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   I,  
  am, a black woman 
  tall as a cypress 
  strong 
  beyond all definitions still 
  defying place 
  and time 
  and circumstance 
  assailed 
   Impervious 
            Indestructible 
        Look 
                    on me and be 
                     renewed.”               
                                                                                       ----Mari Evans 
 
AFRICAN- AMERICAN WOMEN’S HISTORY – The Voices of Colour 
 
Introduction 
The place of Black Women Novelists is firmly established in the literary arenas of  twentieth 
century American literature. From the beginning the reality of black women in America was 
shaped by the synergistic relationship of race , sex and class. During slavery, they were workers 
first, women second and always black, and the three identities locked them into positions of 
vulnerability. In women’s history, works by white scholars- whether men or women-
concentrate on the oppression of white women in a male-dominated culture and relegate black 
women to footnotes that can be easily missed. The truth of Gerda Lerner’s statement is 
therefore irrefutable: “belonging as they do to two groups which have traditionally been 
treated as inferiors by American society-Blacks and Women-[black women] have been doubly 
invisible. Their records lie buried, unread, infrequently noticed and even more seldom 
interpreted.”   Feminism evokes the visionary image of the “true woman” and its protest is 
always posited in terms of women’s perceptions of themselves and their status in relation to 
men. History bears testimony to the fact that in the U.S.  black women have been trampled 
upon, raped, abused, slaughtered, ridiculed and mocked—all of which are explicitly  rendered  
through the writings  of Alice Walker, Toni Morrison, Zora Neale Hurston, Gloria Naylor and 
other black women novelists. But they have now cleared a path for themselves and their 
sisters-  no longer as unrecognized, no longer as victimized,  and no longer as afraid.  However, 



 

 

in order to understand this process of change- from mute suffering to assertive articulation, in 
order to understand the tangled history of black women in America and the emergence of black 
women writers, we need to go back into that history. 
  
 History 
 If we delve into the history of African Americans, the crucial question has always been the 
question of identity. Who is this Negro? Is his identifying characteristic only his colour? What is 
his status in the world? From what and where does that status derive? Is he African? An 
involuntary expatriate? Is he, in fact, “first a ‘nigger’—a monster, blackened by God, broken in 
servitude and inherently incapable of human excellence.1 ? 

The New black militants refer to a group of black people who asserted their black identities and 
to all other non- integrationists minded black Americans as black people. The term is 
deliberately chosen as a symbol of racial polarization. It intends to imply the solidarity of the 
black masses, here and abroad, to disavow any necessary commitment to white values or 
deference of the white establishment and to exploit new feelings of Black Nationalism and 
negritude that have taken hold in the Negro community since World War II. It answers at least 
all the important questions of identity and colour. 

Colour alone does not answer satisfactorily the questions about the self one needs to have. 
Answers of this becomes a fundamental question especially when one wants to make 
intelligent decisions about oneself. The question becomes even more significant when asked by 
black women.  Although the term “Black is Beautiful” came into use during the 1960s  there 
was a time when the word denoted social and mental marginalization. For black women it  had 
other negative resonances. It meant being always  seen as ugly because the standards of beauty 
were measured by white standards,  a theme poignantly rendered by Toni Morrison in a novel 
which she has named The Bluest Eye. Whereas the white woman was pampered and protected, 
the black woman was dehumanized, brutalized and devalued as blacks and females. 

To run the sugar and cotton plantations, there was an obvious need for labour which 
the Negro slaves provided. The planters accepted miscegenation between white men and black 
females as inevitable, but they charged the white woman with the responsibility of being ‘the 
repository of white civilization. “The planters attempted to resolve the tension between their 
need for slave labor and their insistence that the American colonies and later the American 
Republic retain its whiteness by designating the black woman as the bearer of black slaves and 
the white woman as the bearer of free whites. Just as white women are seen as pivotal to the 
preservation of white civilization, black women were central to the continuation of the slave 
system as an essential part of the American economy.”2 



 

 

The Black woman was seen differently from the white woman in her capacity to do man’s work. 
The White woman, on the contrary, did not work in the fields but was a “fine” lady of the house 
who always had a maid servant or a Negress at her command. The black slave woman was not 
identified, as the white woman was, with the roles of wife and mother, but primarily and 
specifically with the roles of mother and worker. Not surprisingly, the image of the black 
woman as ‘mammy’ is one of the most enduring one even to the present. 

The late eighteenth and early nineteenth century southern white woman was socialized 
from early childhood, in a manner which beyond the question of its relationship to truth,  itself 
contained contradictions. “ A lady was expected to be a wife, a mother, and a manager; yet she 
was supposed to be delicate, ornamental, virginal, and timid.  How then could she endure the 
sexual appetites of her husband and survive the nine months of pregnancy, not to mention the 
ordeal of childbirth, necessary to produce his heirs? These tasks were unavoidable. But given a 
system of mistress and slave, she need not nurse, be chained to her baby’s continuous 
demands or to do heavy housework, elaborate cooking, tedious weaving, and sewing to 
maintain, nourish and clothe her family. If the image of the delicate alabaster lady were to 
retain some semblance of truth, it would be necessary to create the image of another female    
who was tougher, less sensitive, and who could perform with efficiency and grace the duties of 
motherhood for her mistress and of course for herself. Then the image of the southern lady, 
based as it was on a particular plantation myth, demanded another female image, that of the 
mammy”3. This typical myth still persists as the historians have documented that the black 
mammy was a young and attached woman rather than an aged mammy who was loyal to a 
white family or because the whites had a special concern for such women. But overweight, 
submissive, devoted, older black domestics were the characteristics of the fictional black 
mammy. In literature, as in sociology, the strength of the black mother is a dominant theme. 

“The image of the black woman as “lewd” and “impure” developed partially as a result 
of the myths about the sexuality of blacks. Certainly this image fits neatly into the dualism of 
white (pure, good) and black (bad, evil). If it is to be believed that the black woman is at par 
with the image of the ‘loose woman’ they unlike white woman craved for sex inordinately.  
Given that the black woman was perceived as the female of an inferior species, such an 
assumption would be logical. If the black women were raped by white men or their bodies 
became an object of pleasure it could be rationalized as the natural craving of the black woman 
for sex, rather than the licentiousness of the white man. For, by calling the Negro woman 
passionate they [white men] were offering the best possible justification for their own 
passions.”4 

The myth of the licentious, exotic black woman became so much a part of the 
consciousness of the South that even the black abolitionist William Wells Brown began Clotel 



 

 

(1861), the first black novel to be published in this country, with the observation that  “ many a 
planter’s wife led a miserable existence, with an aching heart, at seeing her place in the 
husband’s affection usurped by the unadorned beauty and captivating smiles of her waiting 
maid. Indeed, the greater portion of the coloured woman, in the days of slavery, had no greater 
aspiration than that of becoming the finely- dressed mistress of some white man.”5  Iola Le Roy 
published as early as ( (1892) of Frances Ellen Watkins Harper is another important novel 
because it is one of the first to try and distinguish between the perception and the  image of 
the  black woman held at large in society and the reality. 

Some antebellum novelists of the plantation tradition used the image of the mulatto in 
their works. The word “mulatto” itself is etymologically derived from the word “mule” and 
echoes the debate Americans engaged about whether blacks were of the same species as 
whites. The tradition of the tragic mulatto heroines continued from Brown’s Clotel to Ann 
Petry’s The Street (1946). In the heroic portrayal of Janie in Their Eyes are Watching God and 
Vyvry of Jubilee, Lutie of The Street, Hurston, Margaret Walker and Petry undermine the myths 
associated with mulatto heroines. They are neither tragic nor defeated. They are proud of their 
blackness and joyfully accept black men as their husbands. In Lutie Johnson’s portrayal Petry 
refutes the myth of “bad” black woman and “black matriarch” Thus, while black male writers 
often projected their black women characters as victims of sexual violence, black women 
writers presented them as struggling to protect themselves from oppression and to free 
themselves  from racist and sexist images. 

From the 1830s to the beginning of the Civil War, a battle of images raged between the 
writers of the proslavery South and the Abolitionists. While the proslavery group projected 
their images of blacks as a servile, inferior race, the Abolitionists countered with their own 
images through their lectures and writings. “ Orators like Frederick Douglass, William Brown 
and Frances Harper were concerned with countering Southern images not only of black men 
but of black women as well.  Many of the supporters involved in the struggle for women’s rights 
were white women and black abolitionists had proclaimed themselves on the side of female 
equality when the Abolitionist Movement split over the woman issue.6 The Abolitionist 
Movement in the United States of America was an effort to end slavery in a nation that valued 
personal freedom and believed ‘all men are treated equal’. Overtime  abolitionists grew more 
strident in their demands and slave owners entrenched in response, feeling regional 
divisiveness that ultimately led to the American Civil War. By 1840, antislavery movement was 
split into two factions, the Radical abolitionists who favored the women rights and the 
moderate political abolitionists who explicitly opposed the women from giving them 
membership. This split within the anti- slavery movement reflected a widening gap between 
the radicals’ idealism and refusal to compromise and the moderates’ interest in practical 
politics and achievable results. They also held divergent opinions on why either women or black 



 

 

people needed the vote and when enfranchisement should occur. Thus antislavery abolitionist 
movement played an important part in the development of the women’s movement. 

It becomes evident that the problems of blacks, as marginal citizens, were immense 
even during the reconstruction period. The period between 1865 to 1877 was the 
reconstruction era when the views on gender roles and families were in the middle of a great 
change. Women were no longer seen in relation with men and family but were viable figures of 
society. As the world turned with social and political changes, women were becoming more 
involved in social reform movements from radical justice to women’s suffrage and were 
changing the ideology of gender roles. After emancipation the creative writers like Booker T. 
Washington’s Up From Slavery, Anna Julia Cooper’s Womanhood, a vital element in the 
regeneration and progress of a race and W,E. DuBois  The Souls of Black Folks. showed a 
political, social and creative change, reform and expression. The literature of the period is never 
revolutionary in tone but aims to assimilate African Americans to middle class bourgeois values 
and domestic virtues. The mulatto characters in Frances Helen Watkins Harper’s novels and in 
post- reconstruction works that she influenced are shown as virtuous in the face of aggressive 
racism. Their endurance is thus celebrated and finally rewarded. The color issue runs deep in 
Afro-America but “sexual-politics” runs deeper than the color issue. Kate Millet defines this 
sexual politics as “power- structured relationships, arrangements whereby one group of 
persons is controlled by another”7.As one of the characters in Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes 
were Watching God says  has been treated as “de mule uh de world”, 8 who carries the burden 
of white as well as black males. 

Different black novelists have written about the contradictions and complexities 
inherent in the situation of the mulatta. Novels like Jessie Fauset’s The Chinaberry Tree, 
continue the tradition that Iola Le Roy started. In her novels, the beautiful mulatta princes 
reigns although sometimes the heroines in Fauset’s novels need not be technically  mulatta but 
merely light complexioned. Nella Larsen in her novels “Quicksand (1928) and “Passing” (1929)  
wrote of  the pathos and hollowness of the middle-class mulatta heroine.  Jean Toomer chose 
the essence of black women in the south to communicate this  complex truth. The black women 
of Cane (1923) have been rendered with sensitivity and the constraints of society upon them 
powerfully described. 

From the late forties to the sixties the plight of the black male was the dominant subject of the 
black novel. Compared to the heroic portrayal of black men in the literature that was written 
during the period by black male writers (Richards Wrights Native Son, 1940 Ralph Ellison’s 
Invisible Man, 1952, to name a few) the images of the black women appear very shadowy.  In 
fact,  James Baldwin, in contrast presented the picture of black women who were a little more 
authentic than Ellison’s and Wright’s but they were more subservient to their male supporters, 



 

 

husbands and fathers,  more governed by the influence of the religion and church, and more 
God fearing in nature and action.  

Because the cultural and historical background of Black women  is  different from other 
women, they are characterized by  a distinct individuality and an identity of their own. The 
relationships that have marked their existence have been the man/woman relationship, 
woman/society relationship, woman/slave relationship, woman/laborer as worker relationship, 
woman/mother relationship, woman/daughter relationship, and woman / grandparent 
relationship. How have black women writers reacted to this range of relationship after 
liberation from their slave past? Today, black women writers’ perspective and experiences 
challenge the conventional concepts of love and marriage and they give us an appreciably 
different picture of man-woman relationship in black as well as white society. 

SEXUAL EQUALITY 

The sights, smells and sounds of the rural south permeate the novels  of Zora Neale 
Hurston. At the center of her work as a folklorist, an anthropologist, and a writer was her desire 
to express the functional beauty of folk language, lore and custom.9 She published four novels: 
Jonah’s Gourd Vine (1934), Their Eyes were Watching God (1937), Moses, Man of the Mountain 
(1942), and Seraph on the Suwannee (1948). Her novel Their Eyes are Watching God is a classic 
example of the fusion of creative imagination with folk material. It is also particularly significant 
because in it Hurston revised the mulatta images that had preceded her writings and led the 
way toward the presentation of more varied and complex women characters.  As a transitional 
novel Their Eyes Were Watching God is a landmark , in the representation of black woman  in 
literature. 

Their Eyes are Watching God is a story within a story. Janie Stark tells the story of her 
childhood, her life, and her loves to her best friend, Phoebe, and to the community to which 
she has just returned. This aspect of the novel is critical to its substance, for Janie Stark is not an 
individual in a vacuum; she is an intrinsic part of a community, and she brings her life and its 
richness, joys, and sorrows back to it. As it has helped to form her, so she also helps to form it. 
In Janie, Hurston creates a new black woman character. For the first time in black literature, we   
witness the growing up of a black girl, not from without but from within. The first time she 
realizes she is black and therefore different from the white children on the plantation with 
whom she plays, we hear the philosophy that her grandmother shares with her.   Describing the 
plight of the black woman she say :- 

                   Honey, de white man is de ruler of everything as fur as Ah been 
able tuh find out. Maybe it’s some place way off in de  ocean 
where de black man is in power, but we don’t know nothin’ but 



 

 

we see. So de white man throw down the load and tell de 
nigger man tuh pick it up because he have to, but he don’t tote 
it. He hand it to his women folks. De nigger woman is de mule 
uh de world so fur as Ah can see. Ah been praying fuh it tuh be 
different wid you. Lawd, Lawd, Lawd.!10  

The rest of her story is Janie’s attempt to discover herself, to express self  despite the 
opposition of nearly everyone she encounters. Because she is a mulatta, fair of complexion with 
long, straight hair, many see her as a prize, a definition of herself that she rejects. 

In an effort to give her grand-daughter security, her grandmother marries the sixteen-year-old 
Janie to old Logan Killicks. But Janie finds out that marriage does not guarantee love, like the 
sun, the day. She is repulsed by his old flesh and by his envy of her youth.  She is saved by Jody 
Stark, a black entrepreneur, who takes her away from Logan and marries her. Stark develops a 
black town much like Eatonville, of which he is a mayor. But he too does not really understand  
Janie. He sees her as a trophy the appropriate looking presence for one for a man of his stature. 
He installs her as the Queen of the Porch and cuts her off from any real contact with their 
community. She becomes his showpiece, his property. 

“She traces the decline of Jody and Janie Stark’s marriage, Jody cannot comprehend  Janie’s 
dissatisfaction with her position as  Queen of the Porch. He gives her status and material 
security; what else could she want? He bullies her till she finally submits.  But Janie is not only a 
mulatta who sees herself as a part of the folk, she is also resilient without her gloominess and 
rigidity that previously marked that image.  

After twenty years of marriage, Stark dies and Janie falls in love with Teacake, a man many 
years younger than  her  and, by most people’s estimations, far below her. Together they go to 
live in the Florida Everglades, rejecting the finery and status of the mayor’s house because of 
their desire to know and love each other. Janie’s blossoming; her development of 
independence as well as sensuality was like her soul crawling out of its hiding place.11 

Janie and Teacake’s love affair ends tragically for Janie must kill her crazed lover 
because he  is  bitten by a rabid dog. But Janie does not see her life as tragic; she sees it as full 
and rich. The message that she finally brings back to her community is that self-fulfillment 
rather than security and status is the gift of life. 

“She pulled in her horizon like a great fish –net. Pulled it from around the waist of the 
world and draped it over her shoulder. So much of life in its meshes. She called in her soul to 
come and see.”12 



 

 

Hurston also gives a wonderful picture of a small black town developing into a 
community and analyses the peculiar characteristics of the relationship between the black 
woman and her community. Indeed she was  so concerned with the subject of the community 
that she rarely moved outside it. Perhaps the intensity of her view is related to the position the 
black woman holds within her community, for she has, since its beginnings, been entrusted 
with its survival and enrichment. Hurston anticipated future black women writers who would 
attempt to define themselves as persons within a specific culture rather than primarily through 
their relationships with whites. Their Eyes Were Watching God invokes not one class but the 
total community----its language, images, mores, and prejudices—as its context. Thus it 
articulates the African American experience not only as a condition but as a culture. Hurston is  
seen by contemporary black women as their spiritual ancestor. 

BLACK SISTERHOOD 

 

Alice Walker is one of the most respected black women writers in America today. She is 
responsible for bringing to public attention the substantial contributions of Zora Neale Hurston 
and in a sense  bringing her back to life. Walker in her book of Essays called  In Search of Our  
Mother’s Gardens  talks about the earlier generation of black women—black foremothers-- and 
the constraints  imposed on their  creativity . 

Central to any consideration of Alice Walker’s fiction which comprises her five novels, 
The Third Life of Grange Copeland, Meridian, The Color Purple, The Temple of My Familiars, 
Possessing the secret of Joy is her preoccupation with black womanhood and their myriad 
sisterhood. In the garden of black women are included women from all kinds of childhood 
streets: the farms of Puerto Rico, the downtown streets of Chinatown, the barrio, city Brox 
Streets, quiet suburban sidewalks, the plains, and the reservation,-African, American and the 
Third World Women. Walker’s celebration of strength, tenacity, and love of black women is the 
main subject of her poetry, and short stories as well as her novels. Both “The Third Life of 
Grange Copeland” and “In Love and Trouble”:  explore, to varying degrees, the dynamics of 
being a black woman. In “The Color Purple” and “Meridian”, she transcends the boundaries of 



 

 

the female gender to embrace more universal concerns about individual autonomy, self reliance 
and self realization. “The Temple of my Familiars” is about inheritance- the kind that’s passed 
on, not through a legal document but in the blood. Walker’s “Possessing the Secret of Joy”   
pulled off an amazing feat in which she talks about brutal misogyny. 

“The Color Purple” emphasizes the oppression that black women experience in their 
relationships with black Men (father, brothers, husbands and lovers) and the sisterhood they 
must share with each other in order to liberate themselves. Two sisters Celie and Nettie are the 
novels’ focal characters. The novel is epistolary- Celie’s letters to God, Nettie’s to Celie and 
finally Celie’s to Nettie. Celie begins writing to God after being sexually abused by the man 
whom she thinks, is her real father .Only fourteen at the time, Celie is warned by him “ you 
better not never tell nobody but God. i’d kill your mammy.”14 

For years thereafter, Celie pours out to God her thoughts, her fears, her impressions of 
others, and her aspirations modest as they are. 

Although Celie realizes that her marriage to Albert will be devoid of love and mutual 
respect, a marriage motivated only by the desperation of a widower seeking a mother for his 
children,. She helps her sister Nettie to escape fearing that she would be sexually abused by 
Albert. Nettie travels to Africa and becomes a missionary. 

Shug Avery, a vivacious woman whom Albert loves, helps Celie to channelize her anger into  
purposeful activity when Celie learns that Nettie is not dead after all. Shug encourages her to 
convert the dining room into a sewing factory and assists her in the organization of what proves 
to be a profitable business venture. Shug intervenes in another instance urging Celie to take 
advantage of an inheritance. This event represents a pivotal point in Celie’s life when  she 
comes close to sacrificing a deserved inheritance because of her inability to recognize fully the 
possibilities within the range of her own influence. 

The two women, Shug and Nettie, act as supporters to Celie in her fight for survival. As Celie 
gains in confidence her locus of control begins to shift from others to herself . In a letter to 
Nettie, she writes of Shug’s promise to come home, concluding the letter with her first 
affirmation of self- determination. “I am so calm. If she comes, I be happy. If she don’t, I be 
content. And then I figure this the lesson I was suppose to learn” (247-48)  

The story of Mary Agnes (Squeak), second wife of Harpo, Celie’s brother, foreshadows the story 
of Celie’s freedom.  The story of Mary Agnes shows the power a woman’s voice had to break 
male domination. Mary Agnes once beaten up by Sofia, her rival for Harpo, helps free Sofia 
from prison by submitting to rape by the Warden, her illegitimate father. This act of submission 
gives Mary Agnes a power of guilt over the Warden that expedites Sofia’s release. Though she 
comes home with a limp, her dress torn, a heel from her shoe missing, she repudiates her 
derogatory nickname (“Squeak”) and demands that she be called by her real name. (p.95). Mary 



 

 

Agnes soon emulates Shug’s success, using her voice to give her a new freedom from and 
power over men.  Thus, the stories of Celie and Agnes validate the theme that 

                

 

“Strength can come from enduring oppression 

With as much dignity as possible and then 

Rising to denounce it. Ultimately, the victim 

Gain moral power over the oppressor.”15 

 

Sofia and Mary Agnes , former rivals, learn to share Harpo and the responsibility of raising each 
other’s children as a means of maintaining freedom while avoiding the permanent dependence 
on one man that perpetuates masculine power. 

Meanwhile, the women in “Purple” build a wall of camaraderie around themselves. They share  
each other’s pain, sorrow, laughter, and dreams. They applaud each other’s achievements. And 
they come to each other’s rescue. They are sisters in body as well as in spirit and the spirit 
cannot be broken.  

BLACK COMMUNITY 

“If Walker explores the oppressions, the insanities, the loyalties, and the triumphs of black 
women,” Toni Morrison illuminates in the lives of imaginary women, the presence of “beauty, 
love” or more often, the absence of [love]”.16 

Her first novel “The Bluest Eye” (1970) depicts the tragic life of a young black girl, Pecola 
Breedlove, who wants nothing more than to be loved by her family and her school friends, She 
surmises that the reason she is despised and ridiculed is that she is black and therefore, ugly. 
The simple theme, the desire of a black girl for blue eyes, is a real and symbolic statement 
about the conflict between the different yardsticks for the good and the beautiful of two cultures 
and how it affects the psyche of the people within those cultures. The theme is at the base of 
the conflict of artistic and societal values between the Anglo- American cultures, complicated by 



 

 

the psycho political dominance of one culture over the other. As such this novel is a book about 
mythic, political, and cultural mutilation as much as it is a book about race. 

The “The Bluest Eye” is divided into four chapters named for the seasons, a scheme we are 
prepared for by Claudia’s introductory statement in which she relates the failure of the marigolds 
to sprout with the death of Pecola’s baby. The seed shriveled and died, her baby too. Nature 
images are constant throughout the book and help to organize its structure .At the center of this 
nature construct are the physical and psychological events that lead to the rape of Pecola and 
to her ill- fated pregnancy. The divisions into seasons beginning with autumn chart that 
development of events. These events, in fact, form the plot of this novel.  

But the seasons are not only surface movement in the novel; they are ironic and brutal 
comments on Pecola’s descent into madness. It is in spring that Pecola is raped by her father, 
the only love she is to know. Her rape in the spring is preceded by a “false spring” in the winter, 
personified by Maureen Peal, the green-eyed, blond black who befriends her with her talk of 
babies and daddies.  The focal character may be Pecola, but all the other characters in varying 
degrees suffer from the insanity that will manifest itself in her madness. The story moves, 
connects piece by piece, through the presentation of one character after another who shows us 
some aspect of that insanity. In “Winter”, Maureen Peal the “high yellow dream child with long 
brown hair braided in two lynch ropes,” has got what Geraldine will struggle all her life to get 
next to. Geraldine, not like Maureen Paul belongs to those distinctive group of women who are 
yearning to develop high morals, patience and good manners. They want to shed their 
funkiness and learn how to behave and do the white man’s work with refinement.  

Geraldine will brush her son’s hair forever in abortive attempts to wipe out the subtle and telltale 
signs of ‘niggerism.’  .She, in her prissy asexual cleanliness is identified with cats, as Soaphead 
Church in his mangy cleanliness is identified with an old dog. She breeds Soapheads, the only 
end to which her generation could come, for as her junior already grasps, there is a dainty, cold 
self-hatred at her core. So Maureen Peal is connected to Geraldine who is connected to 
Soaphead who in turn is connected to Mr. Henry and so on. All of them are connected to Pecola 
who dramatically manifests their insanity by revealing the disease for what it is.18 

While the ever – present mimicking Dick and Jane are used to give the book expansiveness, 
Claudia’s voice brings us close to the characters as she and Frieda tell us Pecola’s story, their 
own siftings against the backdrop of grownups who touch golden dolls with awe. Each section 
begins with Claudia’s voice as she reminisces about that particular season, its meaning in her 
life and in Pecola’s. Then the section is followed by seemingly objective sections headed by 
Dick and Jane fragments and told by an omniscient narrator who can go backward and forward 
in time and space, can escape the limitations of a specific human consciousness. 



 

 

Thus we see that Morrison connects Pecola Breedlove’s desire for the bluest eyes to Mrs. 
Breedlove’s restricted spirit and Cholly Breedlove’s sense of unworthiness, to Geraldine’s fear 
of funk and Soaphead Church’s sterility, to Maureen’s fate as an eternal dream child and 
Claudia’s ache to be whole. The vortex, at which two conflicting orders meet, Pecola becomes 
the scapegoat for that part in all of us that needs to see our own fears of unworthiness 
embodied in some form. As black and female, Morrison concludes, the Pecolas of America are 
an accessible dumping ground.”19 Women like Sula in “Sula”(1974), Pilate in “Song of Soloman” 
(19770), Jadine in “Tar Baby” Sethe in “Beloved”(1985) Violet and Alice in “Jazz”(1920) are not 
coherent to some extent, sometimes being totally repressed or sometimes showing a 
willingness to let one’s true self surface.  They may be selfish or narcissistic, may be a person 
who has all the accoutrements of self- centeredness, but is not centered at all. But Morrison 
says that this is the real search. The woman they see within their selves is the woman that 
authenticates everything. The one that is very clear in some deep way about what her 
womanhood is. 

The self of the characters in Morrison’s novels also have a space within and outside them which 
collectively allows them a significant measure of hope and comfort and wholeness in an 
otherwise alienating and lonely world of victim and victimizers. In depicting a totality of 
communal emotions and experience Morrison’s novels including “Mercy”(2008),”Love”(2003) 
and “Paradise”(1997) examines how black communities attempt to overcome the traumas of 
their own and their ancestor’s past. In each novel women are victims of severe oppression and 
each struggles to create a space for their own identity, empowerment and belongingness within 
a patriarchal environment. They work together to secure a home within an oppressive 
environment facing inhibitions by adopting cultural values by black community, which instead of 
offering security and healing space further oppress them by altering the real definition of a 
home. All of Morrison’s fiction from her first novel, The Bluest Eye to Paradise  explores both the 
need for and the impossibility of real community and the bonds that both unite and divide 
African – American women.   

Gloria Naylor is another powerful writer who addresses the issue of selfhood in her novels. Each 
novel is a definitive treatment of black women or community,  The Women of Brewster’s Place 
Linden Hills, Mama’s Day, Bailey’s Café,  form  sequel and emerge from each other. They 
present reality that a great many black women identify with and share. At the same time  they 
are  an indictment of oppressive social forces and a celebration of courage and persistence.   

CONTEMPORARY MODELS OF BLACK WOMANHOOD  

Stephen Henderson , Director of the Institute of Arts and Humanities says: “What has happened 
in the past few years is a revolution within a revolution, one that was initiated by and has been 
sustained chiefly by black woman”20. This revolution was primarily initiated by an eminent black 
woman novelist of the Harlem Renaissance, Zora Neale Hurston, who not only raised her voice 



 

 

but also strengthened the already established tradition of black women writers. These new 
generations of writers like Walker, Morrison, Marshall and Naylor have created a revolution 
because although they are black and female, they have become conscious of their newly 
awakened “self”, their literary powers, their ever-widening range of subjects and their need to 
stay in touch with themselves by writing about black women. 

Perhaps black women who are writers in the twenty first century will present a fuller picture of 
the multiplicity of oppression-and of struggle. They will not think of other women with hatred or 
adulation because they are “prizes”. Women of all colors will be able to turn their full energies 
on the restoration of the planet, as they can’t now because they are tied up with all this other 
stuff: divisions, resentments, old hurts, charges, and countercharges. “To isolate the fantasy we 
must cleave to reality, to what we know, we feel, we think of life. Trusting our own experience 
and our lives, embracing the dark self and the light.”21 Girls who rejected the dominant model 
often adopted a model which Ladner calls a “carefree, laissez-faire, egalitarian model of 
womanhood.”22This model encompasses a sense of self –reliance, strength and autonomy .This 
model was in reference in equality between men and women, a rejection of the sexual double 
standard, and a general belief that a woman can do what man does. Thus this image of 
independent, self- reliant, strong, and autonomous women that pervades the models of young 
black women has been reinforced by the work experience and social conditions of black women 
throughout history. 

 

SUMMARY: 

§ Black women have been dehumanized, brutalized and devalued as blacks and as 
female 

§ Black women were different from white women. 
§ Overweight, submissive, devoted older black domestics were the norms for  a black 

Mammy. 
§ Black women have a different cultural and historical background so they have a distinct 

individuality and an identity of their own. 
§ Zora Neale Hurston in Their Eyes were Watching God invokes not one class but a total 

community-it articulates the Afro-American experience not only as a condition but as a 
culture. 

§ Women characters in Alice Walker’s novels (The Color Purple) are sister in body as well 
in spirit and the spirit cannot be broken. 

§ The self of the characters in Morrison’s novel demonstrate that the community is a 
multiple, refractory space within each self which, as it dispossess and nurtures, deceives 
and instructs, assails and comforts, serves as an ultimate touchstone in search for self 
and space. 



 

 

§ Black women have adopted a new image of independent, self-reliant strong and 
autonomous women that pervades the models of young black women.  

 

 


