inspiration. Slavery experieiscan indispensable aspect of the American
history; consequently, aspects of slavery expeegnkeep on featuring in contemporary

African American literatures. In some cases ficti@meomes the rewriting of history.

The abolition of slavery did not diminish the rd@agregation which existed between blacks
and whites; once slavery was abolished racism asgumore subtle forms. Henry Louis
Gates Jr. argues that “Just as the ex-slaves wo@ed slavery, so too did free black authors
write to redress the myriad forms that the fluidsk@f racism assumed...”(1988:171). A
search for voice became a matter of grave conaaong the black literati, right up to the
Black Arts Movement. “Black authors wrote almostclesively about their social and
political conditions as black people living in acedy in which race was, at best,
problematical” (1988:172) because the black pehsmhbeen written down as something less
than human. Thomas Hamilton Tine Anglo-African Magazinargues that “black people, in
order to assert and maintain their rank as men gmmoen, must speak for themselves; no

outside tongue, however gifted with eloquence, tdintheir story. Blacks must speak for
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themselves...” (1988:173).The mushrooming of Afmidanerican literature had been a result
of African-Americans’ desire to tell their stori@sd experiences and consequently prove
their humanity to whites. Most of African-Americdictions were a representation of their
social, political and cultural conditions. Writdike, Richard Wright, Zora Neale Hurston,
and Toni Morrison fictionalized issues which affstttheir lives and the lives of their
contemporaries. Their literary works portrayed essuof oppression, discrimination,
segregation and dehumanization of the black ratiee Avalker, too, has created memorable
African American characters like Celie and Meridiagho struggle to live their lives as full
individuals and members of the African American oommity. Most often they have to

overcome the brutality of racial and economic oppi@n and sexism.

Much as Black Americans suffered oppression ined#ht forms, like discrimination,
lynching, segregation, racial oppression, just ention a few at the white hands, African
American women had a unique experience. They sdfdoubly for being black and female
in a racist and sexist society. It is the expositid these racist and racist tendencies in Alice
Walker's selected works which prompted the pressnotly. In contemporary America,
“Increased literacy among African-Americans hasvgted new opportunities for Black
women to transform former institutional sites ofndoation [...] into institutional sites of
resistance” and memory (1990:102). Zora Neal Hurstbserves that with the freedom of
expression and print, “now [black] women forget #ilbse things they don’t want to
remember, and remember everything they don’t waribrtget. The dream is true...they act
and do things accordingly” (1990:170). This freedtffer [s] safe spaces that nurture the
everyday and specialized thought of African-Amearicgaomen and where Black women
intellectuals can absorb ideas and experiencethétask of rearticulating Black women’s
experiences [and] infusing them with new meanin990:103)new meanings which
potentially give them an essential standpoint sisteng systems of race, gender and class
oppression. Alice Walker's works give new perspesdiin the understanding of the African
American world, especially the world of black womara racist and sexist America.

George M Fredrickson iRacism: A short Historpbserves that “...racism remains a major
international problem at the dawn of the twentgtficentury” (2002:139). A century ago,
W.E.B Dubois in his seminal workhe Souls of the Black Fadlsserted that “the problem of
the twentieth Century is the problem of the coloe] - the relation of the darker to the

lighter races of men in ... America” (372). Pet&p& remarks that for the past three to four
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centuries, Black Americans have been subjected woprecedented abuse[s] and
discrimination at the hands of a well organisedessystem which for most of its history ...
allowed race to be a basis of state policy. Urité mid-1960s, African Americans were
alienated from the American state in a mannerwhaat ingrained and pandemi@995:101).
The belief that racial differences produce an ieheisuperiority of a particular race has a
long history in America; it dates back to the skgvera when blacks were perceived and
treated less than humans. Racism, like colonialisnpacts more on the psyches of the
individuals. In Frantz Fanon’s words, in his bobike Wretched of the Earthacism *“is not
satisfied merely with holding a people in its gaipd emptying the native’s brain of all form
and content. [But] by a kind of perverted logictutns to the past of the oppressed people,
and distorts, disfigures and destroys it” (2001)18%us, even if a self-conscious belief that
the Black American is inferior or unworthy is abgeracism in America still holds a
considerable sway as Alice Walker shows throughesofrher black characters’ relationship
with whites in the selected works. “Black is notalor of the skin”, writes Whitney M
Young Jr. quoting actress Ellen Holly, Beyond Racism: Building an Open Societit,is a
unique experience shared by [African] Americansyéwer varied they may be, that sets
them apart from any other group and results inraitekind of psychological adjustment that
no other group has to make — namely the adjustofdearning how to survive, and perhaps
even to flourish, in an atmosphere that is almaistly hostile” (1972:17).

Patricia Hill Collins observes that “Throughout ttestory of the United States, the
interrelationship of white supremacy and male sopéy has characterised the Black
woman'’s reality as a situation of struggle — aggfta to survive in two contradictory worlds,
simultaneously, one white, privileged, and oppnessithe other black, exploited, and
oppressed” (1990:30). Patricia Hill Collins furthieighlights that “In spite of differences
created by historical era, age, social class, desmantation, or ethnicity, the legacy of
struggle against racism and sexism is a commoradhbending African-American women”
(1990:22). The works of Zora Neale Hurston, TonirMmn, Audre Lorde and Alice Walker
all have a similar feature, the struggle for sefidition. Audre Lorde, as quoted by Patricia
Collins, points out that ‘it is axiomatic that ifendo not define ourselves for ourselves, we
will be defined by others — for their use and to detriment™ (1990:20). Patricia Hills says
“One fundamental feature of this struggle for af-defined standpoint involves tapping
sources of everyday, unarticulated consciousnesishidive traditionally been denigrated in

white and male-controlled institutions” (ibid).
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Alice Walker’s Biographical Sketch and Literary History

Born on §' February, 1944 to Willie Lee Walker, a sharecropp@d Minnie Lou Grant
Walker, Alice Walker grew up in rural Eatonn, GaargShe attended segregated schools
since she was born at a time when whites and blaeke legally segregated. While in
Georgia, Alice Walker worked with the voter regiton group of the Civil Rights
Movement. Her experience as a voter register indokrnmuch of her thoughts on her
subsequent novelMeridian, which reflects the Civil Rights Movement expedesa and

women’s active involvement in the movement.

Alice Walker belongs to the contemporary African émean women writers along with Toni
Morrison, June Jordan, and Audre Lorde just to maena few. These are some of the
prominent African American women writers of the 087Her background informs much of
what she writes. Ihn Search of Our Mother's Gardershe writes: “Write | did, night and
day, something,and it was not even a choice ... when | didn’t eviitthought of making
bombs and throwing them. Of shooting racists. Ohglaway — painlessly and nearly as
possible ... with myself. Writing saved me from samd inconvenienceof violence”
(1983:369). Writing, for Alice Walker, has not juseen vocational but also therapeutic;
through fiction she has been able to heal herggdbgchological wounds which race and sex

have inflicted on herself and her society.

From her biography, we learn that Alice Walker'srkgo reflect the social, cultural and
political issues which formed her society, and saim@racters are a self reflection of her own
life. The parallelism between Alice Walker's perabdife and fiction underscores the
psychoanalytic claim that fictions are sites ofiwdlal’'s and collective memories. For
instance, in her real life Alice Walker’s marriagie not last long; she divorced her husband,
Melvyn Leventhal, because she could not get alomt Wim. In all the novels under
discussion leading women characters do not haveessful marriages. Through the
behaviour of certain characters, Alice Walker révdeer intensely private, personal and
painful experiences as a black woman, which isndication of her courageous commitment

to critical self-reflection.



With Alice Walker, “the female character has emdr§gem her cocoon, basking freely to a
mixed reception of surprise and wonder. One wondengre was she when her mates were
sold away to domestic slavery; when they were giaerchild-brides to aged husbands of
parental choice; when they were denied the oppiytwh education? When after marriage

they were victimized for inferiority and derided fiecundity of the wrong sex” (1989: 2).

Literature Review

A close analysis of the selected works by Alice Mgaldemonstrates how the harsh history of
domination of blacks and women continues to shdyér tlives long after the official
abolition of slavery. What Alice Walker portrays these works is the history of the
unspeakable inequalities and injustices that blaokericans; women in particular, have
experienced and continue to experience in the glasery America. Alice Walker's works
show that black Americans continue to be defibasis of sex and race. Alice Walker depicts
experiences of a people who are socially margiedlizecause they are different from the

white Selfand are considered as the deforrtder.

The definition of blacks and women in America hasrento do with racial and sexual
positioning. Zora Neale Hurston, in “How It FeetsBe Colored Me,” says that her identity
as a “colored” person came alive when she was thi@gainst a sharp white background. “It
is that sharp, white background or “whiteness”nthe&hich mandates, in African-American
or other sharply-polarized, racially-defined congexthe tactical assertion of Blackness”
(1994:6).

Paula Giddings inWhen and Where | enter. The Impact of Race in Araasserts that
“Black Women have a history of their own, one whiefects their distinct concerns, values,
and the role they have played as both Afro-Amescand women. And their unique status
has had an impact on both racial and feminist \&lue(1985:6). This duality can be likened
to what W.E.B Dubois referred to as “double conssieess” when he made the articulation
about the African American’s position in a racignérica that “One feels his two-ness — an
American, a Negro, two souls, two thoughts, twoegonciled strivings, two warring ideals
in one dark body” (1985:3). Racism, the practicaexregating others on the basis of colour,
affected the American social stratifications; blakkericans were relegated to the social

margins.



From the literature reviewed it seems there has be®n much attention given to the
interrelatedness of racism and sexism, like hoveéAWalker portrays them in the selected
works. The present study probes into the psycho#bgeffects of racism and sexism by
focussing on their interrelatedness, how they shageviduals’ lives and consequently

determine black Americans’ social stratificatiorheTstudy adopts deductive reasoning; it
draws universal conclusions from particular phenooneas portrayed by Alice Walker in the

selected works. The critical focus of the studpmshow Alice Walker presents racism and

sexism as dehumanizing.

Valerie Russell argues that “The seeds which sghe/macist mentality also spawn the sexist
mentality, though the results differ in both théistorical manifestations and degree of
oppressiorf” Another critic who concurs with Valerie RussellPaula Giddings who argues
that “The means of oppression among black Amerid#ifered across race and sex lines, but
the wellspring of that oppression was the same&B%16) that is the desire to dominate those
different from oneself. For instance, being a wonmm@ position that is often defined in
relation to the woman'’s role of serving men in saene manner as being black was a position

defined in relation to the role of serving whité994:68).

Alice Walker puts experiences of black women ifeirt historical context and helps readers
to find rational meaning in them so that the fortiest shape the black American lives are
understood. However, Alice Walker’s literary preggation is not only on issues of racism
and sexism; she writes on diverse black Americgicéd issues, concurring with Terry

McMillan that “our work had gone through a seridsnetamorphoses. It wasn't that race
was no longer important; it’s just that in muchtloé work ... from the seventies to now, race
wasn’t always the focus. There has been an undelistathat...our frame of reference is as
African-Americans, so we write what our experiencesan to us, what concerns us as
African-Americans” (1990:vi). This explains why A& Walker's works deal with divergent

issues such as racism, sexism, religion, Africagady, motherhood and love relationships.
Nevertheless, Alice Walker's fiction draws inspioat from the American history — a history

of theOther-Selbigotry intolerance, which dates back from the stsnera.

2 Russel, Valerie, “Racism and Sexism, A CollecBiriggle: A Minority Women'’s Point of View”,
Documents from the Women'’s Liberation Movementpaline Archival collection, special collection ldmy,
Duke University. http://scriptorium.lib.duke.edufmfracesesRetrieved on 20th July, 2009.
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Andrews L William, Francis Smith Foster and Truditarris in The Oxford Companion to
African American Literaturebserve that Alice Walker is one of the first A&n American
women writers to explore the paralyzing effectdeing a woman in a world that virtually
ignores issues like black-on-black oppression (1B8). Alice Walker, in her works, does
not only expose white on black oppression, butabke portrays oppression by and among

blacks themselves.

Henry Louis Gates Jr. and Nellie Y McKay Tie Norton Anthology of African American
Literature argue that “Many African American women writerscistas June Jordan, Audre
Lorde, and Alice Walker, had been major actors athbthe Civil Rights and Women'’s
Movements. In the early 1970s, they began to egploe racism in the women’s movement
and the sexism in the black mentality” (2003:29TR)us, some of the fiction they have
written is the recollection of their memory and gmeral involvement in different political,
cultural and social movements. Gates Jr. and Mcigayer argue that “It is important to
note that African American writers of the 1970s &af80s did not produce traditionally
linear historical novels, rather, their novels,yslapoems, and essays remapped the past and
sought in it that which would give meaning to tliegent” (2003:2013).

Andrews L William et al further observe that “Alic&valker's writings expose the
complexities of the ordinary black American life psesenting it within a context of duplicity
and change. Within this context, Alice Walker pelbéck the hard cast cover of African
American black women’s experiences to reveal thedage of truth and hope” (1997:749).
Alice Walker’'s works, rather than idealizing blackmmunities, as so many writings of the
1960s and the previous decades had attempted tartitylate the complexities of African
American culture and history and demonstrate hosclblcommunities have internalized
racist stereotypes that radically affect their wigitns and expectations of women and men
(2003:2016).

In the selected works, female characters are vip#ichby males by virtue of being females,
and blacks by whites by virtue of being blacksisltas if race and sex, respectively, are
measures of humanity. Alice Walker depicts blacketicans astill being oppressed due to
the patriarchal and racially prejudiced perceptiofsvhite Americans. Her works echo the
black American plight while acknowledging its rodtem the harsh history of slavery.

Andrew L Williams et al note that “Early-twentietdentury writers such as Alain Locke,
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W.E.B Du Bois, Jessie Fauset, Nella Larsen, AnmyPeind Dorothy West had looked
carefully at class consciousness among African Agaes; but as the century progressed,
concerns about class were more and more eclipsedobpw and anger over racism”
(2003:2018). Different critics have commented ocigia and sexism in American society,
but have not boldly stated that the two are intateel in how they dehumanize the minority
group. Albert Memmi, inDominated Mandefines racism as “the generalization and final
assigning of values to real or imaginary differenyc the accuser’'s benefit and at the
victim’'s expense, in order to justify the formeos/n privileges or aggression” (1968:27).
David T. Wellman further defines racism as “cultiyaanctioned beliefs which, regardless
of the intentions involved, defend the advantagb#es have because of the subordinated
position of the racial minorities” (1988:20). Pai8a Rothenberg iRacism and Sexism: An
Integrated Studylefines sexism and racism as “any attitude, aatromstitutional structure
which subordinates a person or group because ofgbr or race respectively” (1988:20 -
21).

Paula S. Rothenberg only defines racism and sexstm;does not go in details to explain
how they relate with each other and how they affiedividuals’ social stratification in the

American setting. This study fills these gaps bglgsing in details, how racism and sexism
are dehumanizing, with particular focus on Alice Ik¢éa’s portrayal of white and black

relationships and women and men relationships otispdy. The study establishes that in
both racism and sexism there is an element of sltedion of theOtheras different from the

Self This study, principally, analyzes the psycholayimpacts of racism and sexism on the
subordinated individuals and their attempts to treamselves. The study concurs with Kate
Connon’s observation that “Throughout the histoiryhe United States, the interrelationship
of white supremacy and male superiority has charsetd the Black women’s reality as a
situation of struggle — a struggle to survive iroteontradictory worlds, simultaneously, one

white, privileged and oppressive, the other blasiploited and oppressed.

An analysis of the characters from the selectedksvbly Alice Walker shows that there is a
recurring antagonism between males and femaledbeaivwceen blacks and whites. This study

attempts to psychoanalyze how such exploitatioecggfindividuals’ social standing.

Richard Barksdale imlack Writers of American: A Comprehensive Anthplaggues that

“no historian would ever be able to fully descrithe black experience and no sociologist
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would ever be able to interpret it adequately. @as to be part of the experience really to
understand it.”(1972:847). Alice Walker, as an &&m American, writes from within; some

of the things she writes are reflections of her dwenas a Black woman in America.

Alice Walker's fiction looks into the past, addresghe present and envisions the future for
American race and sex relations. In her works gbe to dislodge American history from its
racist and sexist moorings. She is a self-consameator of black counter-memory. Robert
O’Meally says Alice Walker's works restore blackopé&’s history while at the same time
enriching the American history (1994:46). Patri¢#ll Collins in The Black Feminist
Thoughtalso argues that “The voice that Alice Walker sedksugh these works is both
individual and collective, personal and politicahe of reflecting the intersection of her
unique biography with the larger meaning of hetdnisal times” (1990:103). Alice Walker
“sees writing as a way to correct wrongs that sb&eoves in the world, and has dedicated
herself to delineating the unigue dual oppressiomfwhich black women suffer: racism and

sexism.®

Alice Walker’'s novels, collection of short storigmetry, and essays are indeed impressive
and compelling. Elaine Showalter, Lea Baechler, An#Valton Litz in Modern American
Women Writerscontend that Alice Walker’'s “characters, dramatitations, and generic
forms in her novels ... engage numerous narratrategjies: social realism, gothic realism,
folk epistolary and mythical history (1991:511).hé present study shows that Alice Walker
relates art to what she considers to be the albitapt process of self-improvement. To
improve the quality of one’s relationships with etlpeople, and ultimately with all life on
the planet, is Alice Walker’s fundamental humarpoesibility.

Alice Walker'sMeridian, although its primary focus is the legacy of blackmen in a sexist
and racist America, also tests the limits of cn@ssal relationships between whites and
blacks. It depicts the multifaceted politics of denand race, raising questions about the
interaction of racism and sexism in shaping indiaits identity. Jone Johnson Lewis in the

“Biography of Alice Walker” points out that Alice ®ker's poems, novels and short stories

3 See http://www.enotes.com/contemporary-literaigieism/walker-alice-vol-103
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deal with themes of rape, violence, isolation, Ihed relationships, multi-generational

perspectives, sexism and raciém”

Contribution of this Study to Alice Walker’s Studies

From the literature reviewed, it has been estabtighat Alice Walker's works have not been
analysed with particular focus on racism and sexasndehumanizing. The present study
bridges that gap. In this regard, the study coatei new insights and perspectives on Alice
Walker's woks. It can also used as a basis foh&rrtesearch on Alice Walker’s work, since

the present study has not been exhaustive ofathiamatic areas in Alice Walker’s works.

Methodology of the Study

This is a qualitative research and it adopts chiardmased method of analysis, both cross-
sectional — that is comparing and contrasting sgweraracters —, and longitudinal, which
involves a close following of characters in the @lgvand short stories. As a desk research, all
the data which is used in the thesis is collectedhfthe library through a close reading of the
primary texts and other secondary texts on Afriéamerican literature. Due to the scarcity of
published works on Alice Walker and other Africamnérican literature books, electronic
journals and other internet materials which arevanht to the study have been accessed and

made reference to where applicable.

Objectives of the Study

The main objective of the paper is to analyze holeeAWalker,through her characters,
portrays the Black American’s twin affliction. Tstudy argues that Alice Walker’s fiction is
a recollection of the Black American historical esatial experiences which have their roots
in slavery. The study argues that race and sedeterminants in the Black American social
and class stratification; race and sex determimesgolace in the American society, as Alice
Walker portrays. The thesis explores racial andigkdisparities in America as evidenced by

the binary dichotomy of black and white relatiopshiand men and women relationships

4 Lewis, Johnson, Jone, at http://www.womenshisttwyud com/od/alicewalker/a/alicewalker.hamcessed
on 16th July, 2009.
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respectively. The critical focus of the study isemmination of black American women’s
experiences in a sexist and racist society. It exesnthe dual status of an African American
woman, as a black person and as a woman. The studygh a close analysis of the selected
works, establishes that racism and sexism, whigh @humanizing, arise from the
differentiation of theSelfand theOther. The study argues that the discourses of gender/sex
and race work in ideological ways that privilegetai® groups and naturalize the inferiority
of other groups, in this case women and blackseatsely. The study draws conclusions
that gender and racial identity are social consstumoncurring with Paula Rothenberg who
argues that “although we are born with certain m@yscharacteristics [which define us as
being male or female, white or black], we are notnbwith a particular gender or racial
identity” (1988:350).

Theoretical Framework of the Study

In the character analysis, the study uses Psychd@n&eminist and some aspect of Marxist
theory. The choice of these theories has been mddr by their interrelatedness and
complementarity. However, the overriding theories@sychoanalysis and feminism, Marxist
is implicitly applied when analyzing the power aoldss ideological perspectives which
privilege the whiteSelf or the maleSelfat the exploitation or oppression of the bl&ather

or femaleOtherrespectively.

Psychoanalysis

Psychoanalytic theory, now broadly applied in déf# disciplines, ranging from social
sciences, psychology and literature, “is a bodydefs developed by an Austrian physician
Sigmund Freud and his followers, which is devotedhe study of human psychological
functioning and behavior. It has three applicatidr)sa method of investigation of the mind;
2) a systematized set of theories about human b@hand 3) a method of treatment of

psychological or emotional illness”.

In Freudian analysis of literary works, “the retaiship between the author and the text is
analogous to dreamers and their “text™ (2005:15R)is as if in writing the author rewrites

® See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychoanalysisemsed on 19th October, 2008.
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the unconscious self. A psychoanalytic approaditarary analysis explores the relationship
between the personal and what Carl Jung callsdlective unconscious. Jung distinguishes
the collective unconscious from the personal uncions in that the personal unconscious is
a personal reservoir of experiences unique to eadividual, while the collective
unconscious collects and organizes those persopariences in a similar way with each
member of a particular species or society (2009:1B3s study subscribes to this theoretical

thinking as it explores the experiences of a paldicgroup of people, the Black Americans.

The discourse of psychoanalysis “has been norntahsea way of understanding the mind”
(1996:87). According to Roger Webster “Psychoansallgs/s claim to discovering an area of
activity which is hidden from us in our everydayes but which contains a kind of
determinant to reality, thenconsciousa region in which we hide or repress our deepest
desires and fears that can only manifest itsetfugh symbolic ways in dreaming, parapraxes
or Freudian slips, or the lengthy process of psgiohbysis itself’ (1996:87). There are quite a
few different types of psychoanalysis. Some thetapivork in a way that sticks very much to
the ideas of Freud, while other tend to use ideas fother people who have followed in
Freud's footsteps (e.g. Carl Jung, Melanie Klelgwever, whichever type of analysis is
used, they all conform to the same idea that tissvanlies in the unconscidusAmong the
many brands of psychoanalysis, the present studptad-reudian feminist psychoanalysis
which Elizabeth Wright has said is concerned with

the interaction of literature, culture and sexudentity, emphasizing the way that
configurations of gender are located in historye Tlminist psychoanalytic enquiry has
perhaps the potential for becoming the most radarah of psychoanalytical criticism, since
it is crucially concerned with the very construatiof subjectivity(2005: 54).

In psychoanalysis to know something presupposesifeedl consciousness which does the
knowing, such a consciousness is like a focusesl Wathout which nothing can be seen. In
this study, psychoanalysis is deployed as the tlermaigh which to look into Alice Walker’s
works, and consequently thoughts, by analyzinghthe and why of her characters’ actions.

Julia Kristeva is one of the psychoanalytic critidso have adopted feminist psychoanalysis.
She draws her inspiration from the works of Mikha#khtin and the Russian Formalists to
propose the idea of “intertextuality.” She writefs“@xts” as comprising “a permutation of

texts, an intertextuality,” and of how “in the spaaf a given text, several utterances, taken

® These ideas were extracted from http://easywejmeaso.uk/simplepsych/203.html on 18 th May, 2009
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from other texts, intersect and neutralize one la@t(2005:161). This neutralization and
intersection of texts take place in Alice Walkes/erks. InMeridian, for instance, there is the
intersection of texts with a broader set of “exderiexts,” texts which Julia Kristeva calls
“texts of society and history” (ibidMeridianis a rewriting of the historical facts of the Civil
Rights Movement and women’s involvement in the nmoeet. Intertextuality, which
principally arises from the conscious and unconsi@writing of texts, establishes the fact
that a novel is a galaxy of texts each informing tther’ Alice Walker's literary works do
not stand in isolation from the historical, soc@ljtural and political realms of which they

are products.

Roger Webster notes that Freudianism, perhapscaiyi has much in common with Marxist
concept of ideology. For instance, Frederick JamesoMarxist, sees ideology in literary
texts as a form of “political unconscious.” Mamand psychoanalytic theories give plausible
explanations on how society is formed and how ditee is produced and consumed.
“Freudian theory attempts to provide universal meadad explanations for the drives which
underpin the way people behave,” and people’s hehav society is largely responsible for
the way they treat each other (1996: 88). Thathyg the study also applies Marxist theory in

its character analysis.

Marxism

The study takes on board Marxist theory because ¢dncerns of Marxist critics generally
have been primarily social rather than individuaploring the sociology of the text as
opposed to the psychology of the individual chaectWhen characters are examined... it is
usually as a way of exploring the wider social aistorical forces of which they are seen as
products” (1996:68). As asserted by George Lukacdylarxist “whose work mainly
concentrated on the nineteenth-century novel aadjtiestions of realism, the novel must be
assessed on its ability to reflect the historical enaterial conditions of society; these are the
main criteria for assessing its realism” (ibid).ig btudy applies Marxist theory because it is,
in part, concernedith analyzing how Alice Walker’'s characters mirtbe Black American

social and historic fabric. The study also appharxist theory because psychoanalysis in

" The idea was taken from Michel Foucault's expsshat ‘the world is more than a galaxy of texts”
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itself fails to see the individual as a whole, a®aial individual. Ralph Fox ifthe Novel and

the Peoplebserves that
Psychoanalysis, for all its brilliant and couragequrobing into the secret depths of the
personality, has never understood that the indalidsi only a part of the social whole, and
that the laws of this whole, decomposed and refthah the apparatus of the individual
psyche like rays of light passing through a prigimange and control the nature of each
individual®
By combining Marxism and psychoanalysis the studke$ an integrated approach of
character analysis. “Marxism as a philosophy sé®¢lse primacy of class over individuality
in society...”,(1996:82) whereas psychoanalysis sagghe individual's psychic operations.
Thus Marxism and Psychoanalysis complement eacdtr aththe holistic analysis of Alice
Walker’'s selected works. Marxism and feminism sheui@mmon goal, the struggle for the
liberation and emancipation of the oppressed. M#sxake up the cause of the marginalized
in society, fighting against inequality, and allrrfis and manifestations of oppression,
discrimination and injustices in the same mannerfasinists do. Since this study is
principally concerned with the issues of race aex and how these affect the characters’
psychic operations and determine people’s clas®drety, the application of feminist theory

IS necessary.

Feminism

Man can think of himself without woman. She canthirtk of herself without man. And she

is simply what man decrees; thus she is called $the” by which is meant that she appears
essentially to the male as a sexual being. Fordfimis sex — absolute sex, no less. She is
defined and differentiated with reference to mad aat he with reference to her; she is the
incidental, the inessential as opposed to the @atelde is the Subject, he is the Absolute
[the Self] — She is the Other. (Simone de Beavi)ur

The above quotation explains some of the major emrscof feminist critics. Although there

are diverse approaches to feminism, they all sttovechange the status quo of women.
Feminism arises from the background that “womandahasys been man’s dependent, if not
his slave”, that “the two sexes [male and femakelennever shared the world in equality”
(1949: 10) in the same way as blacks and whiteSnierica have never shared their social
and political worlds in equality. Therefore, ittise quest for equality which has been the

driving force for feminist and Marxist movements.

8 See Ralph FoxThe Novel and the Peoplg.ondon, Lawrence & Wishart, 1979), p. 104, astqddy Roger
Webster inStudying Literary Theorg. 69

16



Simone de Beaviour, a feminist from the West, asghat “Even when [a woman’s] rights
are legally recognized in the abstract, long-stagdiustom prevents their full expression in
the mores” (ibid). Through her characters, in teeeced works, Alice Walker shows that
“the duality of sexes and races, like any otherligugives rise to conflict,” (1949:11) the
conflict between males and females, and betweetes/nd blacks. It is this sexist and racist

dual antagonism which this study analyses in Aéaker’s selected works.

Much as Alice Walker’'s writings can be describedeasinist, it should be pointed out, from
the onset, that her writings belong to the intéllat thought of black American women,
which is commonly known as Black feminist thoughtdasscussed by Patricia Hill Collins in
her masterpiec&he Black Feminist Thoughall African American women writers belong to
this school of thought because: “All African-Ameaictwomen share the common experience
of being Black women in a society that denigratesmwn of African descent. This
commonality of experience suggests that certaimacieristic themes are prominent in a
Black women'’s stand point” (1990:22). For examplag core theme that stands out in fiction
by black American women is the legacy of strugtie, struggle against racism and sexism.
This theme runs through the works of Alice Walkewsni Morrison, Audre Lorde, and many
other African American women writers. However, &&n American women respond to the
theme of struggle differently. Alice Walker, cogam of the fact thatblack women
experienced a different and more intense kind gfregsion than did white women, coined
the word “womanism” which best describes her festiniritings. She declares herself to be a
womanist. Alice Walker uses the word “Womanism” describe the perspective and
experiences of "women of colot“Womanism” has a close leaning to African feminism
because African American women and African womegreshmany things in common; the
former are, historically, descendants of the lat#slice Walker's coinage of the word
"womanism" gives equal importance to race and xoisdier works as a black American. A
"womanist" is "a black feminist or feminist of cdlavho is "Committed to [the] survival and
wholeness of [the] entire people, male and femaléd' choosing the word "womanism"
rather than "feminism", Roberta Hendrickson arghes$ Alice Walker expresses her feeling

of separation from white feminists who fail to cinfes racé’ in black women experiences.

°Abstracted from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alic&valker

10 Abstracted from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/AlicgValker

! See Roberta M. Hendrickson in her essay “Rememipénie Dream: Alice Walker, Meridian and the Civil
Rights Movement” in http://findarticles.com/p/atés/mi_m2278/is_3_24/ai_62350903. p 2
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Black Americans are products of the harsh histofythe unspeakable inequality and
injustice. All the kinds of oppression discussetehrearise from the mentality of treating the
Other as a means to an end not an end in him/hersedf.oplerative psychology at work in
the selected works can be understood from the Mampoint of view that “It is not

consciousness of men that determines their soeimgbbut, on the contrary, their social

being determines their consciousness.”

Organization of the Study

The study is organized around five chapters, alWWlich concern the relations between race,
sex and identity. Each chapter focuses on a péticaspect of the black American
experience while building on the preceding chapgi#apter one, “The Painful History of the
Unspeakable Inequality: the Black American Expar&nis basically an introduction. It
highlights the main aim of the thesis and introdud¢ee body of knowledge, and the
theoretical perspectives on which the study rédte second chapter “A Walking History:
Alice Walker’s fiction as the Site of Memory” argue¢hat Alice Walker's works are a
reflection of the American history, especially bist of the Civil Rights Movement of the
1960s. The focus in this chapter is on how Alicel&iasatirizes the Civil Rights Movement
in Meridian and other works. The chapter also discusses Alatker’s rewriting of the self
by highlighting the view that Alice Walker's fictiois aseltreflection andotherreflection.
The central argument in this chapter is that fici®the Alice Walker’'s way of recouping her
social and cultural experiences, a way she retiefisracist experiences. Thus, fiction is not
totally divorced from the author’s personal expecies, hence the adoption of psychoanalysis
as a conceptualizing theory in this study. Thedtliinapter, which is titled “Alice Walker’s
Portrayal of Racism in Black Communities: A LegawySlavery”, consolidates the claim
that racism did not end with the official abolitiofslavery; it continued to manifest itself in
different forms long after slavery. The fourth cteap “The Black Women’s Experiences:
Family Violence, Trauma and Grief”, explores thelexation of black women in a sexist
and racist society. The main argument in this téraig that women are treated as @tber
whereas men take the controlling role of 8af The chapter argues that the two sexes exist
in antagonism, males oppressing and dehumanizimglés. The chapter further explores
Alice Walker’s configuration of Black Women’s cuttll consciousness, analysing traditional

12 As cited in Erich FrommMarx’s Concept of Man(New York: Frederick Ungar Pub. Co., 1961)17
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practices and rituals which denigrate the positwdnvomen in society and consequently

endanger their lives.

The last chapter summarises the main issues destussthe thesis and suggests the way
forward for further studies on Alice WalkeAlthough this study covers a wide range of
social and political issues in Alice Walker’s wnigs, it does not claim to be comprehensive

and exhaustive.
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CHAPTER TWO

A WALKING HISTORY: ALICE WALKER'S FICTION AS THE SI  TE OF
MEMORY

Introduction

Genevieve Fabre and Robert O’MeallyHistory and Memory in African-American Culture
observe that the history of slavery forces Blacketicans to find ways “to reconstruct an
identity and preserve the memory of their lives aafferings on the American continent, and
to recall who theywere before slavery” and who thegre after the official abolition of
slavery (1994:262). The legacy of slavery cannototberlooked in any study of African-
American literature; it is part of black Americanstory. The very presence of black-
Americans in America is largely due to slavery. ¢¥é@ only begin to understand and situate
the black-American experience through recourséaéontemory of slavery and its aftermath.
Slave narratives and some historical novels extibiw deeply embedded the problem of

racism was and is in America.

This chapter presents Alice Walker’s writings as $ite of memory. The central argument of
the chapter is that Alice Walker's writings areleefions from her memory of the events
which unfolded in the black American history. Ali¢éalker’s “writings portray the struggle
of black people throughout history, and are praieedheir insightful and riveting portraits
of black life, in particular the experiences ofd{avomen in a sexist and racist society.”
The chapter argues that through fiction Alice Walkmortrays the black American’s
experiences, as livethen and livednow, thus she juxtaposes history and fiction; they are

discussed side by side, history informing her dicti

Although black Americans were given full citizenshin America in 1866 they have
continued to be dominated by whites. Some critigsi@ that “the white race is dominant and
will keep their position, no matter how numerous tilacks may become” (1994: 93). The
chapter discusses how Alice Walker depicts thekbkaoerican experiences, by focusing on
how she satirizes the Civil Rights Movement in hewel Meridian. It shall be established

that Alice Walker creates and recreates fictiorraaponse to ever-changing political and

13 http://www.africanamericans.com/AliceWalker.htm
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social circumstances. In the nowéridian, Alice Walker portrays the black American twin

affliction of racism and sexism. She recreatesohysthrough memory. She rewrites history
through fiction. Fictionally she probes into the/gsological meaning of what it was to be a
black American during the Civil Rights Movement, s can see through the character of

Meridian who is an epitome of blackness in the hove

Fiction and Memory

Maurice Halbwachs in the essay “The Collective Mgyh@argues that “memories are not
merely produced; they are constructed in all varioultural forms: music, dance, poetry,
[novels] and historical scholarship” (1994: 52). eidory can be retrieved through oral as
well as literary traditions, spoken epics as wellaitten texts. Therefore, “we not only have
art so that we will not die of reality; we have mdives as an authoritative means of
negotiating between retribution and forgivenessyben ignorance and knowledge, between
lies and enlightenment” (ibid). Memory is a waraebe of people’s experiences and Alice
Walker brings this out irMeridian. “Memory is the most reliable tool in regaining and
re/constructing not just the past but history fts#l contributes greatly to the cultural
recovery in cases of ‘decaying cultures’ or cukumgithout a straightforward cultural
heritage” (lbid) or cultural backcloth. Black Ameans have no straightforward cultural
heritage; they have to negotiate their heritageufn the memory of their history. Most of
these have been documented in various forms ofangs, folktales, folklores, novels and
poetry. These have been the main outlets for Afriéanerican feelings and experiences.
Frederick Douglass, in his narrative, testified tih@ only way in which slaves were able to
let out their grievances was through songs. “Sdoifs a tale of woe; they breathed the
prayer and complaint of ‘souls of the black folldilng over with bitterest anguish, every
word was a testimony against slavery, and a pray&od for deliverance from the chains
and bondage of slavery” (1994:19).

Frederick Douglass, iMy Bondage and My Freedorsyms up the black American long-
standing dilemma, which led to the Civil Rights estrin America. Black Americans did not
feel belonging to the American nation. They woubdnplain that

Aliens are we in our native land. The fundamentatgiples of the republic, to which the
humblest whiteman, whether born here or elsewlmeas, appeal with confidence, in the hope
of awakening a favourable response are held tmdygplicable to us...the glorious teachings
of the sun of Godare construed and applied against American humanity hates us,
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scorns us, disowns us and denies us, in a thousaws, our very personality. The
outspread wing of American Christianity, appareitigad enough to give shelter to a
perishing world refuses to cover (1855: 18)

The Black Arts literature of the 1940s to 1960%rsgty enacted and spoke against this
inhumanity. Much of Black Arts literature protestadainst the white dehumanization of
blacks. The victimization of the black race by thhite race brought about the hostility

between the two races. For the writers of The Blutk Movement, anger in their literature

became a normal thing. Addison Gayle Jr. staté® BMack artist in American society who

creates without interjecting a note of anger isattng not as a black man, but as an
American. For anger in black art is as old as tret @itterances by black men on American
soil” (2000: 1870).

Henry Louis Gates Jr. says “While earlier writavijte and black, had condemned slavery as
shameful, African American writers of the contengrgr period, to which Alice Walker
belongs focus on the slave era as a way of undelisig the present. [...] Slavery is no
longer seen as something that African Americanstvtanforget” (2000:2013). Through
memory African Americans recall and satirize thestory. For instanceyleridian satirizes
the Civil Rights and Women’s Movements. Alice Walkewritings, though contemporary,
rearticulate how American history shapes the liveblack Americans. Catherine Clinton in
her essay “With a Whip in His Hand: Rape, Memorg &irican-American Women” says
“in every case of rape, whether the mark is inV&sibr permanent, life or death, a mark
remains: the memory of a violation — force withoahsent...in all cases memory will replay
the circumstances, allowing the rapists to preyiragad again on the psyches of their
victims...”(1994:205). It is this replaying of the mery of the black American experiences,

particularly during the Civil Rights Movement thhts chapter seeks to explore.

Alice Walker’s fiction is not just entertaining batso historical, informative and educative;
memory plays a big role in its creation. In an ivitegw with Amy Goodman, Alice Walker
says that one of the reasons why she wrote a bkelMeridian is that she “lived through
that period of the Civil Rights Movement in the 8guand a lot of the images were just that:

images, but there was a lot happening behind tlemesc® Therefore, to understand

14 Goodman, Amy, “l am a Renegade, an Outlaw, a Pagaxithor, Poet and Activist Alice Walker in her
own words in an interview on 13 February, 2006 @dstn http://www.democracynow.org/shogirieved on
18th August, 2008.
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Meridianin its wholeness one needs to be conversant witlisgues which characterized the

Civil Rights Movement.

Meridian: A Satire and Memoir of the Civil Rights Movement

Alice Walker’'sMeridian replays the major black American experiences, Wwkook place in
the 1960s Civil Rights Movement. “The American CiRights Movement (1955-1968)
refers to the reform movements in the United Stateieh were aimed at abolishing racial
discrimination against African Americans and reisipisuffrage in the Southern staté3 Ih
terms of setting of the noveVjeridian was set in the Southern state of America; theoregi
which experienced racism the most. The protagoMstidian, is a black woman from a
southern town of Chicokema. She is an ardent merabdéhne civil rights movement, she
wants what is best for black people; therefore siygports the revolution. However, she is
not fully convinced whether she must Kill for thevolution (31). To join the revolutionary
group Meridian has to make a declaration of helingihess to die for the revolution. She is
supposed to answer with a positive “Yes” the qoestiwill you kill for the revolution?”
(Meridian 191). Although Meridian has witnessed extreme casesaénce against blacks,
she does not think it is right to shed blood fa thvolution. Meridian wants the change, she
is advocating, to be gained through peaceful me@hs. requirement of killing for the
revolution does not impress her at all; like Remndr#artin Luther King Jr., she is guided by
the strong religious belief that murder is murdegreif it is revolutionaryleridian 28).

In Meridian, Alice Walkerfictionalizes the history of the Civil Rights Movemt. The novel

is a satire of the Movement. Alice Walker mentiamdMeridian that “1960 — 1970 was a
decade marked by death and violence... Funerals eeagraved on the black American
brain, intensifying the ephemeral of life” (33). Mablack freedom fighters such as Martin
Luther King Jr. Malcolm X, Medgar Evers were asswded. These leaders were
assassinated because they were considered by wabiteack dissidents who fought against
unequal treatment of blacks by the white regimad&uts and other people came together to
protest against the unequal treatment of blackshenbasis of color and Meridian was an
active member of these civil rights groups. Althbugjice Walker presents these events in
fiction, they are reminiscent of what actually haped in history of America during the Civil
Rights Movement.

15 see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/African-America@ivil_Rights_Movement_(1955%E2%80%931968)
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Roberta M. Hendrickson in her essay “Rememberiegtteam: Alice Walker, Meridian and
the Civil Rights Movement” quotes Alice Walker sayithat “If the Civil Rights Movement
is "dead," and if it gave us nothing else, it gaseach other forever” (2008:1). Meridian,
Alice Walker shows that the Civil Rights Movement was a unifyifegtor for black
Americans. The Movement reaffirmed black Americaasinection to each other as a people
and to their history of struggle against oppressiod discrimination. This black American
unification is satirized inMeridian through the characters of students who unite her t

common goal; to fight against white segregationulgh demonstrations.

The main thematic issues iMeridian are racial segregation, disenfranchisement,
exploitation, and violence against black Americalms.Meridian’s community blacks are
racially segregated; “black people were never shmathe news [on TV] — unless of course
they had shot their mothers or raped their bosgesidparent — and a black person or persons
giving news conference was unheard of” (72). Blamlesonly brought to the limelight when
they have done something bad or are accused oftsimgdad, according to the authorities
nothing good comes from the black person. Througiteamto black relations iMeridian,
Alice Walker satirizes how life was for the blackrpons in America in the 1960s. Alice
Walker’s Meridian does not mince words on how whites and blacksaeldturing the time
leading to the Civil Rights Movements. Roberta He&kdon appraises the novel in her
remarks that

Meridian is a novel that affirms the Movement's vision ieidom and nonviolence, affirms
blackness and African American heritage in a rasmsiety that failed to value and continued
to destroy black lives, and focuses on black womnaah their participation in the Movement,
refusing to make them less than [what] they hadbieridian is what Walker would later
call a "womanist" novel: it combines the black adossness and feminist consciousness that
grew out of the Civil Rights Movement (2008: 2).

Meridian’s active involvement in the civil rightsayps demonstrates black women'’s input in
the fight for social justice. Meridian’s participat in the movement illustrates that during the
Civil Rights Movement black women were determinedassert their equal rights including
that of suffrage. Meridian believes that with frarse women would be empowered to lay

claim to economic, social and political equalitgridian 188).
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Those who showed discontentment about the treatofdslacks by whites were brought to
book, and some faced assassination like Martinenting Jr. Many black people during the
Civil Rights Movement were arrested. The same Imolwes scenes characterized by the
killings of freedom fighters are portrayed Meridian. Meridian and Truman Held were
arrested and beaten for joining the demonstratigainat the town’s segregated hospital
facilities and the harsh treatment which black gess received in jail (83). Truman and
Meridian join the demonstrators to have the eadEmonstrators released from jail but they

end up being put in jail themselves.

In the racist America of the time “public facilideand government services such as
education, [hospitals] were divided into separate anequal ‘white’ and ‘colored’ domains
by law.”® In Meridian Alice Walker calls to memory how blacks were sggted from
social facilities such as schools, hospitals antoinsming pools. For instance, the narrator in
Meridian tells us that blacks were not allowed access t@thmic swimming pool by white
authorities who after all owned swimming pools Ireit respective houses. Consequently,

very few blacks knew how to swim (190).

There was total hatred and hostility between the taces. InMeridian Alice Walker
rearticulates the hostility which existed betwed® twhite and black races. Mrs Hill,
Meridian’s mother, “is a well, a reservoir, an oce# disgust towards whites”. When she
describes white men, it is with hatred. Meridiayssd'She spoke of their faces as if they
were faces of mouse, of oxen, of wet, slobberyweas...” Meridian 108). It is worse with
Meridian’s grandmother who only remembers that egiare frivolous, helpless creatures,
lazy and without ingenuity. She says

She had never known a white woman she liked dfierage of twelve. White women were
useless except as baby machines which would centmproduce little white people who
would grow up to oppress her. [She concludes thigiijout servants all of them would live in
pigsties. Meridian 108).
These sentiments from Meridian’s grandmother epgiderhow Alice Walker uses fiction to
attack the inhumane treatment which whites rece@edthe hands of whites. Meridian’s
grandmother hates whites as a race because theycoatinued to oppress her as a black

person.

see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/African-Americanivl_Rights_Movement_(1955%E2%80%931968)
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Meridian’s grandmother, in distaste for whites, wers if any black man would ever dream
of kissing a white girl. She asks, “Who would w&r2 What were they good for?” (122}. For
her, whites are good for nothing, the only thingytllo is to abuse and exploit blacks. For
instance, she sees white women as breeders of sgopse From a psychoanalytic
perspective, we can argue that Alice Walker,Meridian, is negotiating with the black
American history, during which blacks suffered untiee dominant white regime. As women
were perceived as breeders of slaves during slakerg white women are satirically referred
to as “baby machines... to produce little white peopho would continue to oppress” blacks
(120). This narration, itMeridian, is a recast of the ills of slavery as experieniogdlack
women. The black American’s women experiences dusiavery were more complex than
that of men. This explains why Alice Walker presewbmen as being more vocal in the call
for civil rights than their male counterparts besatheir experience was more complex than
for men. Alexander Crummell observes that “thedbthe black man on the plantation has
been sad and desolate enough; but the fate oflélo& iwvoman has been awful! Her entire
existence from the day she landed, a naked victislave trade, has been degradation in its
extremist forms” A recall to memory, of women’s experiences duritayery at the white

hands, makes Meridian’s grandmother angry towartutes.

A family history of Meridian suggests that “her met’'s great-great-grandmother had been a
slave whose two children were sold away from heemthey were toddlers” (122). This was
characteristic of the slavery era when childrenenve&ken away from their mothers, and
sometimes sold away. Frederick Douglass writessmahrrative that he was separated from
his mother when he was young. The separation waseép a social distance between
children and their mothers. IMeridian, Alice Walker represents the kind of child
separations, which was characteristic of the slaeea through the character of Meridian
who separates with her child Rundi. Meridian seegravith her child Rundi for academic
reasons; she wants to go to school. When Meriglmdons her child Rundi for school, she
is troubled by nightmares about the child. In heeglthoughts and memory, she recalls how,
during slavery, mothers like her were denied tlghtrio raise their children. Alice Walker
continually situates her characters back to théotjisof blacks. Meridian is haunted by

psychological guilt when she considers what mothedhmeant for black women during

17 Alexander Crummell as cited in Emmanuel Ngwira’s Mhesis “ A Legacy of Slavery: The African
American Family in Selected Novels by Toni Morris@006. p.13.
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slavery. In her reflection, “On some deeper ldhah she had anticipated or had even been

aware of, she felt condemned, consigned to peratéordife:

the past pulled the present out of shape... shezeghthat if her mother had had children in
the slavery era she would not, automatically, Haeren allowed to keep them, because they
would not have belonged to her but to the whitesperwho “owned” them all. Meridian
knew that enslaved women had been made misergbirebsale of their children, that
the daughters of these enslaved women had thohghtdreatest blessing from ‘Freedom’
was that it meant they could keep their own childiend what had Meridian Hill done with
her precious child? She had given him awiglefidian 91).

Motherhood means a lot for the black American, @hdt Meridian has done, in abandoning
her child, is a disgrace to the women fraternitgtrieia Hill argues that “the concept of
motherhood is of central importance in the phildgopf both African and African-American
women” (1990:118). Thoughts that Meridian has abaed her motherly duty trouble her on
campus, at Saxon College, in her first year. ltas own conscience speaking to her; “it was
talking to her and it was full of hateMgridian 91). It can be argued that Meridian feels
guilty for abandoning her child when mothers lilex during slavery did not have a chance to
raise their own children. Psychologically, she nigh feeling that abandoning a child is a
mockery of motherhood by a black woman who is sspdao treasure the experience her
ancestors were denied by forces they had no comesl

Through the character of Meridian, Alice Walker sesotherhood as providing a base for
self-actualization, status and a catalyst for doaivism (1990:118). Meridian has to
negotiate between her role as a mother and thdocaddducation which would enlighten her.
While at college, Meridian joins other women studen different demonstrations against all
the social injustices against black people. Men@ianvolvement in the demonstrations at
Saxon College not only illustrates the importanteducation as a liberating force for black
Americans, but also portrays the centrality of klammen as political activist. Vicki L

Crawfor, Jacqueline Anne Rouse and Barbara Woodgoimen in the Civil Rights Movement
argue that women were trailblazers and torchbeasérthe Movement; they argue that
women played an essential role at every level efNovement. Alice Walker, through the

character of Meridian and her active involvemerthm movement, testifies to this claim.

18 |deas taken from Patricia Hill CollinBJack Feminist Thoughg. 148 but condensed to fit the context of this
study.
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Meridian, though written shortly after the Civil Rights Movent, is a novel that literally and
metaphorically moves in and out of historical spaoel time. Much as it establishes the
hostile space of the black Americans, it also tdkegeader into the historical terrain through
which black Americans have travelled. Maryemma @mahably puts it that irMeridian
Alice Walker “weaves multiple stories into one gtararrative, moving in and out of the past
and present” (2004:191). She takes us into theoifiisjourney of women’s experiences
during slavery and how that has affected their-getteption and perception of motherhood

in the post-slavery era.

Alice Walker’'s Rewriting of the Self

Alice Walker’s texts under discussion illustratattikontemporary African-American writers
are not only reactors to their socio-political mmilibut also creators of their own life. Alice
Walker’s novels mirror the harsh realities of tifielamath of slavery on the psyches of black-
Americans. Another novel which expresses the blaolerican experience i$he Color
Purple. Alice Walker's The Color Purpleand Meridian, set primarily, though not
exclusively, in the South, illustrate her commitmém reclaiming and valorising the rural
South, specifically Georgia. This is most pronouhseThe Color PurpleSome characters
in the works under study are a true reflection b€Walker's personal experiences. Such
characters augment the assertion that Alice Walkeation is a site of memory. hhe Color
Purplethe character Nettie travels to Africa on a misargrjourney. Nettie’s experience in
Africa is like a retelling of her voyage to AfricAlice Walker in her own life once travelled
to Africa and came face to face with African peoghel their life styles.

Alice Walker continues to rewrite herself in theglstory “The Abortion.” In the short story
the protagonist struggles with the psychologicatl ashysical trauma of abortion. The
protagonist is a reflection of Alice Walker hersalfhen Alice Walker was at college she
underwent an abortion. Psychoanalytically, in Fraaderms, it can be asserted that Alice
Walker's “The Abortion” is her unconscious self aggg. The short story is about the
experiences of a woman who undergoes abortion. prb&agonist in the short story is
troubled psychologically by pre- and post-abortibwughts. Imani’'s abortion, as that of
Alice Walker herself, is a result of men’s lackresponsibility. This forced Imani, as it did

Alice Walker, to reach the disturbing conclusiorabbrting the pregnancy.
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Alice Walker’'s characters show that she does nwebrde herself from the history which
shapes her life; a history which makes black Anzersc marginal in all human respects.
Through memory she recalls her life and other blAckericans’ lives and retells it in

fictitious form.
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CHAPTER THREE

ALICE WALKER'S PORTRAYAL OF RACISM IN BLACK COMMUNI  TIES: A
LEGACY OF SLAVERY

Introduction

According to Karl Marx, “Men make their own histodyut they do not make it just as they
please; they do not make it under circumstancessechoby themselves, but under
circumstances directly encountered as given amssitnéted from their past. The tradition of
all dead generations weighs like a nightmare onbtiaén of the living” (1852: 19). African

Americans have a unique history; a history made unader circumstances chosen by
themselves, but circumstances passed on from dhegstors. Most of the black Americans
are descendants of slaves. Slavery is the undgrbanse of the present African American’s

predicament.

John Herbers observes that “ever since black pesete brought to the shores of America
there has been, both within their own community aittin the larger society, a debate about
who they were, how they were to fit into the Amaricculture and what would be their
ultimate destiny” (1973:34). One of the central gjiens in the study of African American
history has been “Why were Africans made slave00%:9). Historians, sociologists,
anthropologists and even scientists have debatedjtiestion over the years. Several factors
appear to have been responsible. To the whiteskdlmom Africa seemed to be different
from other people, thus their humanity was put suspicion. Their very skin color set them
apart. Blackness had long been associated in Eamopéture, with the devil, immorality and
dirt. Thus, Africans were considered primitive anfirior basing on their skin colour (1973:
34).

Since slavery, throughout the history of Americlack Americans have been segregated by
their white counterparts on the basis of color. iRstance, Michael Weber says that “during
the era of the Jim Crow in America “racism was tleem. Scientific opinion agreed that
African-Americans were an inferior race”, and tti@y were “an ignorant and debased and
debauched race” (2005:23). In addition, discrimorat segregation and violence against
blacks became part of the American life. This iniphtreatment between blacks and whites
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on the basis of colour originated from slavery. ldger, Paula Giddings says, “Even in a
world where slavery no longer existed, Blacks faaedhriety of obstacles” (1985:57). This
assertion simply means that slavery was not thg oalise for racism but that there were
some underlying perceptions whites had of blaclssnigaon differentiation of the two races.
W.E.B Dubois inThe Souls of the Black Fadisserted, a century ago, that “the problem of the
twentieth Century is the problem of the color-linghe relation of the darker to the lighter
races of men in Asia and Africa, in America and tblands of the sea...” (1903:19). A
century later, the problem of color remains didfire in the American psyche; America

remains divided along the color line as Alice Walgertrays in her works.

This chapter explores cross-sectional racial @batiips in America as portrayed by Alice
Walker through her characters in the selected t&tie central argument of this chapter is
that there has never been social nor political ktyusetween blacks and whites in America
even long after the official abolition of slavergdaat the dawn of the Emancipation. The
chapter further argues that Alice Walker combinissohy with literature and puts it to the
service of the present. The differentiation of whitand blacks did not diminish with the

abolition of slavery but continued long after.

White and Black Antagonism

Alice Walker's works provide a realist historicabnsciousness which Americans need “to
forge a memory that might help solve or transcemal face problem rather than simply
getting rid of it” (1994:49). As a contemporary teri, Alice Walker combines literature with
history and puts it to the service of the presémther works, fiction speaks history. For
instance, in the short story “Everyday Use” thetggonist declares disinterest in the whites.
The protagonist asks: “Who can even imagine meitgpl strange white man in the eye? It
seems to me | have talked to them always with onérkised in flight, with my head turned
in whichever way is farthest from themih(Love & Trouble49). In these few lines Alice
Walker brings forth the fear that existed betwedachs and whites. Blacks have feared
whites because of their abusive attitude towardsmthand their relationship has been
antagonistic. The short story “Everyday Use” illaseés that racism is the America’s
unresolved past; it remains America’s central dopmblem. Dalton Harlon inRacial

Healing: Confronting the Fear Between Blacks andité¢hargues that “American sorry
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racial history is like a deep and abiding woundeft untreated, it will continue to ooze and
fester” (1995:3). Reading Alice Walker from a m@®ychoanalytic perspective one gets a

glimpse of how she uses fiction to rewrite the klamerican racist experiences.

In the same short story “Everyday Use,” Alice Walldso depicts a racial issue about
naming, which has its legacy from slavery. Moststaves like Frederick Douglass testify
that their names were changed by the white masteismistresses. During slavery white
masters changed names of black slaves, and gavettig®r own names. In “Everyday Use”
Dee, the black character, changes her name to Wahge-wanika Kemanjo to resist using
a name which reminds her of imperialist whites. 8Hks her friends that Dee is dead; this
death is a psychic death. It cannot be a hastelusion to deduce that Dee’s changing of
name is a psychic escape from the imperial whitaidation and oppression. For Wangero
herself says “I could not bear it any longer baiagned after the people who oppress nie” (
Love & Trouble54). Dee was named after her auntie Dicie who lgetrtame from whites
long beyond the Civil War in America (52). Wangéhanks that using the name Dee would
bring hard feelings and bad memories about whitke tertured and brutalized her own
people after they were displaced from their hongklairica. The choice of the name
Wangero Lee-wanika, ironically, epitomises her aeg be connected with Africa. Wangero
Lee-wanika Kemanjo sounds like an East African nafAliee Walker must have heard this
name when she visited Kenya.

Another issue, apart from exposing the racial digpa between blacks and whites, Alice
Walker also underscores the fact that althoughkblamericans had been uprooted from
Africa and exposed to the agonies of the MiddlesBgs under slavery they did not wholly
lose their identity. Henry Louis Gates argues tifat Africans who survived the dreaded
Middle Passage from the west coast of Africa tortee world did not sail alone. “Violently

and radically abducted from their civilizationse#le Africans carried within them to the
western hemisphere aspects of their cultures thate wneaningful, that could not be
obliterated, and that they chose, by acts of woli to forget: their music, their myths, their
expressive institutional structures, their metaptajssystems of order and their forms of
performance” (2000: 3-4). One aspect of the Africaitture which the slaves carried with
them from Africa is that of valuing names. A nameams a lot; it carries the identity of the
person. This point testifies why Dee changes hemento Wangero Lee-wanika Kemanjo.

The way Wangero Lee-wanika’'s handles the name iskow/s that even if slavery is a by
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gone story, its aftermath continues to impinge lo@ African American psyche. Wangero
does not want to continue using the name Dee wigh given by the people who once

enslaved his ancestors.

Another text which discusses the black and whitagonism isMeridian. The novel exposes
the rooted hatred between blacks and whites. lloeap the hatred which is not only driven
by personal differences between individuals buirtreecial backgrounds. To begin with, in
Meridian, Lynne, a white girl, is guilty of her whitenes8y being white Lynne was guilty
of whiteness” ileridian 133). One wonders, “Is it possible to be guiltycofor?” Lynne says
“Of course black people for years were ‘guilty’ lméing black. Slavery was punishment for
their “crime™ (133). In this scenario Alice Walkéaikes fiction back in history; she alludes to
the history of slavery and how whites and blacKated. In Lynne’s words blackness is
perceived as a sin and slavery is its punishmentth® other hand whiteness is associated
with purity and beauty. This difference demonssdtew race has a profound influence on
one’s life prospects in America. Blacks are ragialisadvantaged while whites are racially
advantaged. Harlon Dalton observes thhites move to the head of the line simply by
being born white” (1995: 7) whereas blacks areairivo live on the margins of society.
Blacks, as portrayed in the novel, do not get #ireesrecognition as whites by the mere fact

of being black.

The black and white divide has, for a long timdeeted harmonious co-existence between
the two races. There has always been racial antagomhich has even led to failure in inter-
marriages between the two racesMaridian Alice Walker alsgportrays the failure of h the
character of Truman, a black person and Lynne aewdirl. The two attempt interracial
marriage but their marriage fails because of tbdferent racial backgrounds. At the break
up of their marriage, the two confront each othé@hwacist remarks. For instance Lynne
calls Truman a “vampire”. She says “of course ha ampire; sucks the blood of young
white virgins to keep him vigorous”Meridian 150). Lynne identified Truman with a
vampire, because he is black. The animal imagergllsethe slavery era when blacks were

denounced and degraded as beasts.

Alice Walker attempts to show the possibility of itghand black relationships but such
relationships are exploitative and parasitic inunat as it was the case during slavery. For

example, during slavery black women were explodsdbjects of sexual gratification and
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satisfaction by white slave owners; they were skxadused by white men. White men were
‘vampires’ who sacked the blood of young black wisg By portraying a black man sexually
abusing a white woman, Alice Walker is writing backthe centre. Truman does not love
Lynne although he marries her; she is essentialbgxual object to him. Truman boldly
claims that if he had consciously decided to datéhiie girl, it mustbe essentially a matter
of sex Meridian 106). The “overweening sense of the | and congsedgicegetting of the
Thou” (1994: 47) result into this exploitation dfetother. Truman sees himself as the | and
consequently forgets the “thou” in the same matimatrwhites forgot the humanity in blacks
during slavery. The relationship between Lynne dmdman demonstrates the inherent
animosity between the two races. Alice Walker shtvegt between the white race and the
black race there are a lot of stereotypical andstrgaerceptions toward each other. Issues
which are supposed to be dealt with at individuml personal levels are linked to race. When
Truman and Lynne pick a quarrel, Truman, insteadattdcking Lynne as an individual,
blames her for her race. He says, “You always ree@dghrink,” and this is “symptomatic of
your [white] race” Meridian 149). Truman does not see Lynne as an individaedgn he
sees her as a white being. This “generalized arad &issigning of values to real or imaginary
differences, to the accuser’'s benefit and at hatimis expense, in order to justify the
former’'s [own] privileges or aggression” is whaauPa Rothenburg calls racism. Thus,
according to this understanding Truman can as beltalled a racist. The two hate each

other because they belong to different races.

In Meridian Alice Walker further depicts white racism and hblacks are perceived by
whites as less than human. In the novel, Georgdadbea black character whose mother is
white, was born under hard circumstances. Whepanents of George Dexter's mother find
out that she is pregnant by the black man who wiakghem, they shut her up in a cellar and
threw away the key. They feed her pig bran andtle kvatery milk Meridian 65). When
George Dexter is born he is thrown out into theettwith the rest of the trash. The white
family thinks that they cannot rais@ythingless than white. He is raised by an old woman
who later dies of ptomaine poisoning. The throwawjay of George Dexter by his white
grandparents clearly shows that the white sociegsdot recognize humanity in blackness.
Because George Dexter's’ mother is carrying a nbitenMoetus, she is discriminated against

by her white family.
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The racist attitude towards blacks resulted ingresgation of blacks. Blacks were segregated
from other social amenities just because they weaek. For instance, in the town of
Chicokema segregation based color is the orderhefday andmembers of the black
community who think [that] equal rights for all sid be extended to blacks as well are
labelled as “outside agitators” by whiteglgridian 18). Meridian, a black girl, cannot go
alone to small towns where blacks are not welcomthe sidewalks after dark. Some places

in Chicokema community have signposts labelled tesonly.”

Furthermore, inMeridian blacks are not allowed access to government aiegnifreas
which are supposed to be public are reserved fores/tonly. When laws are instituted to
change the system, things do not really change. Wit race continues to consider itself
intrinsically superior to other races.

In history, some blacks American who were dissaiisfvith racism revolted against white
segregation of blacks. IMeridian, Alice Walker satirizes these black Americans who
attempted to change the systérhe fact that blacks were kept to the margins efgbcial
and political stratum struck Meridian and othetscdmpelled them to join the civil rights
movement and vigorously campaign for the blacksetpster for votes. They thought a vote
would give them a voice. Meridian wanted what wastbfor the black race, hence her
involvement in the revolutiorMeridian 30 — 31).

The novelMeridian depicts several elements of the black Americanggles for freedom

and equality in a racist society. The civil rigim®vement, of which Meridian is a member
fights for equal treatment of blacks and whitesc&M alker’'s characters demonstrate that in
the black American psyche the “past lies like ahtngare upon the present;” history

continues to define them.

Meridian and other students at Saxon College feat they have two enemies to fight:
“Saxon, which wanted them to become something ie$ad that was already obsolete, and
the larger, more deadly enemy, white racist sociktyas not unusual for students to break
down under the pressures caused by the twkgridian 95). White racist society was the
deadly enemy Saxon students had to fight togethir sexist tendencies. While at Saxon
College, Meridian witnessed a lot of sexist andistamncidents: “She saw small black

children, with short, flashing black legs, beingaséd by grown white men brandishing axe
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handles. She saw old women dragged out of stordsbaaten on the sidewalks, their
humility of a life time doing them no good” (15Mleridian develops hatred for the whites
because of their attitude towards blacks. Whites‘dot seem quite real to her, the way they
attempt to beat down everybody in their path amsh tknow nothing about it. She sees them
as hordes of elephants, crushing everything underéolid and heavy and yet — unlike the
elephant — forgetting”Meridian 112). Like animals, they have no feelings for thaisey

torture.

Racial segregation is also explotdaough the character of Mrs Hill, a white charastéo
believes that racial segregation is God given. Agicg to this belief some whites and even
blacks think that God planned that whites and [dasikould be different and that whites
should take control over blacks. For instance, Mil tells Meridian that “God separated
sheep from goats and whites from blackdé&(idian 122). For her racism is of God’s design.
Mrs Hill's attitude towards blacks demonstrate thécks are a helpless disenfranchised

class, which perpetually lives under the armpivbftes.

Another work which describes white and black antégo is the short story “How Did | Get
Away with Killing One of the Biggest Lawyers in ti@tates? It Was Easy”. The short story
explores black and white racial relations, which enaracterized by dehumanization of the
black race. In the short story the protagonisaed by a white man with whom she later on
falls in love. As it was the case during slavergerancidents by white men went unreported,
this particular case is not reported too. The otgst says “...it was nothing for a girl or
woman to be raped. | was raped myself, when | wa$ve, and my mama never knew and |
never told anybody. For what could they do?6@ Can't Keep A Good Woman DoR®).
Because of the racial disparities which betweenksl@and whites, which privileged the status
of whites, reporting white rape cases meant nothiog no legal action would be taken
against white rapists. It is this history of racthiferentiation which Alice Walker calls to
memory in this story. . However, the story wasetiéht when it was a black man who raped

a white woman; it was a criminal and punishablemnde.

In the same short story Alice demonstrates howsnachas characterized the American
history. For instance, during slavery, black wormesre used as breeders and sexual objects
by whites. Alice Walker recalls how exploitativeettvhite race has been to the black race for

centuries. In her remarks she makes evident theelatiopn of racism and sexism. Alice
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Walker, in You Can't Keep a Good Woman Dowunites that “from the moment [black
women] entered slavery, even in their own homelatitsy were subjected to rape as the

‘logical’ convergence of sex and violence” (42)eSfontinues to state that

For centuries the black woman has served as theapyipornographic “outlet” for white men
in Europe and America. We need only think of blacknen used as breeders, raped for the
pleasure and profit of their owners. We need ohiglt of the licence the “masters” of slave
women enjoyed. But, most telling of all, we needyastudy the old slave societies of the
South to note the sadistic treatment — at the hahdsite “gentlemen” — of “beautiful young
guadroons and octoroons” who became increasingly (gere deliberately bred to become)
indistinguishable from white women, and were theranbighly priced as slave mistresses
because of thisviou Can’'t Keep A Good Woman Do¥2).

In the short story “How Did | Get Away with Killingdne of the Biggest Lawyers in the
States? It Was Easy” the protagonist, a black €ails in love with a white man who is
already married. The girl's mother is ignoranttios relationship. Nevertheless, as a black
woman she cannot approve of it because of her chérewhites. However, one day the
mother gets to know of the relationship; she seeslaughter getting out of the white man’s
car. She hates her daughter’s relationship withmthit,e man. The protagonist says “Mama
asked me didn’t | know he was a white man? Didikhéw he was a married man with two
children? Did | have good sense¥ol Can't Keep A Good Woman Do24). The mother’s
first concern is on the race of the man who is gant with her daughter. She does not see
good sense in her daughter, a black girl, datimghdle man. Although the daughter tries to
convince her that the white man loves her, the erothies and beats the daughter almost to
death. She cannot understand such a thing, falingpve with a white man. It is an

abomination to her; in her view, the two sexes camtermarry.

The mother of the girl hates whites because of ttaist attitude. She makes this explicitly
known to her daughter. The girl had not paid muiténgéion to racial differentiation as she
says

That night [Mother] told me something | hadn’t paidich attention to before. She said: ‘On
top of everything else, that man’s daddy goes enTiil. every night and says folks like us
ain’'t even human.’ It was his daddy who had staothe schoolhouse door saying it would
be over his dead body before any black childrenldvoame into a white school (24).

The short story illustrates the divide between the races, blacks and whites and how
integration failed on both parties. The mother'stseents express the reality which black

Americans faced at the hands of whites; they wegregated from public schools and
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considered less than human. This is what drivesihger towards whites; she sees them with

a scornful eye.

However, despite the advice from the mother, thates are racists and she should not marry
one, the black girl keeps thinking that the whitemboves her. She says “I thought he loved
me. That meant something to me. What did | careidlequal rights’? What did | care about
integration? “ You Can't Keep a Good Woman Do&4”. She begins to hate her mother
because of her advice. Infatuated by love she tledioy friend [Bubba] about her mother’s
resentment toward their relationship, how she vestdn because of him and how the mother
despises him. Upon hearing this Bubba, the whitdrlemd, “was really pissed off that any
black person could despise him” (25). Bubba is wmgt because the mother disapproves of
his relationship but because he does not expdeick person to dare despise him.

Alice Walker's “Elithia” is another short story wdhi also satirizes white and black
antagonism. In the short story the narrator sagshtacks are reduced to mere producers of
labour who cannot enjoy its benefits. Blacks waok the whites; they produce things they
cannot benefit fromThis can be likened to the days of slavery wheackd worked for
whites and did not enjoy the fruits of their labolr the short story a white man owns a
famous restaurant which he calls Old Uncle AlberBtcks are outcasts in this restaurant
though they work there: “Black people could not @&bUncle Albert’s, though they worked,
of course in the kitchen” (Ibid: 40). In most cabémcks feature in situations where they have
to serve the whites; the slave - master relatignafiich dates back to slavery is captured in
these characters’ relationship. The narrator maatsmme racist actions which Uncle Albert
does to scare black folks. The story is told thhites hang a black boy’s private parts at the
end of the street where all black folks shoppeddare them wayY(ou Can’t Keep A Good
Woman DowrR9). Alice Walker presents black characters sgriire whites’ interests; the
slave-master relationship which dates back to sjavs captured in these kinds of
relationships. In this story we also see Alice Valiewriting history of the hostile white and

black relationship.

Alice Walker also satirizes the white and blackagionism inThe Color Purpleln the novel
the conflict between the two races is seen in AWalker’s portrayal of a black character’s
attitude towards whites. When Sofia is put in prisshe confesses that she is happy to be in

prison although the conditions are appalling. Shes ghat her main worry is the thought of
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ever being some white woman’s maiché Color Purple94). To be a white woman’s maid is
the worst thing Sofia and even her relations expectto become. Thus when the white
Mayor’s wife asks Sofia to become her maid, Scfianraged. She tells her that she is “never
going to be white woman’s anything, let alone heaidh (94). Sofia resists being a servant
for whites. It is clear from Sofia’s statementattiworking for the whites would be a
reminder to her of slavery. Sofia’s hatred for whistems from the harsh history of slavery
which black Americans experienced. She says “Whitege the nerve to make us think
slavery fell through because of us. Like us didhmte sense enough to handle it” (100).

Through the characters of Miss Millie and Sofia,icAl Walker shows the fractured
relationship which exists between blacks and whisedia works for Miss Millie, the wife to
the Southerner Mayor. The Mayor buys his wife a lbacause coloreds have had cars
already. He says “If coloreds had cars, then onédo [being a white woman] was past due”
(:100). This again is a racist remark. Miss Milkas a car but she does not know how to
drive it, she needs somebody to teach her. Sofiavkrhow to drive. Miss Millie asks Sofia
to give her driving lessons. During the drivingdess the two sit like teacher and student,
both in the front seat. Sofia says

Well, after a while she got the hand of it, mordems. Then she really get it. Then one day
when we come home from riding, she say to me, kmr@ drive you home... You ain’t been
home or seen your children in a while. | say, Yesam. It been five years. Well, ... | was so
use to sitting up there next to her teaching her twodrive, that | just naturally clammed into
the front seatThe Color Purplel00-101).

However, to Sofia’'s amazement, when she gets imofront seat she is scorned by Miss
Millie. Miss Millie stands outside, on her sidetbk car, clears her throat and finally says to
Sofia, with a little laugh, “thigs the South.” She clears her throat, laughs some ,naoi
cautions Sofia that “Look where you are sittinghé Color Purplel01). Innocently, Sofia
replies telling her that she is sitting where shveags sits. With a racist rage Miss Millie
charges at Sofia: “That’'s the problem. Have youreeen a white person and a colored
sitting side by side in a car, when one of themnitaghowing the one how to drive or how to
clean it?” (102). Miss Millie’s behaviour illusteed white exploitative attitude towards
blacks. Whites need black only when they want ® them, when they want blacks to work
for them. Sofia says that white folks are a miraaleaffliction; they always want to use

blacks.
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Miss Millie drops Sofia home to see her childrehe®loes not want to stay with Sofia the
whole day; she decides to start off for home. Haveshe fails to start the car and she needs
the services of Sofia again. When Sofia proposas lbr son-in-law Jack drives her back
home, Miss Millie refuses and makes another raeistark that “I could not ride in pick-up
with a strange colored man” (103). Since she sé#ds the services of Sofia, Sofia’s visit is
reduced to fifteen minutes. Sofia would have loteedtay longer with her people but her trip
is cut short because she has to obey her misedis has no social existence of her own;

she is treated like a slave or a robot, her lifat e mercy of her mistress.

In the same novellhe Color Purplethe narrator says that the ship which is used liki bo
whites and blacks has some compartments which rotesvcannot access. “Only white
people can ride in the bed and use the restaukauat.they [whites] have different toilets
from colored” (125). Blacks are denied some of gbeial amenities in the ship because of
their blackness. When Nettie is on a trip to Africahis ship, she is asked by a white person
about where she is going. When Nettie says “Afrite’ white man feels offended and gets
angry that Nettie, a black girl, is going to Afridde says “Niggers going to Africa! Now |
haveseen everything” (126). It is beyond the white nsacdmprehension that blacks would
be going on a missionary journey to Africa. For tgoing to Africa on missionary work is

for the superior white race only, it is somethinigieth has never happened.

However, as much as the white person on the thamkg that it is surprising for blacks to go
on a missionary journey to Africa, Samuel, who isttld’s companion on a missionary
voyage to Africa, tells Nettie that blacks have aadeantage over whites working in Africa.
“We are not white. We are not Europeans. We arekbifie the Africans themselves. And
that we and Africans will be working for a commowat) the uplift of black people
everywhere” The Color Purple127). Alice Walker uses the character of Samuel to
demonstrate black pride which counteracts whiteegapty. Underlying these attitudes was
the conviction that blacks are connected in thisckness and that they would join hands in

fighting all forms of racism.

The above discussion, on Alice Walker’'s portraylalhe white and black racial antagonism,
shows that she does not divorce herself from tlseoty of slavery in her fiction. As the
black-American folk expression goes “Every shut eye't sleep, every good-bye ain’t

gone,” years after the official abolition of slayeAlice Walker fictionalizes the black
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American racial experiences at the hands of whitesan be deduced that Alice Walker’s
fiction is memory that virtually rewrites the hisgoof racism in America. In all their
relationships between the two races blacks arealhacdisadvantaged while whites are
advantaged. Dalton H concludes théathites move to the head of the line simply by being
born white’ whereas blacks move to the edge ofdbeial margins by being born black
(1995: 7).

While this chapter has explored white and blaclagomism, from a general perspective, the
following chapter focuses on the experiences of anm America at the hands of blacks.
The subsequent chapter likens racism to sexisrmaélysing male and female antagonisms as
portrayed by Alice Walker in the selected works.
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CHAPTER FOUR

ALICE WALKER'S PORTRAYAL OF BLACK WOMEN'S EXPERIENC ES:
FAMILY VIOLENCE, TRAUMA AND GRIEF

“If the women of the world were comfortable, thisrid would be a comfortable world”
Alice Walker

Introduction

Toni Morrison, a contemporary of Alice Walker, Beloved writes about black women'’s

experiences in America, that the black woman “hatthing to fall back on; not maleness, not
whiteness, not ladyhood, not anything. And outhaf profound desolation of her reality she
may well have invented herself’ (1988:104). Thespré chapter analyses Alice Walker’'s
portrayal of black women’s experiences. The cerdrgument of the chapter is that Alice
Walker’s portrayal of black women’s experiencesspras a psychic reality, a situation of
mental and physical torture black women have haéxjerience just by virtue of being
women. The chapter further analyses traditionattpras which imprison and endanger

women’s lives, like female circumcision and incisio

In the works under study, Alice Walker concurs wifary Eagleton who observes that
“black women experience oppression due to sex, i@dass and sexual orientation. This is
reflected in every area of their lives...” (1986:58Jice Walker's The Color Purpleand
Possessing the Secret of Jeyplores the experiences of black women in theimilfaand

social interaction.

Family Violence and Female Objectification

Alice Walker'sThe Color Purpldells the story of Celie, a young black girl groginp in the
reconstruction South of the United States. In &seaif letters to God and to her sister Nettie,

Celie tells the story of her life. She is abused akild and as a married woman.

In the first entry of this epistle novel, Celie rades her experiences with the man she
considers to be her father. The man abuses heakexit surprises Celie that the man she
considers to be her father never has kind wordsaatidns for her. He insults her and later
rapes her. One day, Celie says, “he grab hold ofittigs. Then he push his thing inside my
pussy. When that hurt, | cry. He start to choke sagjng You better git used to it.” However,
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Celie says, “But | don't git used to itThe Color Purplell). Celie does not grow up in a

friendly environment. She grows up in a dysfundiidiamily; where love does not exist.

In addition to the sexual abuse from her step fatbelie is forced into marriage to a man she
never loves. The man who marries Celie first fadlsNettie, Celie’s sister, but Celie advises
Nettie not to marry the man because she is youmgshe has to concentrate on school.
Nevertheless, the step father tells Mr___, the messavidower who is Celie’s suitor that “I
can't let you have Nettie. She too young. Don’towmothing but what you tell her. Sides, |
want her git some more schooling. Make a schodfimaout of her. But | can let you have
Celie” (17). The step father treats Celie and Medi$ if they are his personal commodities.
Commodities he can dispose at will. This “commaaifion” of human beings resembles
slavery. The step father and Mr___ discuss Calick Nettie as if they are two items on
sale. The step father tells Mr___ about Celid sise is a commodity on sale; he says “next
time you come you can look at her... But she’ll makigetter wife...and | just be fair” (18).
The step father’s words illustrate that he is intool of Celie; that Celie does not have any
word on who she should marry. Through the charactethe step father, who arranges

Celie’s marriage without her consent, Alice Walgertrays the theme of male chauvinism.

When Mr___ comes, Celie is called and shown to Mm___ inspects and looks at Celie
as an object he wants to purchase. The step figleCelie that “Mr __ wants another look
at you... move up he won't bite, turn round” (20).li€és finally “auctioned” into marriage
on the terms agreed upon by Mr___ and the steprfat hrough this episode, Alice Walker
exposes cultural injustices of prearranged marsiagdich demean and objectify the other
person. Such kinds of marriages reduce the gilti¢bithe level of an object.

When Celie marries Mr___ she is further reducedn object. She has no control and
influence in her family; every time she has to takectives and orders from the husband.
Consequently, she is psychologically traumatized stre is never happy. Marriage becomes
something she has to bear for survival. She shmilthe responsibility of taking care of the
four children which Mr___’s first wife left. The prrience disfigures and distorts Celie’s
psychic and emotional operations. The narrator sayst of the time she is absent minded,
marriages ceases to have meaning in her life. Bxren she is making love with Mr___
she is not emotionally present. Celie herself reptirat “I lay there thinking about Nettie

while he on top of me, wonder if she safelhé Color Purplel86). Marriage becomes a
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burden to carry; Celie does not enjoy it. Althougglie takes good care of Mr ' children
who are mean and demanding, Mr _ does notaippe this. Celie does not want to
fight his husband and not even the naughty chilerea can go to the extreme of beating her.
When Celie shares her experiences with Nettie,idNetlvises her to fight for her place.
However, Celie is submissive; she tells Nettie thaton’'t know how to fight. All I know
how to do is stay alive” (26). Celie’s charactepresents women who suppress and repress

their feelings just to remain in marriages.

When Celie’s sister-in-laws visit her they complimhéhe decency of her house. They say she
is better than their brother’s first wife, Annidli@ywho was nasty, would not cook and acted
like she had never seen a kitchen. They even cantparto Shug Avery, their brother’s girl
friend. They say Celie beats them both; “she is@dghouse keeper, good with children and
good cook” (28). However, despite all these goddbaites, the husband does not take good
care of her. Mr ___ does not even buy clothe€Hiire. When Kate, a sister to Mr__, visits
Celie she instructs her brother to buy clothesGelie because her clothes are torn and not
pleasant. When the dress is bought Celie saysr’t camember being the first one in my
own dress. Now | have one made just for me...” (Z8)ese remarks suggest that all of
Celie’s clothes were second hand clothes yet hebdnd was spending a lot of money on

other women like Shug Avery.

Celie’s sister in-laws advise her that she gotigbtffor her place; she should not let Mr__
defines it for her; however, she submissively saydon’'t say nothing. What good it do? |
don’t fight; | stay where I'm told. But | am alivgThe Color Purple28). Celie is submissive;
hence she does not live married life she survikeSalie’s family experience is like slavery;
actually it is slavery more profound than physibtaindage. She is not only physically
imprisoned but also psychologically detained irt $tee has no room to express her feelings
to the husband, actually she does not even calhisvand by name, she calls him Mr___

yet he is Albert.

Harpo, a child to Mr____ is equally surprisedha treatment his father gives to Celie. He
asks his father why he beats his wife. Mr_____ teligpo that “Cause shay wife.... All

women good for | he don't finish” (30). Tlrstfreason Mr____ gives for beating Celie
is that she is his wife nothing more. Socializedhis family set up where the husband ill-

treats the wife, Harpo grows up thinking that wives be treated anyhow at the husband’s
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will. Mr___ beats Celie in their room and the dhén watch through the cracks. Each time
she is beaten she remains docile; she says “alh Ido is not to cry, | make myself wood. |
say to myself, Celie, you a tree” (30). Celie reshuterself to the status of a tree, not a
human being. Some women reduce themselves tolyessffering silently, and pretend as if
all is well. Celie submits to male superiority WrShug Avery comes into her life as a
liberator. Shug Avery tells Celie that

You have to git man off your eyeball, before yown csee anything a’tall. Man corrupt
everything...He on your box of grits, in your headg all over the radio. He try to make you
think he everywhere. Soon as you think he everyashgou think he God. But he ain't.
Whenever you try to pray and man plop himself andther end of it, tell him git lost, say
Shug (179).

Celie does not live her own life; she lives under dictates of Mr : she has no self social
existence. In Toni Morrison’s words, Celie hashmag to fall back on, not maleness, not

ladyhood. She is an object of male manipulation.

Alice Walker’'s theme of male chauvinism is furttsmen inThe Color Purplewhen Harpo
wants to marry Sofia. At first Harpo confides ieli€ that he is in love with Sofia Butler.
But when he tells his father, Mr_____, about it,téks him to bring Sofia over for inspection
and scrutiny (34). By the time Harpo brings Sdbabe shown to his family she is about
seven or eight months pregnant. Mr___ asks Sdimis/responsible for the pregnancy and
when she says it is Harpo, she is further asked suane she is that it is Harpo because
“young womens no good these days. Got they legs tipevery Tom, Dick and Harry” (34).
Since Mr_____ thinks he can make decisions for éaay in the family, he tells Sofia that
“No need to think I'm gon let my boy marry you jusause you in the family way” (38).
Mr__ thinks that he can make decisions for Haagohe does for Celie. Sofia is
disappointed, she leaves for home, and refuses Whgro wants to escort her. When Harpo
gets up to escort her she says “Naw, Harpo, youlstee. When you free, me and my baby
be waiting” (38). Sofia knows that Harpo is chaingg his bossy, cunning and unloving

father. Harpo is also disappointed; he sits withfather for hours without talking to him.

However, despite his father’s disapproval of thearriage, “Harpo went and brought Sofia
and the baby home” (40). The idea of men beingointrol of the family is inculcated in
Harpo’s mind from childhood. When Harpo is marrigel goes to his father and “want to

know what to do to make Sofia mind. He sit out @ porch with Mr . He says, | tell
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her one thing, she do another. Never do what | Adways backtalk” (42). Harpo wants

Sofia to be submissive as Celie does, to take tlsbdnd’s commands every time without
objection. He wants Sofia to be under his armpitteAthis complaint about Sofia’s

insubordination, Mr____ questions Harpo “do you elgrher? How you spect to make her
mind? Wives like children. You have to let ‘em knewho got the upper hand. Nothing can
do that better than a good beating” ( 42). Mr__teaches Harpo that wives have to be
beaten if they do not conform to their husbandeaives. Mr____ tells Harpo that he has to

let Sofia know who has the upper hand. Simply plut teaches Harpo that men have to

take control over women. Too often, as Alice Walgertrays, men have a philosophy of

manhood that relegates women to the social margins.

However, there are some women who do not want toodrolled by men; they stand for
their rights and freedom. IThe Color Purple,Sofia represents such women who are
determined to fight for their place in the familpdasociety at large. Sofia refuses to be
controlled by Harpo despite all the efforts Harpakes to dominate her; shghtsback. The
narrator says that Harpo and Sofia fight like twenmCelie admires Sofia’s determination to
fight her husband, the thing she fails to do hé&rséle just sits back like a tree. Sofia tells
Celie that “All my life | had to fight. | had toght my daddy. | had to fight my brothers. | had
to fight my cousins, and my uncles. A girl childvaisafe in a family of men. But | never
thought I'd have to fight in my own house..THe Color Purple42). Sofia grew up fighting
men and this explains why she does not have prablgrallenging Harpo. Probably Alice
Walker makes a deliberate contrast between Harddsaifia, Harpo grows up believing that
males are superior to women, whereas Sofia growschgllenging male figures. The
encounter and the experiences between these twnglas and females at par, none of them
concedes to the other’s superiority.

Everyone sympathises with Celie because of the stayis treated by Mr . Mr

brings in Celie’s house a prostitute by the namegShvery, the woman he openly declares
to Celie that he loves and would have loved to ynher. Upon learning that Albert brought
a prostitute in her house Mr___’s father tells €¢hat “you have my sympathy. Not many
women let they husband whore lay up in they ho@s8). Mr __ overstretched Celie’s
emotions beyond limits; she has to bathe and feedsick prostitute whom she shares the

husband with in her own house.
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Mr___ and Harpo treat their wives as if they asslthan human beings. Harpo has frequent
problems with Sofia yet Sofia loves him, and acowgdo Celie, she is a good wife, good
looking, God fearing, and good to children. CelsksaHarpo “I don’t know what more you
want?” Harpo tells her that “I want her to do whaty, like you do for Pa... You don’t do
what he say he beat you” (65). Harpo tells Celet ®ofia is not a good wife because she
challenges his male superiority. He complains tbeGbat “Sofia do what she wants; don’t
pay me no mind at all. | try to beat her, she blagkeyes” (66). Sofia does not want to be

manipulated simply because she is a woman.

Sofia’s self-determination, as demonstrated by lenaviour, portrays her belief that a
female is valuable and worthy of respect. Sofiallyotays I'm getting tired of Harpo. All he
thinks about since us married is how to make mydmiite does not want a wife, “he wants a
dog” (The Color Purples7). Sofia’s use of the word “dog” is not literttie word dog alludes

to the objectification of women.

Unlike Celie who is submissive towards her husb&uafia is not. Celie thinks that because
Harpo is Sofia’s husband then Sofia has to abidallohat he says: “he your husband, got
to stay with him. Else, what you gon do” (67). €ebelieves that women are men’s
subordinates. However, Sofia refuses to be defiard controlled by Harpo. Sofia’s

behaviour shows that “the ultimate responsibildy $elf-definitions and self-evaluations lies
within the individual woman herself. An individualbman may use multiple strategies in her
guest for the constructed knowledge of an indepeindaice” (1990: 112). Sofia uses some
subtle powers to have her voice; she refuses terwle with Harpo. She says “l don't like

to go to bed with him no more. Used to be whendueh me I'd go all out my head. Now

when he touch me | just don’t want to be bothef2dce he git on top of me | think about

how that's where he always want to b&hé Color Purples8).

Patricia Hill Collins observes that in the face ledrd experiences which black women
undergo “Whether by choice or circumstance, Afridéamerican women have ‘possessed the
spirit of independence,” have been self-reliantl have encouraged one another to value this
vision of womanhood that clearly challenges préwgilnotions of femininity” (109). For
example, Sofia’s reaction to Harpo shows her sdifince; she does not want him to control
her just because she is female. When Harpo and 8wdet at the drinking place, Harpo tells
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Sofia that it is not good for a woman of five clnédd to be at the bar. Sofia tells Harpo that

even a woman needs little fun once in a whileq Color Purple83).

Alice Walker does not only expose how female characsuffer at the hands of men, she
also explores the sisterhood which helped some blamen out of family bondage. rhe
Color Purple,Shug Avery’s relationship with Celie typifies wom&®encouragement of each
other to attain self-hood. Although Shug Avery &@elie meet as enemies over a husband,
they end up loving each other and share problerdsjas. Shug Avery sympathises with
Celie over the treatment the husband gives her.\\edie tells Shug Avery about Mr___’s
frequent beatings Shug tells Celie that “once yid e he beat you, and won't work, | felt
different about him. If you was my wife ... | woul@wer you up with kisses stead of licks
and work hard for you...” (106). Shug Avery and Cddecome so intimate that they plan to
live together. Celie has to leave for Memphis @ with Shug Avery in flight of Mr ___’s
frequent abuses but Mr____is in opposition to theven He tells Celie, “What will people
say, you running off to Memphis like you don’t haaehouse to look after” (182). Mr____
wants Celie not to leave so that she continuesdbk &fter his children but Shug Avery, Sofia
and Squeak in their sisterhood encourage her teelddr  insults Celie because she is
leaving him, he says she is ugly, skinny and hapshs funny. He says no one would want
to marry her. He asks Celie “what you gon d@®87). Mr_____ thinks Celie cannot do
without him, that is why he asks “what you gon dofplying that Celie is so dependent on
him that she cannot do without him.

However, when Celie joins Shug Avery, she proves Mr wrong; she becomes
independent. At Shug Avery’s place Celie develapgtikg skills, she makes pants which are
on high demand around her vicinity; everybody wanpair (191-192). Celie makes a happy
living, she supports herself, and she forgets albtut ~ and becomes self-reliant. What
Alice Walker illustrates through the charactersCafie and Shug Avery, is that women can
uplift each other and that “women must assume respiity for strengthening their self-
esteem by learning to love and appreciate themsélVaVhen Celie builds confidence in
herself, she is freed from the bondage of dominafldis, for Celie, comes about because of
group thinking rather sisterhood. Alice Walker's Search of Our Mother's Gardens

cautions women that “... in these times of groupkimg ... no person is your friend (or kin)

19 Claudia Tate as quoted by Patricia Hill CollingQy.
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who demands your silence, or denies your rightrtavgand be perceived as fully blossomed
as you were intended. Or who belittles in any fashhe gifts you labor so to bring into the

world.”?°

Culture and Women Dehumanisation

Alice Walker has not just written for her immediateaders, African Americans. The
experiences she portrays in the selected workexareriences of black women as a race. The
preceding paragraphs have discussed Alice Wallattgal analysis of sexist practices
which subjugate women in their family and societylasmge. However, Alice Walker also
discusses some traditional practices which demeamen. In The Color Purpleand
Possessing the Secret of Jaljce Walker explores the subject of female genitaltilation
and facial incision. Tashi is a female charactebaoth The Color PurpleandPossessing the
Secret of JoyShe is an African girl who befriends Nettie’'s niesned nephew Olivia and
Adam respectively, during their missionary voyageAirica. Adam develops a passion for
Tashi and when he goes to England, he misses Tashimuch. Although Adam misses
Tashi, he is very angry with her because beforg lkgve Africa Tashi plans to scar her face
(The Color Purple211). Adam and Olivia do not like the facial ision, a practice the
Olinkas value. Olivia and Nettie come face to fadth the Olinka culture which they think
demean women. Nettie says, as missionaries to &ffi©one of the things we thought we
would help to stop was the scarring or cuttingritifal marks on the faces of young women”
(211). Olivia’s response to Nettie represents thieesof an African woman. She tells Nettie
that facial incision

is the way the Olinka can show they still havertbeyn ways, even though the white man
has taken everything else. Tashi did not want td,dmt to make her people feel better, she’s
resigned. She is going to have the female initiatieremony tooThe Color Purple211).

It is important to note that Tashi undergoes fatialsion because she wants to make her
people feel good. In a way she does not live hen ¢ife. Tashi risks her health to be
identified with her people as a woman. Nettie @rnwed about this cultural practice and
disapproves of it because she perceives it as dafiamg. She says “That's so dangerous.

Suppose she becomes infected?” (211).

2 Alice Walker,In Search of Our Mother’'s Garderi983: 36 as quoted by Patricia Hill CollinsBrack
Feminist Thoughpp.107-018
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When Olivia tells Tashi that “nobody in America®Burope cuts off pieces of themselves,” (
157) referring to female circumcision and faciatigmon, Tashi is very happy that it is not
done there because “that makes it more valuable212)( The fact that facial scarification
and the rite of female initiation are only dondtack women in Africa, Tashi thinks it makes
them unique. Tashi is proud of that revelation; dbes not see these cultural practices as

dehumanizing to women until later in life when shéfers its consequences.

In Possessing the Secret of Jdyjice Walker presents Tashi as critical of female
circumcision; she sees it as the practice that rygta women’s lives, concurring with
Olivia’s fears expressed earlier Tine Color Purpleln Possessing the Secret of Jolvia
meets Tashi mourning the death of her sister Dina nas died of bleeding after undergoing
female circumcision. Tashi hates the practice; Budaath affects her psychologically; the
memory of it keeps on haunting her and she has forgpsychotherapy. However, instead of
being helped Tashi suffers a double blow; she meetsacist and prejudiced white
psychiatrist. The psychiatrist tells Tashi that e women can never be analysed
effectively because they can never bring themsdlyddame their mothers’Possessing the

Secret of Joy2). The psychiatrist pushes Dura’s problem toameestral origin.

In Possessing the Secret of Jbgshi is a victim of female circumcision. Tashi argbes
female circumcision not because she likes the jpbut because she is in an identity crisis.
She is initiated at an older age than normal. Sheot initiated at a proper age because
Catherine, her mother, refuses to have her operateatherine belongs to the group of
women who do not want to adhere to cultural prastiwhich sexually abuse and dehumanize
women. When she is advised that Tashi should gdhi®roperation she does not listen to
M’'Lissa. However, because Tashi wants to be idewtifvith her people, she seeks the
operation herself. “M’Lissa says with a grimace jostification that it was the grownup
daughter who had come to her, wanting the operd&gmause she recognized it was the only
remaining definitive stamp of Olinka traditionP@ssessing the Secret of J84). Tashi is
convinced that “the operation she’d done to hergeifed her, she felt, to these women,
whom she envisioned as strong, invincible. Complet@oman. Completely African.
Completely Olinka” (64). Tashi thinks that the ogtesn would not only define her identity
as a woman, but also as an African, and Olinkaairiqular. Much as she is proud of the

operation, little does she know of its long lastimgplications.
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During the operation Tashi’s vagina is fastenegketioer, shutting the opening completely,
leaving a small opening. Because of the operatienhad undergone “it now took a quarter
of an hour for her to pee. Her menstrual periodsethten days. She was incapacitated by
cramps nearly half the month” (64). Although thegtion was ritualistically good, in that it
identified her with her people, it also violated hige physically. If Tashi had not decided to
undergo the female circumcision she would haveffardnt experience, but culture cripples
and disfigures her physically and psychologicafjhe becomes very passive. She is “No
longer cheerful, or impish. Her movements, whicl blways been graceful, and quick with
the liveliness of her personality, now became nyegehceful. Slow. . That her soul had been
dealt a mortal blow was plain to anyone who daretbbk into her eyes” (66). Tashi was

grieved and traumatized by the operation.

When Tashi visits Olivia in America “she had takernspending half the month completely
hidden from human contact, virtually buried” (6@)dvoid face the embarrassment because
of her situation, the smell and the scar between] [thin legs. The scar that gave her the
classic Olinka woman’s walk” (66). She has to copet only with physical pain but
emotional pain too.

The aftermath of the circumcision remains a heaugén throughout Tashi’s life. When she
gets married to Adam, she has problems to conde#cause Adam fails to penetrate her.
Each time he tries to penetrate her, she feelg aflpain. She suffers double humiliation
because of the marks on her face and the failucerioeive. Because of these, Adam’s father
does not approve their marriage. He says “he wgrtddr ashamed of the marks on [Tashi’s]
face” (Possessing the Secret of J8§). However, despite the tribal marks on Tasfatse,
Adam loves her. To show that he really loves T@stam equally marks off his face. Olivia
does not like this as she says “Adam had these €dmka markings carved into his own
cheeks. His handsome face was swollen” (66). Alghatle incisions disfigure both men and
women the main victims of the practice are womemsTs because women are culturally
bound to have the incisions done on them. Becatdis#heo circumcision after her late
conception Tashi has problems to deliver. She dadetiver normally because of the
operation she has done to her sexual parts. Nargesurprised and shocked at the sight of
her private parts. She becomes the centre of @ttefdr all the nurses. “American nurses
looked at her as if she were some creature beywiditmaginings” (60).
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Tashi begins to question some of her cultural prestafter being exposed to other cultures
through interaction with Olivia. Tashi’'s mother afadher are upset that “she is changing,
becoming someone else, too thoughtful like her aurd refused to marry the man chosen
for her. She refused to bow to the chief and wés s’ (Possessing the Secret of Jei8).
Nettie, the character who is representing womeiviats in the novel, tells Tashi's parents
that “the world is changing. It is no longer just boys and men” (148). She tells Tashi’'s
parents that they should change their preconcatkess about women’s inferiority. Tashi’s
father charges against Nettie and says

Our women are respected here. We would never &nttramp the world as American
women do. There is always someone to look aftelCiika woman. A father, An uncle, A
brother, or nephew...We understand that there ares ggates in the world where women
live differently from the way our women do, but we not approve of this different way for
our children (149).

Although Tashi’'s father says Olinka women are retgek his views about women reflect his
belief in women’s subordination to men. All the pepTashi’'s father mentions as women
custodians are male figures, a thing which impi®men’s dependence on men. When
Nettie points out to Tashi’'s father that Tashi &rw intelligent, she could be a nurse, a
teacher and help people in the village, Tashi'lsdateplies that “there is no place here for a
woman to do all those thingsP¢ssessing the Secret of Ia49). When Tashi shows signs of
change, he is not happy and he stops her fronings?livia. He thinks that the change is a
result of Olivia’s interaction with his daughteretérders that only Olivia should visit Tashi
not vice versa so that Olivia learns from Tashi tMvamen are for in Olinka society. For
him, women are for domestic chores and are suppmsezmain under the confines of male
control. Men do not like girls to go to school; yhieime “Who wants a wife who knows
everything her husband knows?” (157). The Olinleasdow in accepting that females could
do the same kind of work as men, because malesdesrthemselves superior to women.
When Nettie asks an African mother why she thinkis ghould not be educated she replies
that “a girl is nothing to herself; only to her basd can she become something...a mother of
his children” (157).

Alice Walker continues to portray women who are rsigsive to male domination. In
reference to Olinka women, Nettie says “Even thojywgbmen] are unhappy and work like
donkeys they still think it is an honor to be thidgelv(Possessing the Secret of Jd&y7). For
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them status is gained through marriage, they cathivdt of anything a woman can do, Nettie
tells Olivia that “that is as high as they can Kii(ilL57).

In Possessing the Secret of Joljce Walker also attacks patriarchy in religionseétte, the
female character, says her religion is patriarchlaé does not see the place of women in it.
She tells Adam that “I looked and looked in thibgien of mine and | am no where in it (
31). She says that her religion is male centresette says that during the wedding ceremony
she “could not reconcile the word ‘obedience’ tthet bride says in the church wedding with
any kind of spiritual or physical expansion” (: 3Bhe wonders why the word exists in a

ceremony between equals and loved ones.

It can be concluded that through the charactefShoig Avery, Sofia, Nettie and Olivia who
are not submissive, either to male or white figunethe novels, Alice Walker acknowledges
the efforts of her sisters in the struggle for fil@® in the mid-twentieth-century Civil Rights
Movements. Through these characters, Alice Walkays tribute to black foremothers who
paved the way [for women liberation] even underrtust difficult circumstances™ Tashi's
challenge of Western culture iRossessing the Secret of Jogn be attributed to Alice
Walker's womanism. Tashi represents Alice Walkerowdivorces from the mainstream
western feminism. Whites always want things to baedtheir way, but Tashi resists such
kind of reasoning. She likens Olivia to white pepphd she challenges Oliva that “who are
you and your people never to accept us as we ae¥@rNo mitate any of our ways. It is

always we who have to chang@qssessing the Secret of R8).

The preceding chapter has demonstrated that cultstereotypes, socialization and
perceptions are responsible for the black womenrélipament. The chapter has explored
black women’s struggle at the hands of whites aladkbfigures, as an experience which
doubly yoked them as blacks and women. The forggdiacussion has demonstrated that
women suffered more than men in a racist Americaxabge their exploitation,

dehumanization and oppression were coupled witilsmac

%1 See Lovalerie King “African American WOmanism: Fraiora Neale Hurston to Alice Walker” ithe
African American Noveddited by Maryemman Graham p. 233.
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CHAPTER FIVE

CONCLUSION
Black/African Americans occupy a unique space inehica; their unique history and
experience of slavery set them apart from the wiaite. This experience continues to affect
the black Americans even in the post slavery ehmodghout their history, black Americans
have been subjected to unprecedented abuses. Balaveyy blacks suffered human abuses
such as discrimination, lynching, segregation, aletw education, in brief, blacks were
denied all human freedom. They suffered both plalsicand emotionally. Most of these
human abuses have been written down in history athdrs in imaginative forms. The
present study has looked at how Alice Walker acadlyy rearticulates the black American’s
experiences in America. The study focussed on AWalker’s portrayal of racism and

sexism in her fiction and explored how the twoiaterrelated.

In examining the black women’s experiences in Ag®erthe study has found that women’s
experiences were more intense than that of merckBiammen in America had to cope with
the pangs of racism and sexism; were not onlydtedifferently on the basis of their race but
also their sex. And the study has explored thatkoleomen did not only suffer at the hands
of white racists bust also black sexists. The stugy shown that the patriarchal stereotypes
and prejudices resemble those of racism, wherebyther is treated differently from the
Self.Harpo’s treatment of Sofia, his perception of €aind Mr___’s abuse of Celie are good
examples of the ingrained sexist tendencies in snalee study has underscored Patricia
Waugh’s assertion that “traditionally women haverbgositioned in terms ddtherness”
(1986: 360). Men’s treatment of women parallelsdhases of blacks by whites.

The study has exposed how the life of black Amaschave been shaped by the history of
slavery. Alice Walker recalls this American histdoy memory through fiction. This thesis
focussed on one particular period of the Americastolhy, the Civil Rights Movement,
through the character of Meridian, in the noviridian. Paula Giddings says black women
are “linchpin between two of the most importantiabceform movements in American
history; the struggles for Blacks rights and wonsenghts (1985: 6-7). Alice Walker’'s
Meridian is a determined character who portrays ithéhe American racial struggle women

fought in every way as men did. In the nogridian, Meridian tirelessly fights for black
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equal rights in the civil rights movement. Meridia portrayed in the feminist battle

demanding the same protection, treatment and pgrepéhat men and whites enjoyed.

It has been noted in the study that Alice Walkewemen characters display strength,
endurance, and resourcefulness in confronting &edcoming oppression in their lives. The
study has revealed that Alice Walker is frank ipiding the often devastating circumstances
of the twin affliction of racism and sexism. “Blagkomen are called the ‘mule of the world’
because they have been handed the burdens thgbegeglse-everyoneelse — refused to

carry”®? the burden of being born black and female incistand sexist America.

Alice Walker’'s female characters defy male prejadiavhich place them at the bottom of the
social scale. There is an inherent awareness seth@male characters that when men ask
about black women

What they really want

at times

is a specimen whose heart is the dust

A mother-of-suffer

trampled, oppressed

they want a little black blood
undressed

and validation

for the abused stereotype
already in their heads (1984: 125)

The study has also shown how culture imprisons wopteysically and mentally. Tashi, a
black girl in The Color Purpleand Possessing the Secret of Jag, physically and
psychologically tormented by female circumcisionl &acial markings.

In the works analysed, black women step forwarddmand rights for the black race and
their rights as women. The study has explored thekbAmerican’s twin affliction through
the analysis of black women’s experiences. Theystotcluded that racism and sexism stem
from the same root, concurring with Carol Anne Diagg who argues that

22 see http:// www.gale.cengage.com/free_resourcestibiwalker _a.htm.
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I do not think that the oppression of women wasfitst oppression, the means by which

human beings learned to oppress one another.héstlearned that they could control the
women who were their mates and relatives. Theyn&ghit was useful to be able to own

somebody else’s body and their work. They told thalres that women’s different bodies

were inferior to their own. Later, they saw otheople, who in some cases were physically
different. The men, form their experience with wamgured that they could enslave these
other men and women too, use their bodies sexaalty for their labour... Their sexism

became racist and their racism became sexist.

Carlo Anne Douglass
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