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T h e  h e a r t  o f  a woman goes  f o r t h  w i t h  t h e  dawn,

As a l o n e  b i r d ,  s o f t  w i n g i n g ,  so r e s t l e s s l y  o n ,

A f a r  o ' e r  l i f e ' s  t u r r e t s  and v a l e s  d o e s  i t  roam  

I n  t h e  wake  o f  t h o s e  e c h o e s  t h e  h e a r t  c a l l s  home.

T h e  h e a r t  o f  a woman f a l l s  b a c k  w i t h  t h e  n i g h t ,

And e n t e r s  some a l i e n  c a g e  i n  i t s  p l i g h t ,

And t r i e s  t o  f o r g e t  i t  has  d re a m e d  o f  t h e  s t a r s ,

W h i l e  i t  b r e a k s ,  b r e a k s ,  b r e a k s  on t h e  s h e l t e r i n g  b a r s .

-  G e o r g i a  D o u g l a s  J o h n s o n
( H e r n t o n  1 9 8 7 : 1 2 5 )
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I NTRODUC TI ON

I f  l i t e r a t u r e  c a n  be  t h o u g h t  o f  as  an  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  s o c i e t y  -  

a n d ,  a t  t i m e s ,  e v e n  a m e a s u r e  o f  t h e  e v o l u t i o n  a n d  r e v o l u t i o n  o f  

s o c i e t y  -  t h e n ,  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  o u r  i m a g e s  o f  women h a v e  come t o  us  

t h r o u g h  t h e  p e r c e p t i o n s  o f  m en .  We know t h i s  t o  b e  t r u e  b e c a u s e  

i n  t h e  p a s t ,  t h e  w o r l d  was  v i e w e d  a l m o s t  e x c l u s i v e l y  t h r o u g h  t h e  

e y e s  o f  men .  H o w e v e r ,  w i t h  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s  i n  

w o m e n ' s  l e g a l  s t a t u s ,  m o r e  a n d  m o r e  women h a v e  r e f u s e d  t o  r e m a i n  

i n  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  p l a c e ,  t h e  p r i v a t e  s p h e r e ,  a n d  h a v e  b e g u n  t o  

r e a l i z e  t h a t  w o m e n ' s  h i s t o r y  h a s  s i g n i f i c a n t  p h a s e s  o f  i t s  o w n .  

W i t h  t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  f e m a l e  p o w e r ,  many p e r s o n a l  and  p r o f e s s i o n a l  

o p t i o n s  h a v e  b e e n  o p e n e d  t o  women o f  a l l  a g e s ,  c l a s s e s  a n d  r a c e s .  

W i t h  t h e  a i d  o f  n e w l y  g r a n t e d  l e g a l ,  e c o n o m i c ,  s o c i a l ,  p o l i t i c a l  

and  e d u c a t i o n a l  r i g h t s ,  women h a v e  b e g u n  t o  e x a m i n e  t h e i r  own 

w o r 1d .

T h i s  e x a m i n a t i o n  h a s  y i e l d e d  a " f e m a l e  c u l t u r e "  w h i c h  

e x p r e s s e s  i t s e l f  i n  a v a r i e t y  o f  w a y s .  One o f  t h e  m o s t  e f f e c t i v e  

m e t h o d s  i s  t h r o u g h  w o m e n ' s  l i t e r a t u r e :  p o e m s ,  s t o r i e s ,  e s s a y s ,

m e m o i r s ,  p l a y s ,  n o v e l s  a n d  l e t t e r s  b y ,  f o r  and  a b o u t  women.  T h e s e  

w r i t i n g s  n o t  o n l y  e m p h a s i z e  t h e  r o l e  o f  women h i s t o r i c a l l y ,  b u t  

t h e y  a l s o  d e f ’ - '^ • u m e r o u s  t r a d i t i o n s  a nd  e x p e r i e n c e s  w h i c h  a r e

u n i q u e l y  f e m a 1e .
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F r o m  t h e  b e g i n n i n g ,  a m a j o r i t y  o f  women a c c e p t e d  t h e i r  

i n f e r i o r  s t a t u s  w i t h o u t  c o m p l a i n t .  T h e  s e c o n d a r y  r o l e  o f  women,  

b o t h  i n  s o c i e t y  a n d  i n  l i t e r a t u r e ,  was  a p a r t  o f  l i f e  i n  t h e  O l d  

W o r l d  l o n g  b e f o r e  A m e r i c a .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  i n  1611 J o h n  D o n n e ,  i n  

h i s  A n a t o m y  o f  t h e  W o r l d ,  b l a m e d  women f o r  a l l  o f  t h e  i l l s  o f  

m a n k i n d :  " G o d  made woman f o r  m a n ' s  r e  1 i e f . . . w h i c h  was  t h e  c a u s e  o f  

h i s  1a n g u i s h m e n t . . . F o r  t h a t  f i r s t  m a r r i a g e  was o u r  f u n e r a l :  One

woman a t  o n e  b l o w  t h e n  k i l l e d  us  a l l "  ( A b r a m s  1 9 7 9 : 1 0 9 3 ) .

T h e r e  w e r e ,  h o w e v e r ,  women who t o o k  e x c e p t i o n  t o  t h i s  

a t t i t u d e .  M a r y  Wo 1 1 s t o n e c r  a f  t , t h e  c o n t r o v e r s i a  1 e i g h t e e n t h  

c e n t u r y  a u t h o r  o f  A V i n d i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  R i g h t s  o f  Woman ( 1 7 9 0 ) ,  o n c e  

r e m a r k e d ,  " I  am n o t  b o r n  t o  t r e a d  t h e  b e a t e n  t r a c k . "  She t h e n  

p r o c e e d e d  t o  d e v o t e  m o s t  o f  h e r  a d u l t  l i f e  t o  t h e  t h e n  u n p o p u l a r  

p r e m i s e  t h a t  t r u e  f r e e d o m  n e c e s s i t a t e s  t h e  e q u a l i t y  o f  men a nd  

women.  I t  was  t o  a w o r l d  o f  d o u b l e  s t a n d a r d s  a n d  s u b s e r v i e n c e  t o  

men t h a t  Wo 1 1s t o n e c r a f t  a d d r e s s e d  h e r  w r i t i n g s ,  e m p h a s i z i n g  h e r  

b e l i e f  t h a t  o n l y  t h r o u g h  a d e q u a t e  e d u c a t i o n  c o u l d  women a c h i e v e  

p e r s o n a l  f r e e d o m ,  s e l f - r e s p e c t  and  e q u a l i t y :

The conduc t  and manners o f  women, i n  f a c t ,  e v i d e n t l y  p rove t h a t  

t h e i r  minds a re  n o t  i n  a h e a l t h y  s t a t e ;  f o r ,  l i k e  t h e  f l o w e r s  wh ich 

a r e  p l a n t e d  i n  t o o  r i c h  a s o i l ,  s t r e n g t h  and us e f u l n es s  a r e  

s a c r i f i c e d  t o  beau t y ;  and t h e  f l a u n t i n g  l eaves ,  a f t e r  hav i ng  p l eased  

a f a s t i d i o u s  eye,  f ade ,  d i s r e g a r d e d  on t h e  s t a l k ,  l ong b e f o r e  t h e  

season when t hey  ough t  t o  have a r r i v e d  a t  m a t u r i t y  ( G i l b e r t  & Gubar 

1985:139) .
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There  we re  o t h e r  e a r l y  women w r i t e r s  who  r e a c h e d  o u t  t h r o u g h  

t h e i r  w r i t i n g  a n d  made  an  i n d e l i b l e  i m p r e s s i o n  o n  t h e  w o r l d  o f  

l i t e r a t u r e  -  A n n e  B r a d s t r e e t ,  J a n e  A u s t i n ,  E l i z a b e t h  B a r r e t t  

B r o w n i n g ,  t h e  B r o n t e  s i s t e r s ,  E m i l y  D i c k i n s o n ,  -  b u t  i t  was  n o t  

u n t i l  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  t h a t  women w r i t e r s ,  w i t h  

f e w  e x c e p t i o n s ,  b e g a n  t o  e x a m i n e  t h e i r  own h i s t o r y  a n d  t h e i r  

u n i q u e  r o l e  i n  s o c i e t y .

By t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y ,  women h a d  b e g u n  

t o  i d e n t i f y  t h e m s e l v e s  as  women a p a r t  f r o m  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  

and  t o  m en .  T h e  a g i t a t i o n  b y  women a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  V i c t o r i a n  

A g e ,  f o r  m o r e  f r e e d o m  b o t h  i n  t h e i r  p e r s o n s  and  i n  t h e i r  p r o p e r t y ,  

t h r e a t e n e d  t h e  s o c i a l  o r d e r  i n  A m e r i c a .  I n  t h e  c l o s i n g  d e c a d e s  

o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  women a t t e m p t e d  t h r o u g h  r e f o r m  g r o u p s  

t o  e x t e n d  t h e i r  r o l e  as  n u r t u r e r s  a n d  m o r a l  t e a c h e r s  f r o m  t h e  

d o m e s t i c  t o  t h e  p u b l i c  s p h e r e .  N o t  o n l y  d i d  t h e  w o m e n ’ s m o v e m e n t  

c h a l l e n g e  t h e  p o w e r  among c l a s s e s ,  b u t  t h e r e  was  t h e  t h r e a t  o f  a 

c h a n g e  i n  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  t h e  s e x e s ,  -  f a r  b e y o n d  t h e  

s e x u a l  a s p e c t ,  b e c a u s e  i t  i n v o l v e d  l e g a l ,  p o l i t i c a l  and  e c o n o m i c  

i s s u e s  ( G i l b e r t  & G u b a r  1 9 8 5 : 1 2 3 3 ) .

THE MODERN WORLD 

T h e  t e c h n o l o g i c a l  a nd  i n t e l l e c t u a l  i n n o v a t i o n s  o f  t h e  e a r l y  

t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  had  a s t r i k i n g  i m p a c t  on  women o f  a l l  c l a s s e s .  

T h o u g h  w o r k e r s  c o n t i n u e d  t o  s u f f e r  f r o m  e c o n o m i c  e x p l o i t a t i o n ,  

t r a d e  u n i o n i s m  a nd  s o c i a l  w e l f a r e  p r o g r a m s  had  s t a r t e d  t o  u n i t e



women .  P u b l i c  e d u c a t i o n  a n d  new s y s t e m s  o f  m a s s  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  g a v e  

women a c c e s s  t o  a w o r l d  t h a t  h a d  b e e n  d e n i e d  t h e m  i n  t h e  V i c t o r i a n  

a g e .  T h e y  w e r e  a b l e  t o  e n t e r  u n i v e r s i t i e s  a n d  p r o f e s s i o n s ,  

e x p e r i e n c i n g  a new i n t e l l e c t u a l  a nd  s e x u a l  f r e e d o m  n e v e r  b e f o r e  

k now n  t o  t h e m .  A l s o ,  a f t e r  a l m o s t  a c e n t u r y  o f  s t r u g g l e ,  women o f  

a l l  c l a s s e s  a t  l a s t  g a i n e d  t h e  r i g h t  t o  v o t e .  M o s t  i m p o r t a n t l y ,  

t h i s  r i g h t  a c k n o w l e d g e d  t h e i r  f u l l  c i t i z e n s h i p .

T h e  w o m e n ' s  r i g h t s  m o v e m e n t  h a d  i t s  o f f i c i a l  b e g i n n i n g  a t  t h e  

S e n e c a  F a l l s  c o n v e n t i o n  i n  t h e  summer  o f  1848  wh en  L u c r e t i a  M o t t  

and  E l i z a b e t h  C a dy  S t a n t o n  g a t h e r e d  m o r e  t h a n  t h r e e  h u n d r e d  women 

( a n d  a f e w  m e n )  t o  " d i s c u s s  t h e  s o c i a l ,  c i v i l  a n d  r e l i g i o u s  r i g h t s  

o f  w o m a n . "  I n  m a k i n g  a b o l d  c l a i m  f o r  f u l l  c i t i z e n s h i p ,  p a r t  o f  

t h e  r e s o l u t i o n  r e s u l t i n g  f r o m  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n  s t a t e d :  "We h o l d  t h e s e  

t r u t h s  t o  be  s e l f  e v i d e n t ,  t h a t  a l l  men a nd  women a r e  c r e a t e d  

e q u a l "  ( E v a n s  1 9 8 9 : 9 5 ) .  T h i s  c l a i m  was  f o r  t h e  r i g h t  t o  be 

a u t o n o m o u s  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  n o t  i d e n t i f i e d  as  a p p e n d a g e s  t o  t h e i r  

f a t h e r s ,  h u s b a n d s  o r  c h i l d r e n .  P e r h a p s  e v e n  m o r e  i m p o r t a n t  t h a n  

g e t t i n g  t h e  v o t e ,  t h e r e  was  t h e  m a t t e r  o f  l e g a l  s t a t u s ,  w h i c h  

i n c l u d e d  c o n t r o l  o f  p r o p e r t y ,  o f  e a r n i n g s ,  g u a r d i a n s h i p ,  d i v o r c e ,  

o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  e d u c a t i o n  a n d  e m p l o y m e n t .  One o f  t h e  g r e a t e s t  

p r o b l e m s  was how t o  p r e s s  f o r  r e f o r m s ,  and  f o r  many y e a r s  t h e  

m o v e m e n t  s t r u g g l e d  w i t h  i t s  e f f o r t s  t o  s u c c e e d ,

A m a j o r  f a c t o r  i n  g a i n i n g  t h e  r i g h t  t o  v o t e  was  w o m e n ' s  

c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  t h e  W o r l d  War  I e f f o r t .  As y o u n g  men w e r e  s e n t  

i n t o  b a t t l e ,  t h e ^ r  m o t h e r s ,  w i v e s ,  s i s t e r s  and  d a u g h t e r s  a t  home 

bec a me  p o w e r f u l  i n  a way n e v e r  b e f o r e  e x p e r i e n c e d .  T a k i n g  j o b s
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p r e v i o u s l y  h e l d  b y  men i n  t h e  m i n e s ,  f a c t o r i e s ,  f a r m s  a n d  

r a i l r o a d s ,  women f o u n d  t h e m s e l v e s  w i t h  an  o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  b o t h  

e a r n i n g s  a n d  m e a n i n g f u l  w o r k  i n  t h e  p u b l i c  s p h e r e .

T h e r e  w e r e  a n u m b e r  o f  o t h e r  i m p o r t a n t  w a y s  i n  w h i c h  t h e  

s o c i a l  t u r b u l e n c e  c r e a t e d  b y  t h e  w a r  s e e m e d  t o  h e l p  a d v a n c e  t h e  

l i b e r a t i o n  o f  women.  " W a r  g i r l s "  w e r e  c o n s i d e r e d  r e s p e c t a b l e  a n d  

c o u l d  s t r o l l  t h e  p u b l i c  s t r e e t s  u n e s c o r t e d ,  go  t o  t h e a t e r s  a n d  

d a n c e s  w i t h o u t  c h a p e r o n e s  a n d  e v e n  t r a v e l  on  t h e i r  own w i t h o u t  

b e i n g  t h o u g h t  o f  as  " f a l l e n "  women.  Women c h a n g e d  t h e i r  way  o f  

d r e s s i n g ,  s h o r t e n i n g  t h e i r  s k i r t s ,  w e a r i n g  b r e e c h e s  o r  o v e r a l l s  a n d  

e v e n t u a l l y ,  " f l a p p e r "  c l o t h i n g  -  s h o r t  s k i r t s ,  b r a s s i e r e s  i n s t e a d  

o f  c o r s e t s ,  s i l k  s t o c k i n g s  -  a d r a s t i c  c h a n g e  f r o m  t h e  h e a v y ,  

c u m b e r s o m e  c l o t h i n g  o f  t h e  V i c t o r i a n  Age  ( G i l b e r t  & G u b a r  

1 9 8 5 : 1 2 3 5 ) .

Some s o c i a l  c h a n g e s  h a d  a l r e a d y  h a d  t h e i r  b e g i n n i n g s  b e f o r e  

t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y :  t h e  b i r t h  c o n t r o l  m o v e m e n t ,  t h e  

f r e e  l o v e  m o v e m e n t  a nd  c h i l d  c a r e  m o v e m e n t .  H o w e v e r ,  a l l  t h r e e  

m o v e m e n t s  g a i n e d  p r o m i n e n c e  i n  t h e  e a r l y  1 9 0 0s  as  women b e g a n  t o  

demand a v o i c e  i n  d e c i s i o n s  w h i c h  a f f e c t e d  t h e i r  l i v e s .

Y e t ,  w i t h  a l l  o f  t h e s e  p o s i t i v e  c h a n g e s  i n  w o m e n ' s  l i v e s ,  

t h e r e  w e r e  s t i l l  m o n u m e n t a l  p r o b l e m s .  M o s t  c a r e e r  women w e r e  

f o r c e d  t o w a r d  " f e m i n i n e "  o c c u p a t i o n s  s u c h  as  t e a c h i n g  and  n u r s i n g .  

By 1 9 2 5 ,  t h e  f e m i n i s t  m o v e m e n t  h ad  s e r i o u s l y  d e t e r i o r a t e d  b e c a u s e ,  

r a t h e r  t h a n  a c h i e v e m e n t  o f  t h e  v o t e  m a r k i n g  a t u r n i n g  p o i n t  f o r  

women,  m o s t  f e m a l e  v o t e r s  f a i l e d  t o  r e g i s t e r  t o  v o t e ,  o r  i f  t h e y  

d i d  r e g i s t e r ,  t h e y  v o t e d  f o r  c a n d i d a t e s  r e c o m m e n d e d  by  h u s b a n d s  and
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f a t h e r s .  T h e  " w o m e n ' s  v o t i n g  b l o c ” , f e a r e d  by  men ,  d i d  n o t  

m a t e r i a l i z e .  Women,  w h i l e  w a n t i n g  c a r e e r s ,  a l s o  w a n t e d  t o  m a i n t a i n  

t h e i r  r o l e s  i n  t h e  p r i v a t e  s p h e r e  -  w i f e ,  m o t h e r ,  c a r e t a k e r  o f  t h e  

home.  How t o  r e c o n c i l e  t h e s e  d i f f e r e n c e s  b e c a m e  a d i l e m m a  t h a t  

c o n t i n u e s  t o d a y .

D u r i n g  t h e  p e r i o d  f r o m  t h e  V i c t o r i a n  Age  t o  t h e  M o d e r n  A g e ,  

women w r i t e r s  w e r e  e x p e r i e n c i n g  a p e r i o d  o f  t r a n s i t i o n ,  f o r  t h e y  

w e r e  w r i t i n g  i n  an  a g e  w he n  t h o u s a n d s  o f  women w e r e  c r o s s i n g  t h e  

t h r e s h o l d  f r o m  t h e  p r i v a t e  t o  t h e  p u b l i c  s p h e r e .  U n l i k e  many  o f  

t h e i r  V i c t o r i a n  a n c e s t o r s ,  l i t e r a r y  women no  l o n g e r  f e l t  

c o n s t r a i n e d  t o  w r i t e  c o v e r t l y  a b o u t  t h e i r  r e b e l l i o n  a g a i n s t  w o m e n ' s  

p r e s c r i b e d  r o l e s  i n  s o c i e t y ;  b u t  r a t h e r ,  t h e y  b e g a n  t o  w r i t e  o f  

t h e i r  p r o t e s t s  and  o f  w o m e n ' s  p l a c e  i n  a f r e e  W o r l d .

F e m i n i s t s  s u c h  as  V i r g i n i a  W o o l f  a n d  E d i t h  W h a r t o n ,  w i t h  a 

d e s i r e  t o  r e v i s e  and  c h a n g e  h i s t o r y  t o  i n c l u d e  " h e r s t o r y " , b e g a n  

t o  e m e r g e .  Women w r i t e r s  b e g a n  t o  e x p r e s s  a d e s i r e  f o r  a 

t r a n s f o r m e d  s o c i e t y  ( a s  s e e n  i n  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  Edna  P o n t e ! T i e r  

i n  K a t e  C h o p i n ' s  The  A w a k en  i n g ) . a nd  women h i s t o r i a n s  b e g a n  t o  

w r i t e  h i s t o r y  w h i c h  g a v e  a f a i r e r  and  m o r e  r e a l i s t i c  v i e w  o f  t h e  

p a s t ,  as  t h i s  now i n c l u d e d  w o m e n ’ s r o l e s  f r o m  t h e  v a n t a g e  p o i n t  o f  

women,  n o t  m e r e l y  men .  F o r  women w r i t e r s ,  f e m i n i s m  a nd

m o d e r n i s m  bec a me  s y n o n y m o u s ,  a nd  t h e  t w o  b l e n d e d  i n t o  t h e  b i r t h  o f  

t h e  new w o m a n ' s  1 ' t e r a r y  h i s t o r y .  T h e y  r e a l i z e d  a new s t r e n g t h ,  a 

new c o n c e r n  w i t w w - a t  i s  now s o m e t i m e s  c a l l e d  " h e r s t o r y "  a n d  w i t h  

t h i s  new s t r e n g t h  : ame a new r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  women d i d  h a v e  a 

h i s t o r y  o f  c u l t u r a l  a c h i e v e m e n t .  Women w r i t e r s  b e g a n  t o  r e a l i z e
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t h a t  t h e y  d i d  n o t  h a v e  t o  e m u l a t e  t h e i r  m a l e  c o u n t e r p a r t s  i n  t h e i r  

w r i t i n g  s t y l e ;  r a t h e r ,  t h e r e  was a p o w e r f u l  f e m a l e  s e l f  f o r  whom 

e a r l i e r  f e m a l e  w r i t e r s  h a d  p r o v i d e d  p a t t e r n s  ( G i l b e r t  & G u b a r  

1 9 8 5 : 1 2 3 8 )  .

W h i l e  women w r i t e r s  w o r k e d  i n  m o s t  o f  t h e  same m o d e s  a n d  

g e n r e s  as  t h e i r  m a l e  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  ( b o t h  i n  t h e m e  a n d  i n  

t e c h n i q u e ) ,  t h e y  f r e q u e n t l y  w r o t e  a b o u t  f e m a l e  p o w e r ,  d e s c r i b i n g  

t h e i r  h e r o i n e s  as  i n d e p e n d e n t ,  e n e r g e t i c ,  a n d  as  s u r v i v o r s ,  w i t h  

a new a w a r e n e s s  o f  w o m e n ' s  e x p e r i e n c e s  a n d  p e r s p e c t i v e s .

E n t e r i n g  t h i s  new w o r l d  o f  f e m i n i s t  l i t e r a t u r e ,  women no  

l o n g e r  w e r e  d e f i n e d  o n l y  t h r o u g h  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  m e n ,  b u t  

b e g a n  t h e  e x p l o r a t i o n  a n d  e x a m i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  r o l e s  o f  women i n  

t h e i r  p r i v a t e  a n d  p u b l i c  l i v e s ,  a n d  p e r h a p s  m o s t  o f  a l l ,  w h a t  i t  

means  f o r  women t o  be f u l l  a n d  e q u a l  p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  t h e  d e c i s i o n s  

t h a t  s h a p e  a l l  o f  o u r  l i v e s .

B r i t i s h  w r i t e r ,  V i r g i n i a  W o o l f ,  i n  h e r  e s s a y  " M r .  B e n n e t t  and  

M r s .  B r o w n " ,  w r i t t e n  i n  1 9 1 0 ,  s p e a k i n g  o f  t h e  c h a n g e  i n  human 

c h a r a c t e r ,  d e c l a r e d  t h a t  " a l l  human r e l a t i o n s  h a v e  s h i f t e d . "  T h i s  

a n a l y s i s  c e r t a i n l y  a p p l i e d  t o  t h e  c h a n g i n g  r e l a t i o n s  b e t w e e n  t h e  

s e x e s ,  f o r  t h e  t e c h n o l o g i c a l  a n d  i n t e l l e c t u a l  c h a n g e s  o f  t h e  e a r l y  

t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  h a d  an e x t r a o r d i n a r y  e f f e c t  on  women o f  a l l  

c l a s s e s .  W o o l f  was  o n e  o f  t h e  f i r s t  m a j o r  w r i t e r s  o f  f e m i n i s t  

c r i t i c i s m  i n  t h e  E n g l i s h  l a n g u a g e .  I n  " A  Room o f  O n e ' s  Own"  

( 1 9 2 9 ) ,  an e s s a y  on women and  f i c t i o n ,  W o o l f  w r o t e  "We t h i n k  b a c k  

t h r o u g h  o u r  m o t h e r s  i f  we a r e  w o m e n , "  s t a t i n g  t h a t  e a r l y  n i n e t e e n t h  

c e n t u r y  women h a d  " n o  t r a d i t i o n  b e h i n d  t h e m ,  o r  o n e  s o  s h o r t  and
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p a r t i a l  t h a t  i t  was  o f  l i t t l e  h e l p . "  She  c a l l e d  f o r  a " w o m a n ' s  

s e n t e n c e , "  a s e n t e n c e  t h a t  w o u l d  be  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  t h e  " c om mo n  

s e n t e n c e . . .  m e n ' s s e n t e n c e . "  W o o l f  f u r t h e r  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  f o r  

c e n t u r i e s ,  women w r i t e r s  h a d  t r i e d  t o  e x p r e s s  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

t o  c u l t u r e  a n d  s o c i e t y ,  a l w a y s  w i t h  an  e y e  t o  t h e  f e m a l e  

e x p e r i e n c e ,  b u t  t h a t  w o m e n ' s  w r i t i n g  c o u l d  no  l o n g e r  be  c o n s i d e r e d  

i n  i s o l a t i o n  f r o m  t h e  s o c i a l ,  e c o n o m i c  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  f a c t s  t h a t  

d i c t a t e  much  o f  w o m e n ' s  c o n d i t i o n  ( G i l b e r t  & G u b a r  1 9 8 5 : 1 2 3 8 ) .

THE CONTEMPORARY WORLD 

A m a j o r  c u l t u r a l  s h i f t  o c c u r r e d  i n  t h e  y e a r s  s t a r t i n g  a r o u n d  

1 9 4 0 ,  as  t h e  l e g a l  s t a t u s  o f  women r o s e .  I n  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y ,  

d i v o r c e  h a d  b e c o m e  i n c r e a s i n g l y  common a n d  e a s y  t o  o b t a i n .  

N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h e r e  w e r e  r e l a t i v e l y  f e w  c h a n g e s  i n  t h e  s t a t u s  o f  

women i n  d i v o r c e  l a w s  u n t i l  t h e  1 9 7 0 s .  T h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  " n o  

f a u l t "  d i v o r c e  l a w s  i n  t h e  e a r l y  1 9 7 0 s  p e r h a p s  r e p r e s e n t e d  t h e  m o s t  

d r a m a t i c  s y m b o l  o f  t h e  way  i n  w h i c h  t h e  V i c t o r i a n  d o u b l e  s t a n d a r d  

o f  m o r a l i t y  h a d  b e e n  r e v e r s e d .  W h e r e a s ,  i n  t h e  p a s t  a woman c o u l d  

be c h a s t i s e d  and  d i v o r c e d  f o r  a d u l t e r y  ( w h i l e ,  o f t e n ,  a man c o u l d  

n o t ) ,  now e i t h e r  p a r t n e r  c o u l d  d i s s o l v e  a m a r r i a g e  f o r  a n y  o r  no  

r e a s o n  w h a t s o e v e r .  N o r  c o u l d  a d i v o r c e d  w o m a n ' s  c h i l d r e n  be  t a k e n  

f r o m  h e r  b y  t h e i r  f a t h e r  -  as  t h e y  c o u l d  i n  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  a n d  

e a r l y  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r i e s .  T h e  l a n d m a r k  S u p r e m e  C o u r t  d e c i s i o n  i n  

t h e  1973  c a s e  o f  Roe v . Wade g a v e  women an  u n p r e c e d e n t e d  c o n t r o l  

o v e r  t h e i r  own r e p r o d u c t i v e  s y s t e m s .

T h r o u g h o u t  t h e  s i x t i e s  and  s e v e n t i e s ,  e q u a l  pay  a c t s  w e r e
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p a s s e d  a n d  e q u a l  o p p o r t u n i t y  c o m m i s s i o n s  w e r e  e s t a b l i s h e d ,  s e e k i n g  

t o  c o r r e c t  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  l a r g e  d i f f e r e n t i a l s  b e t w e e n  m a l e  a n d

f e m a l e  w a g e s .  T h e  E q u a l  Pa y  A c t  o f  1 96 3  a n d  t h e  C i v i l  R i g h t s  a c t  

o f  1964  p r e s e n t e d  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  t h a t  women s h o u l d  n o t  be  p a i d  l e s s  

money  f o r  d o i n g  t h e  same w o r k  as  men a n d  j o b  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  was  

o u t l a w e d  on  t h e  b a s i s  o f  g e n d e r  as  w e l l  a s  r a c e .

T h e  i s s u e  o f  w a g e s  f o r  w o m e n ' s  w o r k  b e ca m e  an

i n c r e a s i n g l y  c r i t i c a l  o n e ,  b e c a u s e ,  s t a r t i n g  w i t h  e m p l o y m e n t  

o p p o r t u n i t i e s  c r e a t e d  b y  W o r l d  War  I I ,  e n o r m o u s  n u m b e r s  o f  women 

w e r e  b r o u g h t  i n t o  t h e  j o b  m a r k e t .  T h i s  s i t u a t i o n  c r e a t e d  

m o n u m e n t a l  p r o b l e m s  f o r  women :  1)  women w o r k e r s  w e r e  c l u s t e r e d  i n

l o w  s t a t u s ,  l o w  p a y i n g  j o b s ;  2 )  f e w  m a r r i e d  women w o r k e r s  w e r e  

d e f i n e d  as  p r i m a r y  e a r n e r s  e v e n  when  t h e y  w e r e  t h e  s o l e  s u p p o r t e r s  

o f  t h e m s e l v e s  o r  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s ;  and  3 )  w o r k i n g  women h a d  f e w  

s u p p o r t  s y s t e m s  t o  h e l p  t h e m  c o p e  w i t h  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  f e m a l e  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  o f  c h i l d  c a r e  and  h o u s e w o r k .

A l l  o f  t h e s e  s h i f t s  i n  w o m e n ’ s l e g a l  s t a t u s  had  t h e i r  p r o b l e m s  

and  c o n s e q u e n c e s .  T h e  e a s e  o f  d i v o r c e  l e d  t o  u n p r e c e d e n t e d

d i v o r c e  r a t e s ;  t h e r e  was  a w e a k e n i n g  o f  a l i m o n y  a nd  c h i l d  s u p p o r t

p a y m e n t s .  A d i v o r c e e  was f r e q u e n t l y  i m p o v e r i s h e d  and  s o l e l y  

r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  w e l f a r e  o f  h e r  c h i l d r e n .  A b o r t i o n  l e g i s l a t i o n  

was c o n t i n u a l l y  b e i n g  c h a l l e n g e d  by  t h e  s o - c a l l e d  r i g h t  t o  l i f e  

g r o u p s .  T o d a y ,  i n  t h e  w o r k p l a c e ,  women s t i l l  e a r n  o n l y  70 c e n t s  

f o r  e v e r y  d o l l a r  e a r n e d  b y  a man ( R i x  1 9 8 8 : 3 4 6 ) .

M o r e  women a r e  s e e k i n g  h i g h e r  e d u c a t i o n  t h a n  e v e r  b e f o r e .  F o r  

i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  women a t t e n d i n g  c o l l e g e  i n c r e a s e d  by  n e a r l y
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82 p e r c e n t  b e t w e e n  1970  a n d  1 9 8 5 ,  a n d  b y  1 9 8 5 ,  women r e p r e s e n t e d  

m o r e  t h a n  h a l f  o f  a l l  c o l l e g e  s t u d e n t s .  Women a r e  m a k i n g  

s i g n i f i c a n t  m o v e m e n t s  t o w a r d  o c c u p a t i o n a l  i n t e g r a t i o n  i n  

p r o f e s s i o n s  s u c h  as  e x e c u t i v e ,  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  a n d  m a n a g e r i a l  

o c c u p a t i o n s .  H o w e v e r ,  t h e  t r u t h  o f  t h e  m a t t e r  i s  t h a t  m o s t  women 

w o r k  i n  s e x  s e g r e g a t e d  j o b s ,  i n  f a r  f e w e r  o c c u p a t i o n s  t h a n  men ( R i x  

1 9 8 8 : 3 4 6 )  .

T h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  i n  t h e  s i x t i e s  o f  b i r t h  c o n t r o l  m e t h o d s  m e a n t  

t h a t  f o r  u n m a r r i e d  women a new m o r a l i t y  was  p o s s i b l e ,  a m o r a l i t y  

no  l o n g e r  g r o u n d e d  i n  t h e  t h r e a t  o f  p r e g n a n c y .  M a r r i e d  women a l s o  

r e a l i z e d  a new c o n t r o l  o v e r  f a m i l y  s i z e .  A l o n g  w i t h  t h i s  new 

f r e e d o m  came t h e  l e g a l i z a t i o n  o f  p o r n o g r a p h y  i n  t h e  l a t e  f i f t i e s ,  

w h i c h  s ee m e d  t o  t u r n  women i n t o  c o n s u m a b l e  l u x u r y  g o o d s .  W i t h  t h i s  

c h a n g i n g  a t t i t u d e  o f  t h e  e r a ,  s o c i a l  p r o b l e m s  s u c h  as  c h i l d  a b u s e ,  

w i f e  b e a t i n g  a n d  r a p e  i n c r e a s e d ,  p e r h a p s  b e c a u s e  o f  a g r e a t e r  

a w a r e n e s s  on t h e  p a r t  o f  t h e  p u b l i c  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e s e  i s s u e s .  

S e x u a l  l i b e r a t i o n  and  w o m e n ' s  l i b e r a t i o n  w e r e  c e r t a i n l y  n o t  

i d e n t  i c a 1.

B e t t y  F r i e d a n ,  i n  T h e  F e m i n i n e  M y s t i q u e  ( 1 9 6 3 ) ,  d e f i n e d  t h e  

e m p t i n e s s  o f  t h e  s u b u r b a n  h o u s e w i f e  i n  t h e  1 9 5 0 s .  Women w e r e  

d i s c o v e r i n g  t h r o u g h  c o n t e m p o r a r y  l i t e r a t u r e  w r i t t e n  by  women ( a s  

w e l l  as  t h e i r  i n v o l v e m e n t  i n  t h e  c i v i l  r i g h t s  m o v e m e n t  a nd  l a t e r  

i n  t h e  p e a c e  m o v e m e n t ) ,  t h a t  t h e y  w a n t e d  m o r e  o u t  o f  l i f e  t h a n  

b e i n g  t h e  d u t i f u l  r o b o t - l i k e  w i f e  a nd  m o t h e r  i n  t h e  s u b u r b s .  

Women,  b o t h  t h o s e  i n  f a v o r  o f  t h e i r  own l i b e r a t i o n  a n d  t h o s e  

o p p o s e d  t o  i t ,  b e g a n  t o  o r g a n i z e .  T h i s  c a n  be  s e e n  i n  t h e  f i g h t
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o v e r  ( a n d  d e f e a t )  o f  t h e  p a s s a g e  o f  t h e  E q u a l  R i g h t s  A m e n d m e n t .  

T h e  f o u n d i n g  o f  NOW ( T h e  N a t i o n a l  O r g a n i z a t i o n  o f  Women)  i n  1966  

h a d  i t s  s u p p o r t e r s  a n d  d e t r a c t o r s ,  b u t  NOW h a s  c o n t i n u e d  t o  b e  a 

f o r c e  i n  p r e s e n t i n g  w o m e n ' s  i s s u e s .  As a n a t i o n a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  

NOW w o r k s  w i t h i n  t h e  e s t a b l i s h e d  e c o n o m i c  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  s y s t e m s  t o  

a d v o c a t e  f o r  s o c i a l  c h a n g e s  on  b e h a l f  o f  women .

D e s p i t e  a l l  o f  t h e s e  c o n t r o v e r s i e s  a n d  d i f f e r e n c e s  among 

women,  a s i g n i f i c a n t  p h e n o m e n o n  o c c u r r e d  d u r i n g  t h i s  p e r i o d :  t h e

d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  w o m e n ' s  s t u d i e s  as  an  a r e a  o f  i n t e l l e c t u a l  c o n c e r n  

i n  c o l l e g e s  and  u n i v e r s i t i e s .  E d u c a t o r s  o f  a l l  a r e a s  j o i n e d  d u r i n g  

t h e  s e v e n t i e s  a nd  e i g h t i e s  t o  u n d e r t a k e  an  i n t e r d i s c i p 1 i n a r y  

e x a m i n a t i o n  o f  w o m e n ' s  r o l e  i n  h i s t o r y  a n d  s o c i e t y .  J o u r n a l s  b e g a n  

e x p l o r i n g  n o t  o n l y  t h e  g e n d e r  p r e s s u r e s  a l l  women s eemed  t o  s h a r e ,  

b u t  a l s o  t h e  d i s t i n c t i v e  p e r s p e c t i v e s  t h a t  m a r k e d  t h e  l i v e s  o f  

d i s p a r a t e  g r o u p s  a n d  c u l t u r e s  -  b l a c k s ,  l e s b i a n s ,  H i s p a n i c s ,  

w o r k i n g  c l a s s  women and  o t h e r s .  T h e  e f f o r t  was t o  w i d e n  t h e  s c o p e  

o f  s c h o l a r l y  i n q u i r y  f r o m  a s t u d y  o f  a m a l e  c u l t u r e  t o  a s t u d y  o f  

human c u l t u r e .

W h e t h e r  t h e y  d e f i n e d  t h e m s e l v e s  as  f e m i n i s t s  o r  n o t ,  women 

w r i t e r s  f r o m  t h e  f o r t i e s  t h r o u g h  t h e  e i g h t i e s  w r o t e  o u t  o f  a d o u b l e  

c o n s c i o u s n e s s :  on  t h e  o n e  h a n d ,  a new i n t e n s e  a w a r e n e s s  o f  t h e i r  

r o l e  as  f e m a l e  a r t i s t s  who h ad  i n h e r i t e d  an i n c r e a s i n g l y  g r e a t  

t r a d i t i o n ;  a nd  on t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  a new s e n s e  o f  t h e i r  

v u l n e r a b i l i t y  as women who l i v e d  i n  a s o c i e t y  h o s t i l e  t o  f e m a l e  

a m b i t i o n  a nd  wi h e l d  an o f t e n  m i s t a k e n  i m a g e  o f  women as

i n d i v i d u a l s .  T h e  w o r k  o f  many women w r i t e r s  e x h i b i t s  an
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i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i t h  a " s i s t e r h o o d ”  a n d  w i t h  l i t e r a l  o r  l i t e r a r y  

m o t h e r s .  I n  c o m i n g  t o  t e r m s  w i t h  b o t h  t h e  m a l e  a n d  f e m a l e  f o r c e s  

t h a t  s h a p e d  t h e m ,  c o n t e m p o r a r y  w r i t e r s  w e r e  c o n s i s t e n t l y  s t r u g g l i n g  

t o  d e f i n e  t h e  c u l t u r a l  f o r c e s  t h a t  h a d  f o r m e d  t h e i r  p e r s o n a l  a n d  

a r t i s t i c  i d e n t i t i e s .  I t  was  d u r i n g  t h i s  p e r i o d  t h a t  f e m a l e  w r i t e r s  

p r o l i f e r a t e d  i n  a l m o s t  e v e r y  g e n r e .

S u c h  a s e a r c h  f o r  t h e  r o o t s  o f  s e l f h o o d  b e c a m e  i m p o r t a n t  f o r  

women,  a n d  e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  t h o s e  w i t h  r a c i a l ,  e t h n i c  a n d  l e s b i a n  

s u b c u l t u r e s .  I n  d e f i n i n g  b o t h  t h e m s e l v e s  a n d  t h e i r  w o r l d s ,  women 

w r i t e r s ,  no  m a t t e r  w h a t  t h e  g e n r e ,  e x p l o r e d  t h e i r  d i v e r s e  c u l t u r a l  

a nd  s e x u a l  h e r i t a g e s .

M o r e  a n d  m o r e ,  women b e g a n  t o  r e f l e c t  t h e s e  c h a n g e s  i n  

w r i t i n g s  o f  t h e i r  o w n .  T h e y  b e g a n  t o  i n v e s t i g a t e  a nd  e x a m i n e  t h e i r  

h i s t o r i c a l  a n d  s o c i a l  r o l e s  f r o m  t h e  d i s t i n c t i v e  p e r s p e c t i v e  t h e y  

owned  as  women.  T h e i r  w r i t i n g  t h u s  e x p l o r e d  t h e  p r o b l e m s  and  

p r e s s u r e s  s h a r e d  by  a l l  women ,  w h i l e  a t  t h e  same t i m e  t r a c i n g  a 

n u m b e r  o f  d i s t i n c t i v e  p r e s s u r e s  w h i c h  m a r k  t h e  l i v e s  o f  d i f f e r e n t  

s u b c u l t u r e s  w i t h i n  t h e  f r a m e w o r k  o f  a " f e m a l e  c u l t u r e . "

F r o m  t h e i r  e a r l i e s t  r o l e s  as  h e l p m a t e s  a n d  m o t h e r s ,  t h r o u g h  

t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  s t r u g g l e s  f o r  r e f o r m ,  t o  c o n t e m p o r a r y  

s t r u g g l e s  t o  d e f i n e  t h e i r  p u b l i c  r o l e s  a n d  t h e  m e a n i n g  o f  g e n d e r  

e q u a l i t y ,  A m e r i c a n  women a r e  c o n t i n u a l l y  c h a l l e n g i n g  a nd  r e d e f i n i n g  

t h e  b o u n d a r i e s  o f  t h e i r  l i v e s ,  b o t h  p r i v a t e  and  p u b l i c .  An 

i n t e g r a l  i n g r e d i e n t  i n  e a c h  o f  t h e s e  e v o l v i n g  r o l e s  h a s  b e e n  a 

s e n s e  o f  b o n d i n g  and  c o n n e c t e d n e s s  t h a t  i s  s h a r e d  by  women.

T h i s  t h e s i s  e x a m i n e s  how t h e  i m a g e s  o f  A m e r i c a n  women i n  t h e
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t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  a r e  d e f i n e d  ( a n d  p e r h a p s  r e d e f i n e d )  b y  women 

w r i t e r s .  I w i l l  l o o k  a t  t h e  w r i t i n g s  o f  v a r i o u s  A m e r i c a n  women ,  

i n c l u d i n g  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  p o e t r y ,  f i c t i o n ,  e s s a y s ,  m e m o i r s  - a l w a y s  

w i t h  an  e m p h a s i s  on  t h e  u n i q u e  v i s i o n  o f  w o m e n ’ s i m a g e s .

P a r t  ! ,  A New C o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  e x a m i n e s  t h e  " woman  q u e s t i o n "  a n d  

t h e  c h a n g e s  o c c u r r i n g  as  women a w a k e n  t o  a new s e a r c h  f o r  p e r s o n a l  

f r e e d o m  a n d  s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n .  I h a v e  i n c l u d e d  w r i t i n g s  by  

E l i z a b e t h  C a d y  S t a n t o n ,  K a t e  C h o p i n ,  C h a r l o t t e  P e r k i n s  G i l m a n  and  

M a r y  E.  W i l k i n s  F r e e m a n ,  a l l  l a t e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  a n d  e a r l y  

t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  w r i t e r s .

P a r t  I I , Among Women, l o o k s  a t  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e s  o f  women 

t h r o u g h  f e m a l e  f r i e n d s h i p s ,  m o t h e r - d a u g h t e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  a n d  t h e  

b o n d  b e t w e e n  s i s t e r s .  L i t e r a t u r e  i n  t h i s  s e c t i o n  i n c l u d e s  w o r k s  

b y  E l i z a b e t h  C ady  S t a n t o n ,  C a r r o l l  S m i t h - R o s e n b e r g , B a r b a r a  L a z e a r  

A s c h e r ,  S u s a n  G l a s p e l l ,  T o n i  M o r r i s o n ,  L i l l i a n  H e i l m a n ,  A l i c e  

W a l k e r ,  J i l l  R o b i n s o n ,  T i l l i e  O l s e n ,  M a r g e  P i e r c y ,  A d r i e n n e  R i c h  

a nd  C a n d a c e  F l y n t .

T h e  t h e s i s  c o n c l u d e s  w i t h  P a r t  111 ,  A New Woman, an 

e x a m i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  r e d e f i n i t i o n  o f  f e m i n i s m  i n  t h e  f i f t i e s  and  

s i x t i e s ,  f o l l o w e d  by  an o v e r v i e w  o f  how women i n  t h e  s e v e n t i e s  and  

e i g h t i e s  h a v e  a t t e m p t e d  t o  r e s h a p e  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n  i n t o  l i f e s t y l e s  

t h a t  p r o v i d e  t h e m  w i t h  m o r e  c h o i c e s  and  a l t e r n a t i v e s .  T h i s  s e c t i o n  

i n c l u d e s  w o r k  by  C h a r l o t t e  P e r k i n s  G i l m a n ,  B e t t y  F r i e d a n ,  S y l v i a  

P l a t h ,  Sue K a u f m a n ,  E r i c a  J o n g ,  M a r i l y n  F r e n c h ,  M a r g e  P i e r c y ,  J o y c e  

C a r o l  O a t e s ,  A l i x  K a t e  S h u l m a n  and  May S a r t o n .
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PART I 

A NEW CONSCIOUSNESS

She w alke th  v e i le d  and s le e p in g , 
For she knoweth no t her power;
She obeyeth but th e  p lead in g  
Of her h e a r t ,  and th e  high lead ing  
O f her s o u l, unto t h is  hour.
Slow advancing, h a l t in g ,  c reep in g , 
Comes th e  Woman to  th e  hour! -  
She w alketh  v e i l e d  and s le e p in g , 
For she knoweth not her power.

-  C h a r lo t te  P erk ins  Gilman

A m e r i c a n  women e n t e r e d  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  w i t h  t h e  same 

s e n s e  o f  o b l i g a t i o n s  a n d  r e s p o n s i b i 1 i t i e s  t h e y  h a d  a l w a y s  f e l t .  

T h e y  c o n t i n u e d  as t h e  m a n a g e r s  a nd  n u r t u r e r s  o f  t h e  home a n d  f a m i l y  

and  m a i n t a i n e d  t h e i r  i n v o l v e m e n t  i n  v o l u n t e e r  w o r k  a n d  s o c i a l  

o r g a n i z a t i o n s ,  a t  l e a s t  t o  t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  s o c i e t y  p e r m i t t e d .  Y e t ,  

t h e y  b e g a n  t o  f e e l  t h e  n e e d  f o r  r e c o g n i t i o n  t h a t  t h e y  w e r e ,  i n d e e d ,  

an e q u a l  p a r t  o f  h u m a n i t y .  Women w r i t e r s  b e g a n ,  m o r e  t h a n  e v e r  

b e f o r e ,  t o  e x a m i n e  t h e  l i v e s  o f  women who w e r e  v i c t i m s  o f  a 

p a t r i a r c h a l  s o c i e t y .
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By t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  t h e  " wo man  q u e s t i o n "  h a d  

b e e n  a m a t t e r  o f  p u b l i c  d i s c u s s i o n  f o r  m any  y e a r s ,  a n d  c h a n g e s  w e r e  

t a k i n g  p l a c e .  T h e  t w o  n a t i o n a l  s u f f r a g e  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  m e r g e d  f o r  

t h e  f i n a l  p u s h  f o r  t h e  v o t e ,  w h i c h  w o u l d  t a k e  a n o t h e r  t h i r t y  y e a r s  

t o  a c c o m p l i s h .  U p p e r  c l a s s  women w e r e  a t t e n d i n g  c o l l e g e  i n  

i n c r e a s i n g  n u m b e r s ,  s t a r t i n g  t o  e n t e r  p r o f e s s i o n s  p r e v i o u s l y  n o t  

o p e n  t o  t h e m ,  a n d  s e e i n g  i m p r o v e d  m e d i c a l  c a r e  a n d  d r e s s  r e f o r m .  

W o m e n ' s  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  w e r e  n u m e r o u s ,  a n d  e v e n  t h e  l o w e r - c l a s s  women 

who w o r k e d  a n d  h a d  no t i m e  f o r  s u c h  s o c i a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n s ,  f o u n d  

u n i t y  i n  o r g a n i z i n g  i n t o  u n i o n s  t o  c o m b a t  p o o r  w o r k i n g  c o n d i t i o n s .  

Women a t  a l l  l e v e l s  o f  s o c i e t y  w e r e  b e c o m i n g  a p a r t  o f  a m o v e m e n t  

w h i c h  was  b e g i n n i n g  t o  deman d  m o r e  p e r s o n a l  f r e e d o m  f o r  women as  

t h e y  i n c r e a s i n g l y  m ov ed  i n t o  t h e  p u b l i c  s p h e r e .

The  "woman q u e s t i o n "  i n v o l v e d  m o r e  t h a n  an a w a r e n e s s  o f  t h e  

n e e d  f o r  m o r e  e d u c a t i o n a l  o p p o r t u n i t i e s ,  b e t t e r  w o r k i n g

c o n d i t i o n s ,  o r  m o r e  i n v o l v e m e n t  i n  t h e  p u b l i c  s p h e r e ,  -  a l t h o u g h  

t h e s e  w e r e ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  i m p o r t a n t .  M o r e  i m p o r t a n t ,  p e r h a p s ,  was  

t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  a u t o n o m y  t h a t  women w e r e  b e g i n n i n g  t o  d e m a n d .  A 

c h a n g e  wa s  t a k i n g  p i  a c e  i n  w o m e n ' s c o n s c  i o u s n e s s  w i t h  a r e a l i z a t  i o n  

t h a t  t h e r e  was v a l u e  i n  t h e i r  t h o u g h t s ,  t h e i r  f e e l i n g s ,  a n d  t h e i r  

c r e a t i v i t y .  W i t h  t h i s  new a w a k e n i n g ,  women a t  t h e  t u r n  o f  t h e  

c e n t u r y  b e g a n  t o  e x p e r i e n c e  a new s e n s e  o f  s e l f  and  a d i f f e r e n t  

way o f  v i e w i n g  t h e  w o r l d .

W i t h  t h i s  new a t t i t u d e  o f  " l i b e r a t i o n "  came t h e  i s s u e  o f  l a w s  

g o v e r n i n g  t h e  r i g h t s  o f  women ,  b e c a u s e  women w e r e  s t i l l  w i t h o u t
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p o l i t i c a l  p o w e r  a n d  w e r e  e c o n o m i c a l l y  o p p r e s s e d  a n d  u n d e r e d u c a t e d .  

Women a t t e m p t e d  t h r o u g h  r e f o r m  g r o u p s  t o  e x t e n d  t h e i r  r o l e  as  

n u r t u r e r s  a n d  m o r a l  t e a c h e r s  f r o m  t h e  d o m e s t i c  t o  t h e  p u b l i c  

s p h e r e .  T h e y  i n c r e a s e d  t h e i r  d e m a n d s  f o r  f e m a l e  e n f r a n c h i s e m e n t ,  

a nd  w o m e n ' s  p u b l i c a t i o n s  b e g a n  t o  a p p e a r  w h i c h  o p e n l y  f o c u s e d  o n  

i s s u e s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  p r o b l e m s  o f  women ( G i l b e r t  & G u b a r  

1 9 8 5 : 9 6 6 )  .

T h i s  new g e n r e  -  w o m e n ’ s l i t e r a t u r e  -  c r e a t e d  an a w a r e n e s s  i n  

women t h a t  t h e i r  e x p e r i e n c e s  w e r e  i n d e e d  s h a r e d ,  e v e n  common;  t h a t  

t h e y  w e r e  n o t  m a d ,  a n d  t h a t  o t h e r  women f e l t  t h e  same w a y .  Women 

b e g a n  t o  r e a l i z e  a n e e d  f o r  l i t e r a t u r e  t h a t  named t h e i r  p a i n  a n d  

a l l o w e d  t h e m  t o  s e e  t h e  e m p t i n e s s  a n d  i s o l a t i o n  i n  t h e i r  l i v e s  as  

an i n s i g h t  r a t h e r  t h a n  as  o n e  m o r e  i n d i c a t i o n  o f  t h e i r  

w o r t h l e s s n e s s .  One o f  t h e  m eans  o f  t h i s  e x p r e s s i o n  f o r  p e r s o n a l  

f r e e d o m  was f o u n d  i n  t h e  w o m e n ’ s r i g h t s  m o v e m e n t .

Many n o t a b l e  A m e r i c a n  women a r e  r e c o g n i z e d  f o r  t h e i r  l i f e l o n g  

l e a d e r s h i p  o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  w o m e n ’ s r i g h t s  m o v e m e n t ,  

S u s an  A n t h o n y ,  t h e  G r i m k e  s i s t e r s ,  L u c r e t i a  M o t t ,  C a t h e r i n e  

B e e c h e r ,  L u c y  S t o n e ,  t o  name a f e w .  P e r h a p s ,  t h o u g h ,  t h e  

s u f f r a g i s t  who m o s t  e m b o d i e s  t h e  i d e a l s  o f  t h i s  c e n t u r y  o f  s t r u g g l e  

i s  E l i z a b e t h  C a d y  S t a n t o n .  H e r  i n s i s t e n c e  on i n c l u d i n g  t h e  demand  

f o r  woman s u f f r a g e  i n  t h e  D e c l a r a t i o n  f o r  S e n t i m e n t s  o f  t h e  1848  

S e n e c a  F a l l s  W o m e n ' s  R i g h t s  C o n v e n t i o n  was  c o n t r o v e r s i a l  , b u t  i t  

i s  now b e l i e v e d  t ^ a t  s h e  h a d  t h e  v i s i o n  t o  s e e  t h a t  t h e  deman d  f o r  

s u f f r a g e  was  t r e  * ey  t o  p o l i t i c a l  c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  S t a n t o n  a l s o  

i n s i s t e d  on  t h e  i n c l u s i o n  o f  an e x a m i n a t i o n  o f  w h a t  c o n s t i t u t e d  t h e
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r i g h t s  o f  wo men .

I n  a s p e e c h  d e l i v e r e d  i n  1 8 9 2 ,  " T h e  S o l i t u d e  o f  S e l f " ,  S t a n t o n  

a d v a n c e d  t h e  b e l i e f  t h a t ,  u l t i m a t e l y ,  l i f e  made  t h e  same d e m a n d s  

o f  women as  o f  m e n ,  r e q u i r e d  t h e  same r e s o u r c e s  o f  t h e m ,  a n d  

t h e r e f o r e ,  s h o u l d  p r o v i d e  t h e m  w i t h  t h e  same i n d i v i d u a l  r i g h t s .  

I n  t h i s  s p e e c h ,  h e r  e m p h a s i s  was  o n  a d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  i n n e r  

e x p e r i e n c e  common t o  b o t h  men a n d  women.  I n  d i s c u s s i n g  t h e  r i g h t s  

o f  women ,  s h e  p r o p o s e d  t h a t  we m u s t  f i r s t  c o n s i d e r  w h a t  " b e l o n g s  

t o  h e r  as  an i n d i v i d u a l ,  i n  a w o r l d  o f  h e r  o w n ,  t h e  a r b i t e r  o f  h e r  

own d e s t i n y "  ( D u B o i s  1 9 8 1 : 2 4 7 ) .  She w e n t  o n  t o  r e f l e c t  t h a t :

. . . . t h e r e  i s  a s o l i t u d e  w h ich  each and e v e ry  one o f  us has a lw ays 

c a r r ie d  w ith  h im , more in a c c e s s ib le  th a n  th e  ic e - c o ld  m o u n ta in s , 

more p ro fo u n d  th a n  th e  m id n ig h t  sea; th e  s o l i t u d e  o f  s e l f .  Our 

in n e r  b e in g  w h ich  we c a l l  o u r s e l f ,  no eye n o r to u c h  o f  man o r  angel 

has eve r p ie rc e d . . .  .Such is  in d iv id u a l l i f e .  Who, I ask you, can 

ta k e ,  da re  ta k e  on h im s e lf  th e  r ig h t s ,  th e  d u t ie s ,  th e  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  o f  a n o th e r human s o u l?  (D uB ois 1981:253) .

As t h e  s u f f r a g e  m o v e m e n t s h a p e d  t h e  w r i t i n g  o f  women i n  t h i s  

p e r i o d ,  l i t e r a r y  women a l s o  b e g a n  t o  h e l p  c l a r i f y  t h e  a i m s  o f  t u r n  

o f  t h e  c e n t u r y  f e m i n i s m .  D u r i n g  t h e s e  y e a r s ,  women w r i t e r s  f e l t  

t h e m s e l v e s  t o  be  l i v i n g  t h r o u g h  a p e r i o d  o f  t r a n s i t i o n ,  f o r  t h e y  

w e r e  w r i t i n g  i n  an age  when  t h o u s a n d s  o f  women w e r e  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  

c r o s s  t h e  t h r e s h o l d  f r o m  t h e  p r i v a t e  t o  t h e  p u b l i c  s p h e r e .  U n l i k e  

m any o f  t h e  women w r i t e r s  o f  t h e  V i c t o r i a n  e r a ,  l i t e r a r y  women no
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lo n g e r  f e l t  s o  c o n s t r a i n e d  t o  w r i t e  c o v e r t l y  a b o u t  t h e i r  r e b e l l i o n  

a g a i n s t  r o l e s  d e t e r m i n e d  b y  s o c i e t y .  R a t h e r ,  m any w r i t e r s  f e l t  

f r e e  t o  w r i t e  b o t h  o f  t h e i r  p r o t e s t s  a n d  o f  a v i s i o n  o f  a w o r l d  i n  

w h i c h  women m i g h t  e x p e r i e n c e  c o m p l e t e  f r e e d o m  ( G i l m a n  & G u b a r  9 6 7 ) .

K a t e  C h o p i n  was  s u c h  a w r i t e r .  I n  a l l  h e r  s h o r t  s t o r i e s ,  

C h o p i n  w r o t e  o f  e s c a p e  f r o m  t r a d i t i o n  a n d  a u t h o r i t y .  A n u m b e r o f  

s t o r i e s  e x a m i n e d  t h e  i n e q u i t i e s  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  m a r r i a g e ,  a n d  som e 

l o o k e d  a t  o t h e r  w a y s  i n  w h i c h  s o c i e t y  m i g h t  be  c h a n g e d  t o  a l l o w  

women o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  e m o t i o n a l ,  s e x u a l  a n d  i n t e l l e c t u a l  f r e e d o m .

t n  o n e  o f  h e r  b e s t  k n o w n  s h o r t  s t o r i e s ,  " T h e  S t o r y  o f  an 

H o u r , "  C h o p i n  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  r e s p o n s e  o f  a woman who r e c e i v e s  t h e  

news  t h a t  h e r  h u s b a n d  h a s  b e e n  k i l l e d  i n  a r a i l r o a d  a c c i d e n t ;  s h e  

w e eps  u n c o n t r o l l a b l y  a n d  t h e n  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  s h e  i s  " f r e e ,  f r e e ,  

f r e e . "  T h e  f e e l i n g s  o f  l i b e r a t i o n  f e l t  b y  L o u i s e  M a l l a r d  w e r e  

c 1 e a r :

She d i d  n o t  s to p  t o  ask i f  i t  were o r  were n o t a m onstrous jo y  th a t  

h e l d  h e r .  A c le a r  and e x a lte d  p e rc e p tio n  ena b le d  h e r t o  d is m is s  th e  

s u g g e s tio n  as t r i v i a l . . .She saw a lo ng  p ro c e s s io n  o f  ye a rs  to  come 

t h a t  w ou ld  b e lo n g  to  h e r a b s o lu te ly .  And she opened and spread he r 

arms o u t  t o  them in  welcome ( D ie t r ic h  & S u n d re l1 1983:73) .

L o u i s e  M a l l a r d  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  s h e  w o u l d  be  a b l e  t o  l i v e  f o r  

h e r s e l f  i n  t h e  c o m i n g  y e a r s ;  t h e r e  w o u l d  be  " n o  p o w e r f u l  w i l l  

b e n d i n g  h e r s  i n  t h a t  b l i n d  p e r s i s t e n c e  w i t h  w h i c h  men a n d  women 

b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e y  h a v e  a r i g h t  t o  i m p o s e  a p r i v a t e  w i l l  u p o n  a
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f e 11o w - c r e a t u r e "  ( D i e t r i c h  & S u n d r e l  1 9 8 3 : 7 3  ) .  I r o n i c a l l y ,  h e r  

s h o r t - l i v e d  l i b e r a t i o n  t u r n s  t o  s h o c k i n g  r e a l i t y  as  h e r  h u s b a n d  

s a f e l y  r e t u r n s  hom e .

T h i s  s h o r t  s t o r y  l e d  t h e  way  t o  C h o p i n ' s  b e s t  k n ow n  n o v e l ,  

T h e  A w a k e n i n g , p u b l i s h e d  i n  1 8 9 9 .  I n  t h i s  n o v e l ,  hum an f r e e d o m  i s  

a t  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  e v e r y t h i n g ,  a nd  C h o p i n  i s  a t t a c k i n g  t h e  

i m p o s i t i o n s  o f  s o c i e t y  u p o n  hum an f r e e d o m ,  e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  w om en.

I n  t h i s  n o v e l ,  E d na  P o n t e l l i e r ,  a y o u n g  woman i n  h e r  l a t e  

t w e n t i e s ,  i s  m a r r i e d  t o  a s u c c e s s f u l  New O r l e a n s  b u s i n e s s m a n  and  

i s  t h e  m o th e r  o f  t w o  y o u n g  c h i l d r e n .  W h i l e  on  a sum m er h o l i d a y ,  

E d na  i s  a t t r a c t e d  b o t h  t o  t h e  s e a  and  t o  a y o u n g  m a n ,  R o b e r t .  She 

s o o n  f i n d s  h e r s e l f  a w a k e n e d  s o c i a l l y  a n d  s e x u a l l y  t o  " h e r  p o s i t i o n  

i n  t h e  u n i v e r s e  as  a hum an b e i n g "  ( C u l l e y  1 9 7 6 : 1 4 ) .

I t  i s  t h i s  " a w a k e n i n g "  t h a t  s t a r t s  E d na  on  h e r  s e a r c h  f o r  

s e l f .  She  l e a r n e d  as  a y o u n g  g i r l  t o  l i v e  t h e  d u a l  l i f e  -  " t h a t  

o u t w a r d  e x i s t e n c e  w h i c h  c o n f o r m s ,  t h e  i n w a r d  l i f e  w h i c h  q u e s t i o n s "  

( C u l l e y  1 9 7 6 : 1 5 ) .  Now,  s h e  b e g i n s  a s k i n g  t h e  b a s i c  q u e s t i o n s :  Who 

am I?  Why am I h e r e ?  W h a t  i s  my p l a c e  i n  t h e  u n i v e r s e ?  I n  l o o k i n g  

f o r  a n s w e r s ,  E d n a  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  s h e  m u s t  b r e a k  l o n g - s t a n d i n g  

h a b i t s  o f  s e e k i n g  a p p r o v a l ,  o f  t r y i n g  t o  p l e a s e  p a r e n t s ,  l o v e r s ,  

h u s b a n d s ,  f r i e n d s ,  c h i l d r e n ,  b u t  n e v e r  h e r s e l f .  I n  e x a m i n i n g  h e r  

l i f e ,  s h e  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  s h e  h a s  n e v e r  k n o w n  p e r s o n a l  f r e e d o m ,  b u t  

t h a t  h e r  l i f e  b e l o n g s  t o  o t h e r s .

E d na  f e e l s  a f f e c t i o n  a n d  c o n c e r n  f o r  h e r  h u s b a n d ,  b u t  h a s  

b e c o m e  m o r e  a n d  m o r e  s t i f l e d  by  h i s  p o l i t e ,  u n s p o k e n  d e m a n d s  f o r  

h e r  s u b m i s s i v e n e s s  and  a c q u i e s c e n c e  as  a p r o p e r  w i f e  a n d  m o t h e r .
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She i s  h i s  p r i z e d  p o s s e s s i o n  a n d  he f e e l s  a p r o p r i e t a r y  o w n e r s h i p  

o v e r  h e r .

S u ch  an  i n s t a n c e  o c c u r s  e a r l y  i n  t h e  n o v e l  w hen E d na  h a s  j u s t  

r e t u r n e d  f r o m  an  a f t e r n o o n  o f  s w i m m i n g  i n  t h e  g u l f  w i t h  y o u n g  

R o b e r t  L e b r u n .  H e r  h u s b a n d ,  w a i t i n g  f o r  h e r  u n d e r  a s u n s h a d e  a t  

t h e  c o t t a g e ,  e x c l a i m s :  " Y o u  a r e  b u r n t  b e y o n d  r e c o g n i t i o n , "  a n d  he  

l o o k s  a t  h i s  w i f e  " a s  o n e  l o o k s  a t  a v a l u a b l e  p i e c e  o f  p e r s o n a l  

p r o p e r t y  w h i c h  h a s  s u f f e r e d  som e d a m a g e " ( C u l l e y  1 9 7 6 : 4 ) .

We a r e  t o l d  t h a t  M r .  P o n t e l l i e r  i s  a " r a t h e r "  c o u r t e o u s  

h u s b a n d  " s o  l o n g  a s "  h i s  w i f e  was  s u b m i s s i v e .  O nc e  s h e  i s  n o t ,  he  

b e co m e s  a n g r y  a n d  " r u d e " .  E d na  i s  a c c u s t o m e d  t o  an  a u t h o r i t a r i a n  

p a t r i a r c h  s i n c e  h e r  f a t h e r  " h a d  c o e r c e d  h i s  own w i f e  i n t o  h e r  

g r a v e , "  a n d  t h i s  a t t i t u d e  o f  p a t r i a r c h a l  a u t h o r i t y  i s  p r e s e n t  i n  

h e r  m a r r i a g e  as  h e r  own h u s b a n d  n a g s  i n  " a  m o n o t o n o u s ,  i n s i s t e n t  

w a y "  ( C u l l e y  1 9 7 6 : 7 ) .

A t  o n e  p o i n t ,  e a r l y  i n  t h e  n o v e l ,  M r .  P o n t e l l i e r  a w a k e n s  

E d n a  when  h e  com es i n  l a t e  f r o m  t h e  c l u b  a n d  i n s t r u c t s  h e r  t o  g e t  

up a n d  c a r e  f o r  o n e  o f  t h e  c h i l d r e n  who a p p e a r e d  i l l  t o  h i m .  He 

t h e n  i m m e d i a t e l y  g o e s  o f f  t o  s l e e p  and  E d n a  c a r e s  f o r  t h e  c h i l d ,  

who i s  n o t  i l l .  A f t e r w a r d s ,  s h e  b e g i n s  t o  c r y :  " S h e  c o u l d  n o t  h a v e  

t o l d  why  s h e  was  c r y i n g . "  E dna  i s  a c c u s t o m e d  t o  s u c h  i n c i d e n t s  i n  

h e r  m a r r i e d  l i f e ,  b u t  f o r  t h e  m o s t  p a r t  t h e y  seem  u n i m p o r t a n t  

b e c a u s e  o f  h e r  h u s b a n d ' s  k i n d n e s s  a t  o t h e r  t i m e s .  H o w e v e r ,  " a n  

i n d e s c r i b a b l e  o p p r e s s i o n ,  w h i c h  seem ed  t o  g e n e r a t e  i n  some 

u n f a m i l i a r  p a r t  o f  h e r  c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  f i l l e d  h e r  w h o l e  b e i n g  w i t h  

a v a g u e  a n g u i s h .  I t  was  l i k e  a s h a d o w ,  . . . i t  was s t r a n g e  a n d
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u n f a m i l i a r ;  i t  was a mood" ( C u l l e y  1 9 7 6 : 8 ) .

I n  a l a t e r  s c e n e ,  E d n a  m a ke s  a n o t h e r  t r i p  t o  t h e  b e a c h  w i t h  

R o b e r t ,  a n d  s h e  i s  a g a i n  m o v e d :

A c e r ta in  l i g h t  was b e g in n in g  t o  dawn d im ly  w i t h in  h e r ,  -  th e  l i g h t  

w h ic h , show ing th e  way, fo r b id s  i t . . . A t  t h e  e a r ly  p e r io d  i t  se rved  

b u t  t o  b e w ild e r  h e r . I t  moved h e r t o  dream s, t o  th o u g h tfu ln e s s ,  t o  

th e  shadowy angu ish  w h ich  had overcome h e r th e  m id n ig h t  when she had 

abandoned h e r s e l f  t o  te a r s .

In  s h o r t ,  M rs. P o n t e l l ie r  was b e g in n in g  to  r e a l i z e  he r  p o s i t io n  in  

th e  u n iv e rs e  as a human b e in g , and t o  re c o g n iz e  h e r r e la t io n s  as an 

in d iv id u a l  t o  th e  w o r ld  w i th in  and abou t h e r (C uT ley 1976:15) .

E d n a  d i s c o v e r s  t h a t  s h e  i s  n o t  a " m o t h e r - w o m a n . "  I n d e e d ,  s h e  

o f t e n  s e n d s  h e r  c h i l d r e n  t o  h e r  i n - l a w s ,  m uch t o  t h e  d i s m a y  o f  t h e  

t w o  o t h e r  s i g n i f i c a n t  women i n  t h e  n o v e l ,  M a d e m o i s e l l e  R e i s z  a n d  

Madame R a t i g n o l l e ,  who c o n s t a n t l y  r e m i n d  E d n a  o f  h e r  d u t i e s  as  a 

w i f e  a n d  m o t h e r .  She l o v e s  h e r  c h i l d r e n ,  s e e s  t o  t h e i r  n e e d s  and  

c a r e ,  b u t  i s  n o t  c o m f o r t a b l e  w i t h  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  r o l e  o f  w i f e  a n d  

m o t h e r .  Y e t ,  s h e  h a s  d i f f i c u l t y  i m a g i n i n g  a l t e r n a t i v e s .  U s i n g  

V i r g i n i a  W o o l f ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  " t h e  a n g e l  i n  t h e  h o u s e " ,  C h o p i n  

d e s c r i b e s  t h e  " m o t h e r  w om an" as  b e i n g  t h o r o u g h l y  s e l f - s a c r i f i c i n g .  

" T h e y  w e r e  w o m e n  who i d o l i z e d  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ,  w o r s h i p p e d  t h e i r  

h u s b a n d s ,  a nd  e s t e e m e d  i t  a h o l y  p r i v i l e g e  t o  e f f a c e  t h e m s e l v e s  as  

i n d i v i d u a l s  and  g r o w  w i n g s ,  as m i n i s t e r i n g  a n g e l s "  ( C u l l e y
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1 9 7 6 : 1 0 ) .  E d n a  c a n n o t  b r i n g  h e r s e l f  t o  b e  o n e  o f  t h o s e  women .

E d n a  h a s  a l w a y s  f e l t  t h a t  a p a r t  o f  h e r  b e i n g  b e l o n g s  o n l y  t o  

h e r .  She  h a s  t h o u g h t s  a n d  e m o t i o n s  w h i c h  " n e v e r  v o i c e d  

t h e m s e l v e s , "  a n d  p e r h a p s  i t  i s  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e s e  f e e l i n g s  t h a t  s h e  

f e e l s  a p a r t  f r o m  h e r  c h i l d r e n .  As s h e  " a w a k e n s " ,  s h e  t e l l s  Madame 

R a t i g n o l l e  " t h a t  s h e  w o u l d  n e v e r  s a c r i f i c e  h e r s e l f  f o r  h e r  

c h i l d r e n ,  o r  f o r  a n y  o n e . . . . !  w o u l d  g i v e  up  t h e  u n e s s e n t i a l ;  I 

w o u l d  g i v e  my m o n e y ,  I w o u l d  g i v e  my l i f e  f o r  my c h i l d r e n ;  b u t  I 

w o u l d n ' t  g i v e  m y s e l f "  ( C u l l e y  1 9 7 6 : 4 8 ) .

As t h e s e  y e a r n i n g s  f o r  i n d e p e n d e n c e  a nd  s e l f - d i s c o v e r y  

i n c r e a s e  i n  E d n a ,  s h e  b e g i n s  t o  a b a n d o n  h e r  d u t i e s  a s  a " g o o d

h o u s e w i f e "  a n d  r e f u s e s  h e r  s o c i a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  as  t h e  w i f e  o f

a b u s i n e s s m a n  on  t h e  r i s e .  She  m o v e s ,  a l o n e ,  t o  a c o t t a g e  w h e r e  

s h e  may be  f r e e  t o  s e e  h e r  own f r i e n d s  a n d  t o  p a i n t .  H e r  h u s b a n d  

i s  p u z z 1e d :

Mr.  P o n t e l l i e r  had been a r a th e r  c o u rte o u s  husband so lo ng  as he met 

a c e r ta in  t a c i t  subm iss ivene ss  i n  h i s  w i f e .  But  he r  new and 

unexpected  l i n e  o f  co n d u c t c o m p le te ly  b e w ild e re d  h im . I t  shocked 

h im . Then h e r a b s o lu te  d is re g a rd  f o r  h e r d u t ie s  as a w i f e  angered 

h im . When M r. P o n te l l ie r  became ru d e , Edna grew in s o le n t .  She had 

re s o lv e d  neve r t o  ta k e  a n o th e r s te p  backward (C u lle y  1976:57) .

M r .  P o n t e l l i e r  i s  b e w i l d e r e d  t h a t  Edna  i s  u n h a p p y  i n  h e r  r o l e  as

w i f e  a n d  m o t h e r .  " I t  seems  t o  me t h e  u t m o s t  f o l l y  f o r  a woman a t

t h e  h e a d  o f  a h o u s e h o l d ,  a n d  t h e  m o t h e r  o f  c h i l d r e n ,  t o  s p e n d  i n
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an  a t e l i e r  d a y s  w h i c h  w o u l d  be  b e t t e r  e m p l o y e d  c o n t r i v i n g  f o r  t h e  

c o m f o r t  o f  h e r  f a m i l y "  ( C u l l e y  1 9 7 6 : 5 7 ) .  W h a t  he  c a n n o t  s e e  i s  

t h a t  " s h e  was  b e c o m i n g  h e r s e l f  a n d  d a i l y  c a s t i n g  a s i d e  t h a t  

f i c t i t i o u s  s e l f  w h i c h  we a s s u m e  l i k e  a g a r m e n t  w i t h  w h i c h  t o  a p p e a r  

b e f o r e  t h e  w o r l d "  ( C u l l e y  1 9 7 6 : 5 7 ) .

E d n a  l i v e s  a l o n e  i n  h e r  c o t t a g e ,  t r y i n g  t o  make  a l i f e  f o r  

h e r s e l f  w i t h  f r i e n d s  a n d  h e r  p a i n t i n g  ( f r o m  a s m a l l  i n h e r i t a n c e  

r e c e i v e d  f r o m  h e r  m o t h e r ) .  She  e v e n  h a s  a b r i e f  a n d  n o t  e s p e c i a l l y  

r e w a r d i n g  s e x u a l  a f f a i r  w i t h  a f r i e n d ,  A l c e e  A r o b i n .  Y e t ,  E d n a  

c o n t i n u e s  t o  l o n g  f o r  R o b e r t ,  who l e f t  b e c a u s e  he  c o u l d  n o t  b r i n g  

h i m s e l f  t o  beco m e  i n v o l v e d  w i t h  a m a r r i e d  w om an. W hen h e  d o e s  

r e t u r n ,  E d n a  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  t h e y  c a n  f i n d  h a p p i n e s s .  H o w e v e r ,  w hen

R o b e r t  t e l l s  h e r  o f  h i s  d r e a m s  t o  mak e  h e r  h i s  w i f e ,  i f  M r .

P o n t e l l i e r  w i l l  o n l y  s e t  h e r  f r e e ,  E d na  l a u g h i n g l y  t e l l s  h i m :

You have been a v e ry ,  v e ry ,  f o o l is h  boy, w a s tin g  yo u r t im e  dream ing 

o f  im p o s s ib le  th in g s  when you speak o f  M r. P o n te l l ie r  s e t t in g  me 

f r e e !  I am no lo n g e r one o f  M r. P o n t e l l i e r ' s  posse ss io n s  to  d is p o s e  

o f  o r  n o t .  I g iv e  m y s e lf  where 1 choose. I f  he were to  say , 'H e re , 

R o b e rt, ta k e  h e r and be happy; she is  y o u r s , ’ I sh o u ld  laugh a t  you 

b o th  ( C u l l e y  1976:106) .

I m m e d i a t e l y  f o l l o w i n g  t h i s  d e c l a r a t i o n ,  Ed na  l e a v e s  R o b e r t  

b r i e f l y  t o  a t t e n d  t o  h e r  f r i e n d ' s  d i f f i c u l t  c h i l d b i r t h ;  a n d  when  

s h e  r e t u r n s  s h e  f i n d s  h i m  g o n e .  He v i e w s  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  q u i t e

d i f f e r e n t l y  f r o m  E d n a  a n d  f e e l s  t h a t  o n l y  m a r r i a g e  w o u l d  m a ke  h e r
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h i s  o w n .  C e r t a i n l y ,  h e  b e l i e v e s  i n  m a r r i a g e  i n  t h e  sam e way  t h a t  

M r ,  P o n t e l l i e r  d o e s .  When E d n a  f i n d s  h i s  n o t e  t e l l i n g  h e r  t h a t  h e  

h a s  l e f t  f o r  g o o d ,  s h e  d e s p a i r s .  B e c a u s e  o f  h e r  d e p e n d e n c e  u p o n

R o b e r t ,  E d n a  i s  a c t u a l l y  n o t  as  f r e e  a s  s h e  b e l i e v e d  h e r s e l f  t o  b e .

She  h a s  n o t  b e e n  a b l e  t o  f u l l y  r e a l i z e  t h e  m e a n i n g  o f  h e r  

a w a k e n i n g .  H e r  h u s b a n d  h a s  s c o f f e d  a t  h e r  r e v o l t  b y  r e f e r r i n g  t o  

h e r  as  h a v i n g  " s o m e  s o r t  o f  n o t i o n  i n  h e r  h e a d  c o n c e r n i n g  t h e  

e t e r n a l  r i g h t s  o f  w om en" ( C u l l e y  1 9 7 6 : 6 5 ) .  E d n a  seem s t o  be  

d e f e a t e d  by  a l l  o f  s o c i e t y ’ s f o r c e s ,  a n d  s h e  s e e s  no s o l u t i o n  t o  

h e r  r e c e n t  a w a k e n i n g .  T h e  f u t u r e  seem s t o  r e p r e s e n t  n o t h i n g n e s s  

t o  h e r .  S h o r t l y  t h e r e a f t e r ,  s h e  r e t u r n s  t o  t h e  s c e n e  o f  h e r  

o r i g i n a l  " a w a k e n i n g " ,  u n d r e s s e s  on  t h e  b e a c h ,  a n d  n a k e d ,  s w i m s  o u t  

t o  h e r  d e a t h .  H e r  a w a k e n i n g  t h u s  l e a d s  t o  h e r  s u i c i d e .

One o f  t h e  t r a g e d i e s  o f  t h e  e n d i n g  o f  t h e  n o v e l  i s  t h a t

d e s p i t e  h e r  n e e d  f o r  r e l e a s e  a n d  h e r  d e s i r e  f o r  l i f e  a n d  j o y ,

E d n a ’ s f a n t a s y  o f  f r e e d o m  d e p e n d s  on  a n o t h e r  hum an b e i n g .  T h o u g h  

s h e  m o v e s  c l o s e  t o  p e r s o n a l  f r e e d o m  when  s h e  m o v e s  i n t o  h e r  own 

h o u s e ,  E d n a  c a n n o t  c o m p l e t e l y  b r e a k  f r e e  b e c a u s e  s h e  i s  n o t  a b l e  

t o  d e p e n d  o n  h e r  own r e s o u r c e s  f o r  s t r e n g t h  a n d  s u p p o r t .  R a t h e r ,  

s h e  c o n t i n u e s  t o  d e p e n d  u p o n  a n o t h e r  p e r s o n ,  R o b e r t ,  a nd  w hen  he 

d e s e r t s  h e r ,  s h e  f e e l s  t h a t  s h e  c a n n o t  s u r v i v e .  E d n a  s e e s  t h a t  t o  

r e t u r n  t o  h e r  f o r m e r  l i f e  w o u l d  be  t o  p e r m i t  h e r  h u s b a n d  a n d  

c h i l d r e n  " t o  p o s s e s s  h e r ,  b o d y  and  s o u l "  a n d  s h e  i s  d e t e r m i n e d  

n e v e r  a g a i n  t o  s u b o r d i n a t e  h e r  i n d i v i d u a l i t y  t o  o t h e r s .  She h a s  a 

c h o i c e  o f  no  f r e e d o m  i n  h e r  l i f e  w i t h  P o n t e l l i e r  o r  o f  h e r  f r e e d o m  

i n  d e a t h .  She d o e s n ' t  f e e l  t h a t  s h e  h a s  t h e  i n d e p e n d e n c e  t o  make

26



a l i f e  f o r  h e r s e l f  a l o n e  o v e r  a l l  t h e  b a r r i e r s  o f  s o c i e t y ,  a n d  s o  

s h e  c h o o s e s  t o  e s c a p e  t h o s e  c o n s t r a i n t s .  She  c h o o s e s  d e a t h  w i t h  t h e  

r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  t h e  w o r l d  w i l l  n o t  p e r m i t  h e r  t o  h a v e  h e r  l i f e .  

D e a t h  seem s t o  be  t h e  o n l y  a v a i l a b l e  e s c a p e  f o r  h e r ,  g i v e n  h e r  

s e n s e  o f  h o p e l e s s n e s s .

I n  l o o k i n g  b e y o n d  w h a t  som e c o n s i d e r  " s e 1f i s h n e s s , "  o r  " b e i n g  

a b a d  m o th e r  a n d  w i f e , "  t h e r e  i s  t h e  w a s t e ,  -  t h e  w a s t e  o f  a 

p e r s o n ' s  l i f e  who j u s t  w o k e  up t o o  l a t e  t o  do  a n y t h i n g  t o  c h a n g e  

h e r  l i f e .  E d n a ' s  a w a k e n i n g  t e l l s  h e r  t h a t  s h e  h a s  no  e x i s t e n c e  

a p a r t  f r o m  h e r  c h i l d r e n ,  h e r  h u s b a n d  a n d  o t h e r  m en . And  w i t h o u t  

" e x i s t e n c e " ,  t h e r e  i s  no  p o i n t  i n  l i v i n g .  I f  s h e  c a n  no  l o n g e r  be  

j u s t  a w i f e ,  m o th e r  o r  m i s t r e s s ,  t h e n  w h a t  i s  s h e ?  I s  s h e  doom ed 

t o  b e  n o t h i n g ?  C h o p i n  s a y s  o f  E d n a ,  n e a r  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  n o v e l ,  

" T h e r e  was  no  o n e  t h i n g  on  e a r t h  t h a t  s h e  d e s i r e d . "  To  w a n t  

n o t h i n g  i s  t o  f e e l  u t t e r l y  h o p e l e s s  -  i n d e e d  s u i c i d a l .

I t  h a s  b e e n  s a i d  o f  T h e  A w a k e n i n g  t h a t  i t  i s  a v e r y  o d d  b o o k  

t o  h a v e  b e e n  w r i t t e n  i n  A m e r i c a  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h

c e n t u r y .  H o w e v e r ,  t h e r e  w e r e  m any c h a n g e s  t a k i n g  p l a c e  a t  t h e  t u r n  

o f  t h e  c e n t u r y .  F e m i n i s m  was  h a r d l y  a new i d e a  e v e n  t h e n ,  a n d  E d n a  

h e r s e l f  seems  a s y m b o l  o f  t h e  s h i f t s  o c c u r r i n g  as  A m e r i c a  m o v e d  

i n t o  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y .

T h e  A w a k e n i n g  r e c e i v e d  e x t r e m e l y  n e g a t i v e  r e v i e w s .  I n  f a c t ,

t h e  b o o k  was  b a n n e d  i n  som e c i t i e s  ( i n c l u d i n g  C h o p i n ' s  n a t i v e  S t .

L o u i s ) ,  a n d  i t  was  f i f t y  y e a r s  b e f o r e  t h e  b o o k  r e c e i v e d  t h e

a t t e n t i o n  i t  d e s e r v e s .  H o w e v e r ,  t h e  g r e a t  a c h i e v e m e n t  o f  K a t e  

C h o p i n  i s  t h a t  s h e  b r o k e  new g r o u n d  i n  A m e r i c a n  l i t e r a t u r e .  She
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was  t h e  f i r s t  woman w r i t e r  i n  h e r  c o u n t r y  t o  a c c e p t  p a s s i o n  a s  a 

l e g i t i m a t e  s u b j e c t  f o r  s e r i o u s  f i c t i o n ,  a n d  s h e  o p e n e d  t h e  d o o r  t o  

t h i s  t y p e  o f  f i c t i o n  b y  women w r i t e r s .

C h a r l o t t e  P e r k i n s  G i l m a n ,  a c o n t e m p o r a r y  o f  K a t e  C h o p i n ' s ,  i s  

a n o th e r  f e m a l e  w r i t e r  who w r i t e s  o f  w o m e n ’ s s t r u g g l e  f o r  p e r s o n a l  

f r e e d o m  a n d  s e l f  d e v e l o p m e n t .  G i l m a n  u n d e r s t a n d s  t h e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  

c o s t  t o  women o f  d o m e s t i c  s e c l u s i o n  a n d  d e n o u n c e s  t h e  e x c l u s i v e  u s e  

o f  f e m a l e  e n e r g y  i n t o  t h e  s e r v i c e  o f  w h a t  s h e  c o n s i d e r e d  a 

d e c l i n i n g  t r a d i t i o n .  I n  Women a n d  E c o n o m i c s . ( w h i c h  w i l l  be  

d i s c u s s e d  i n  a l a t e r  s e c t i o n ) ,  a n d  o t h e r  w o r k s  i n  w h i c h  s h e  

e x p l o r e s  a l t e r n a t i v e s  t o  f r e e  women f r o m  d o m e s t i c  s u b s e r v i e n c e ,  

G i l m a n  e s t a b l i s h e s  t h e  a r g u m e n t  f o r  t h e  c l a i m  t h a t  w o m e n ' s  e c o n o m i c  

d e p e n d e n c y  on  men i n h i b i t e d  n o t  o n l y  t h e i r  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a n d  

e m o t i o n a l  g r o w t h ,  b u t  a l s o  t h e  h e a l t h y  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  t h e  hum an 

s p e c i e s  ( G i l b e r t  & G u b a r  1 9 8 5 : 1 1 4 7 ) .

G i l m a n  d e v o t e d  m o s t  o f  h e r  a d u l t  l i f e  t o  a d v a n c i n g  t h e  

p r o p o s i t i o n  t h a t  w o m e n ' s  e c o n o m ic  i n d e p e n d e n c e  i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o  h e r  

p e r s o n a l  f r e e d o m .  H o w e v e r ,  s h e  a l s o  w r o t e  f i c t i o n  a b o u t  women who 

h a v e  no  c o n t r o l  o v e r  t h e i r  l i v e s .

G i l m a n ' s  s h o r t  s t o r y ,  " T h e  Y e l l o w  W a l l p a p e r " ,  was  p u b l i s h e d  

a b o u t  t h e  sam e t i m e  a s  T h e  A w a k e n i n g . T h e  s t o r y  i s  an

a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l  a c c o u n t  o f  G i l m a n ' s  r e s t  c u r e  f o l l o w i n g  t h e  b i r t h  

o f  h e r  c h i l d ,  p r e s c r i b e d  by  D r .  S i l a s  W e i r  M i t c h e l l ,  who beca m e 

fa m o u s  f o r  p r e s c r i b i n g  t o t a l  i n a c t i v i t y  f o r  women w i t h  e m o t i o n a l  

p r o b l e m s .  The  t r e a t m e n t  was  f o r  b e d  r e s t  a n d  c o m p l e t e  i s o l a t i o n .  

N o t  s u r p r i s i n g l  y , women who w e r e  a l r e a d y  b o r e d ,  r e s t l e s s  o r  a n x i e t y
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r i d d e n  f r o m  in a d e q u a te  c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  o u t s i d e  w o r l d ,  w e r e  m ade 

e v e n  w o r s e  b y  t h i s  p r e s c r i p t i o n .

T h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ,  who  r e m a in s  n a m e l e s s  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  s t o r y  

( s i g n i f y i n g  a l a c k  o f  i d e n t i t y ) ,  i s  s u f f e r i n g  f r o m  d e p r e s s i o n  

f o l l o w i n g  t h e  b i r t h  o f  h e r  c h i l d .  H e r  h u s b a n d  h a s  t a k e n  h e r  t o  an 

i s o l a t e d  c o l o n i a l  m a n s i o n  t o  s p e n d  t h e  sum m er r e c o v e r i n g  f r o m  h e r  

i l l n e s s ,  f a r  re m o v e d  f r o m  f a m i l y  a n d  f r i e n d s .  A t  h e r  h u s b a n d ’ s 

i n s i s t e n c e ,  s h e  i s  c o n f i n e d  t o  a l a r g e  ro o m  w i t h  p a t t e r n e d  y e l l o w

w a l l p a p e r  a n d  b a r s  a t  t h e  w i n d o w s .  T h e  o n l y  p i e c e  o f  f u r n i t u r e  i n

t h e  ro o m  i s  a h u g e  b e d  w h i c h  i s  f a s t e n e d  t o  t h e  f l o o r .

T h e  w o m a n ' s  h u s b a n d ,  J o h n ,  i s  a p h y s i c i a n  a n d  i n s i s t s  t h a t  s h e  

f o l l o w  h i s  o r d e r s ,  " f o r  t h e  s a k e  o f  h e r  f a m i l y  a n d  h e r s e l f . "  He 

a s s u r e s  e v e r y o n e  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  n o t h i n g  t h e  m a t t e r  b u t  t e m p o r a r y  

n e r v o u s  d e p r e s s i o n .  J o h n  i s  " v e r y  c a r e f u l  a n d  l o v i n g , "  b u t  t r e a t s  

h i s  w i f e  a s  a c h i l d ,  b e l i e v i n g  t h a t  he  k n o w s  w h a t  i s  b e s t  f o r  h e r .  

She i s  a w r i t e r ,  b u t  he  r e f u s e s  t o  a l l o w  h e r  t o  w r i t e  f o r  f e a r  t h a t  

s h e  w i l l  t i r e  t o o  e a s i l y .  She t r i e s  t o  p r o t e s t ,  b u t  he  l o v i n g l y  

r e f u s e s  a n y  r e q u e s t  f o r  a c t i v i t y .  She r e a l i z e s  t h a t  s h e  i s  b e i n g

t r e a t e d  as  a c h i l d ,  b u t  w i t h  e a c h  p r o c l a m a t i o n  o f  p r o t e s t ,

e x c l a i m s ,  " W h a t  i s  o n e  t o  d o ? "  She w a n t s  t o  w r i t e ,  t o  s e e  f r i e n d s ,  

t o  e n g a g e  i n  s t i m u l a t i n g  c o n v e r s a t i o n ,  b u t  h e r  h u s b a n d  i n s i s t s  t h a t  

s he  m u s t  n o t  e n g a g e  i n  a n y  o f  t h e s e  a c t i v i t i e s ,  -  o n l y  r e s t ,  s o  

t h a t  s h e  w i l l  g e t  w e l l .

T h i s  s t o r y  i s  a b o u t  a woman who h a s  no  c o n t r o l  o v e r  h e r  b o d y  

o r  h e r  l i f e :
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I sometimes fancy th a t  in  my c o n d it io n , i f  I had less o p p o s itio n  and 

more s o c ie ty  and s tim u lus  -  bu t John says th e  very  w orst th in g  I can 

do is  to  th in k  about my c o n d it io n , and I confess i t  always makes me 

fe e l b a d . . .

1 have a sch e d u le  p r e s c r ip t io n  f o r  each ho u r in  th e  day ; he ta k e s  

a l l  c a re  fro m  me, and so I fe e l b a s e ly  u n g ra te fu l n o t t o  v a lu e  i t  

more (G ilm an  & Gubar 1 9 8 5 :1 1 4 8 ).

T h e  w om an, o v e r  a t h r e e  m o n th  p e r i o d ,  g o e s  m ad .  She o b j e c t s  

t o  t h e  y e l l o w  w a l l p a p e r  f r o m  t h e  b e g i n n i n g :  " I  n e v e r  saw a w o r s e

p a p e r  i n  my l i f e ,  o n e  o f  t h o s e  s p r a w l i n g ,  f l a m b o y a n t  p a t t e r n s  

c o m m i t t i n g  e v e r y  a r t i s t i c  s i n . "  As t i m e  g o e s  o n ,  s h e  b e g i n s  t o  

t e a r  a t  t h e  w a l l p a p e r  a n d  e v e n t u a l l y  b e c o m e s  o b s e s s e d  w i t h  t e a r i n g  

i t  a l l  o f f ,  as  s h e  b e g i n s  t o  s e e  s h a p e s  " . . . l i k e  a woman s t o o p i n g  

down a n d  c r e e p i n g  a b o u t  b e h i n d  t h a t  p a t t e r n . "  T h e  p r o g r e s s i o n  o f  

h e r  m a d n e s s  i s  m a tc h e d  w i t h  h e r  p r o g r e s s  i n  c o m p l e t e l y  s t r i p p i n g  

t h e  ro o m  o f  t h e  w a l l p a p e r .

As i n  T h e  A w a k e n i n g . J o h n ' s  w i f e  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  s h e  h a s  no  

" s e l f . "  She  i s  t h e  s o l e  p r o p e r t y  o f  h e r  h u s b a n d .  He n e v e r  c a l l s  

h e r  b y  nam e a n d  r e f e r s  t o  h e r  o n l y  as  "my  d e a r , "  "my  b l e s s e d  

l i t t l e  g o o s e , "  "my  d a r l i n g , "  " l i t t l e  g i r l , "  -  o n l y  a p o s s e s s i o n .  

One i s  l e f t  w i t h  t h e  f e e l i n g  t h a t  h e r  s t r u g g l e  f o r  an i d e n t i t y  o f  

h e r  own i s  s t i f l e d  a n d  s m o t h e r e d ,  n o t  o n l y  by  a l o v i n g  h u s b a n d ,  

b u t  b y  a s o c i e t y  w h i c h  c a n n o t  -  w i l l  n o t  -  r e c o g n i z e  t h a t  women a r e  

m o r e  a n d  m o re  b e g i n n i n g  t o  e x p e r i e n c e  t h e  n e e d  f o r  t h e i r  own
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v a l i d a t  i o n .

M o s t  o f  G i l m a n ' s  f i c t i o n a l  w r i t i n g  a p p e a r e d  i n  t h e  f i r s t  t w o  

d e c a d e s  o f  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  a n d  c a n  b e  r e a d  a s  an e f f o r t  t o  

e x p a n d  t h e  s u f f r a g e  s t r u g g l e :  t o  e n c o u r a g e  t h e  w o m e n ’ s m o v e m e n t t o  

a d d r e s s  l a r g e r  i s s u e s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  t e r m s  o f  r e c o g n i z i n g  women a s  

hum an b e i n g s .

I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  h e r  w o r k s  o n  t h e  e c o n o m ic  in d e p e n d e n c e  o f  women 

and  h e r  f i c t i o n ,  G i l m a n  a l s o  w r o t e  p o e t r y ,  m uch  o f  i t  a im e d  a t  

w om en, a l w a y s  u r g i n g  th e m  t o  p u r s u e  m o re  t h a n  a p a s s i v e  l i f e  o f  

s u b o r d i n a t i o n .  I n  t h e  poem  "W omen o f  T o - D a y " ,  G i l m a n  a d m o n i s h e s :

You women o f  to -d a y  who fe a r  so much 

The women o f  th e  f u tu r e ,  show ing how 

The dangers o f  h e r co u rse  a re  such and such -  

What a re  you now?

M othe rs  and W ives and Housekeepers, fo rs o o th !

G re a t nanes! you c r y ,  f u l l  scope t o  r u l e  and p le a s e !

Room f o r  w is e  age and e n e rg e t ic  y o u th ! -  

B u t a re  you th e se ?

*  *  *

And s t i l l  t h e  w a i l in g  b a b ie s  come and go,

And homes a re  w a s te , and husbands’ h e a r ts  f l y  f a r ,

The re  is  no hope u n t i l  you d a re  to  know 

The th in g  you a re !

( S t e in  1974:128)
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I n  t h i s  new f i c t i o n ,  t h e  f e m i n i s t  p l e a  i s  o f t e n  n o t  as  b o l d  

as  w i t h  C h o p in  a n d  G i l m a n ,  y e t  t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  p e r s o n a l  f r e e d o m  

i s  o f t e n  p r e s e n t .  M a ry  E.  W i l k i n s  F re e m a n ,  a p o p u l a r  w r i t e r  o f  

t h e  t i m e ,  w r i t e s  a b o u t  New E n g l a n d  women w ho l i v e  a u s t e r e  l i v e s  

i n  v i l l a g e  f a r m i n g  c o m m u n i t i e s .  F r e e m a n ' s  h e r o i n e s  r e c o g n i z e  t h e i r  

i s o l a t i o n  a n d  d e f i a n t l y  s t r u g g l e  t o  p r e s e r v e  t h e i r  i n t e g r i t y  

a g a i n s t  t h e  d e m a n d s  o f  a p a t r i a r c h a l  s o c i e t y .

I n  o n e  s t o r y  b y  F r e e m a n ,  " A  New E n g l a n d  N u n , "  L o u i s a  E l l i s  

w a i t s  f i f t e e n  y e a r s  f o r  h e r  b e t r o t h e d  t o  r e t u r n  f r o m  A u s t r a l i a ,  

w h e r e  h e  h a s  g o n e  t o  m a k e  h i s  f o r t u n e .  W hen he  com es b a c k ,  s h e  

l e a r n s  t h a t  he  l o v e s  a n o th e r  w om an. M a r r i a g e  h a d  b e e n  e x p e c t e d  o f  

L o u i s a ,  j u s t  as  i t  was  o f  a l l  y o u n g  w om en ; b u t  i t  was  n o t  

n e c e s s a r i l y  a l i f e  s h e  w o u l d  h a v e  c h o s e n .  She  r e l e a s e s  h i m  f r o m  

h i s  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  h e r  b e c a u s e  s h e  d o e s  n o t  w a n t  t o  c h a n g e  t h e  

c o m f o r t a b l e  r o u t i n e  t h a t  s h e  d e v e l o p e d  d u r i n g  h i s  a b s e n c e .  T h e  

a u t h o r  c o n c l u d e s :

I f  L o u is a  E l l i s  s o ld  h e r b i r t h r i g h t  she d id  n o t  know i t ,  th e  ta s te  

o f  th e  p o t ta g e  was so d e l ic io u s ,  and had been h e r s o le  s a t is f a c t io n

f o r  so lo n g . S e re n ity  and p la c id  narrow ness had become to  h e r as

th e  b i r t h r i g h t  i t s e l f  (Freeman 1967:17) .

A m e r i c a n  f i c t i o n  r a r e l y  p r o j e c t e d  t h e  m e s s a g e  t h a t  women m i g h t  

be c o n t e n t  t o  r e m a i n  u n m a r r i e d .  B u t  " s e r e n i t y  and  p l a c i d

n a r r o w n e s s ”  s u g g e s t s  a l i f e  o f  h a p p i n e s s ,  n o t  o f  f r u s t r a t i o n .  

A n o t h e r  t h e m e ,  w h i c h  w o u l d  becom e m uch m o r e  e x p l i c i t  i n  t h e
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t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  a l s o  a p p e a r e d  i n  "A New E n g l a n d  N u n " :  t h a t  a

woman c o u l d ,  and w o u l d ,  c o n s c i o u s l y  c h o o s e  s p i n s t e r h o o d  and r i s k  

t h e  u n p l e a s a n t n e s s  w h ic h  t h a t  s t a t u s  s u g g e s t e d ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  l i v e  

w i t h  a man sh e  d i d  n o t  l o v e  ( S o c h e n  1 9 8 2 : 1 9 6 ) .

I n  a n o t h e r  s h o r t  s t o r y  b y  F re e m a n , " T h e  R e v o l t  o f  M o t h e r " ,  t h e

m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ,  S a r a h  P e n n ,  a s s e r t s  h e r  r i g h t  t o  c o n t r o l  t h e

d o m e s t i c  s p h e r e  i n  w h i c h  s h e  i s  p l a c e d .  I n  t h e  r u r a l , f a r m l a n d  

s e t t i n g ,  S a r a h  P enn  h a s  r a i s e d  h e r  f a m i l y  i n  a r u n - d o w n  s h a c k  on  

t h e  f a m i l y  f a r m  w h i l e  h e r  h u s b a n d  h a s  c o n t i n u e d  t o  b u i l d  l a r g e ,  

m o d e rn  b a r n s  f o r  t h e  f a r m  a n i m a l s .  She  b e g s  h i m  t o  p r o v i d e  m o re  

a d e q u a te  h o u s i n g  f o r  h i s  f a m i l y  r a t h e r  t h a n  c o n t i n u e  w i t h  t h e  b a r n  

b u i l d i n g s  w h i c h  a r e  n o  l o n g e r  n e e d e d .  He i g n o r e s  h e r  r e q u e s t  a n d  

b u i l d s  s t i l l  a n o t h e r  b a r n  w h i l e  s h e  r e m a i n s  s i l e n t .  J u s t  a s  t h e  

b a r n  i s  c o m p l e t e d ,  M r .  P e nn  i s  c a l l e d  o u t  o f  to w n  f o r  t h e  p u r c h a s e

o f  som e f a r m  a n i m a l s .  W h i l e  he  i s  a w a y ,  M r s .  P enn  a n d  t h e  t w o

c h i l d r e n  m o ve  a l l  o f  t h e  h o u s e h o l d  b e l o n g i n g s  t o  t h e  new b a r n  and  

s e t  up h o u s e k e e p i n g  t h e r e .  When t h e  f a t h e r  r e t u r n s , he  i s  

a s t o n i s h e d  a nd  b e w i l d e r e d  by  w h a t  h a s  h a p p e n e d .

I n  t h i s  s t o r y ,  i t  i s  n o t  w i n n i n g  a b a t t l e  o r  t r i u m p h i n g  o v e r  

h e r  h u s b a n d  t h a t  S a r a  i s  s e e k i n g  b u t  b a s i c  c o m f o r t s :

"Now, f a th e r ,  you n e e d n 't  be sca re d . I a i n ' t  c ra z y . There a i n ' t  

n o th n ’ t o  be u p s e t o v e r .  B u t we ' ve  come h e re  to  l i v e ,  and w e ' r e  

g o in ' t o  l i v e  h e re . We’ ve g o t  je s t  as good a r i g h t  h e re  as new 

h o rse s  a n ' cows.  The house w a s n 't  f i t  f o r  us to  l i v e  i n  any lo n g e r ,  

a n ’ I made up my m ind I w a ' n ’ t  g o in  t o  s ta y  th e re .  I ' v e  done my
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duty by you fo r ty  y e a r , an' I'm  g o in ' to  do i t  now; but I'm  g o in ' 

to  l i v e  h e re” (Hogins 1984:93) .

E a r l i e r ,  S a r a  t e l l s  t h e  m i n i s t e r ,  who h a s  com e t o  a d m o n is h  h e r  f o r  

n o t  a c c e p t i n g  h e r  h u s b a n d ' s  a c t i o n s :

" . . .  I ’ ve been a member o f  th e  ch u rch  f o r  o v e r f o r t y  y e a rs . ! 'v e  g o t 

my own m ind an ' my own f e e t ,  a n ’ I 'm g o in ' t o  t h in k  my own th o u g h ts  

a n ' go my own way, a n ' nobody b u t  th e  L o rd  is  g o in ' t o  d ic ta t e  t o  

me u n le s s  I ’ ve a m ind t o  have h im " (H og ins  1984 :92) .

S a r a h  r e c o g n i z e s  t h e  l i m i t e d  e x t e n t  t o  w h i c h  s h e  c a n  c o n t r o l  h e r  

own l i f e .  Y e t ,  s h e  com es t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  h e r  l i f e  h a s  w o r t h  a n d  

t h a t  s h e  h a s  r i g h t s  w i t h i n  h e r  f a m i l y  a n d  c o m m u n i t y .  She  i s  a 

woman o f  i n t e g r i t y  who w o r k s  h a r d  f o r  h e r  f a m i l y  a nd  k e e p s  h e r  w o r d  

e v e n  i f  h e r  h u s b a n d  d o e s  n o t .

A m e r i c a n  women e n t e r e d  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  w i t h  t h e  sam e 

o b l i g a t i o n s  a nd  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  t h a t  h a d  a l w a y s  o c c u p i e d  t h e m .  

T h e y  c o n t i n u e d  t o  m a n a g e  t h e  home and  t h e  f a m i l y .  T h e y  r e m a i n e d  

t h e  p r o v i d e r s  a n d  p r e s e r v e r s  o f  a w a r m ,  s t a b l e  home a t m o s p h e r e .  

Y e t ,  t h e y  b e g a n  t o  dem and t h e  r e c o g n i t i o n  b y  s o c i e t y  t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  

an e q u a l  p a r t  o f  h u m a n i t y ;  t h a t  t h e  n e e d  f o r  p e r s o n a l  f r e e d o m  a n d  

i n d i v i d u a l i s m  i s  as  g r e a t  f o r  women as  i t  i s  f o r  men.

M o r e  t h a n  w o m a n ' s  d e s i r e  f o r  e q u a l i t y ,  f e m i n i s m  h a s ,  i n  m o s t 

o f  t h e s e  w r i t i n g s ,  b e e n  r e g a r d e d  as  an e x p r e s s i o n  o f  w o m a n ' s  d e s i r e  

f o r  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y .  T h e r e  w e r e  m any women w r i t e r s  o f  t h e  e a r l y
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t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  -  K a t e  C h o p i n ,  C h a r l o t t e  P e r k i n s  G i l m a n ,  E l l e n  

G l a s g o w ,  E d i t h  W h a r t o n ,  W i l l a  C a t h e r ,  a n d  m any m o re  -  who s h o w e d  

woman s t r u g g l i n g ,  n o t  t o  be  m a n ' s  s l a v e  n o r  h i s  m a s t e r ,  b u t  t o  

e x i s t  a s  an  in d e p e n d e n t  e n t i t y .  We owe  m uch  t o  t h e s e  e a r l y  

t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  women w r i t e r s  who  h e l p e d  t o  e x p r e s s  f o r  a l l  women 

t h a t  s e a r c h  f o r  s e l f .
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PART I I

AMONG WOMEN

Women h a v e  a n e e d  f o r  o t h e r  women f r o m  b i r t h  t o  d e a t h .  T h e  

e x p e r i e n c e  o f  f e m a l e  f r i e n d s h i p s ,  m o t h e r - d a u g h t e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  a n d  

t h e  a t t a c h m e n t  b e t w e e n  s i s t e r s ,  a l l  r e p r e s e n t  a b o n d ,  a 

c o n n e c t e d n e s s ,  a n e t w o r k  o f  e m o t i o n a l  a t t a c h m e n t s .  T h e  l o v e  

b e tw e e n  m o th e r s  a n d  d a u g h t e r s  a n d  t h e  b o n d  b e t w e e n  s i s t e r s  i s  an 

a n c h o r  o f  s e c u r i t y ,  r o o t e d n e s s  a n d  b e l o n g i n g ,  e v e n  w hen t h e r e  a r e  

t e n s i o n s  a n d  p r o b l e m s .  F e m a l e  f r i e n d s h i p s  c a n  o f t e n  r e p r e s e n t  

g r e a t e r  r i s k s  t h a n  f a m i l y  a n d  b l o o d  t i e s  b e c a u s e  t h e  c o m m itm e n t  i s  

b o u n d  o n l y  t o  t h e  d e s i r e  f o r  c o m p a n i o n s h i p  a n d  s u p p o r t  o f  a n o t h e r  

i n d i v i d u a l .  Y e t ,  t h e r e  a r e  c e r t a i n  u n i q u e l y  f e m a l e  r i t u a l s  t h a t  

d r a w  women t o g e t h e r  d u r i n g  e v e r y  s t a g e  o f  t h e i r  l i v e s ,  f r o m  

a d o l e s c e n c e  t h r o u g h  c o u r t s h i p ,  m a r r i a g e ,  c h i l d b i r t h  a nd  

c h i 1 d r e a r i n g , d e a t h  a n d  m o u r n i n g .  W om en, t h r o u g h  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  

w i t h  o t h e r  w om en , a r e  a b l e  t o  e x p l o r e  a n d  e x a m i n e  t h e i r  s e a r c h  f o r  

an i d e n t i t y  -  a s e l f - a w a r e n e s s .
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F R IE N D S H IP S

The t r u th  is  th a t  f r ie n d s h ip  to  me 
is  every  b i t  as sacred and e te rn a l as 
m a rria g e .

-K a th e r in e  M a n s fie ld , w r i t e r

F rie n d s h ip  between women can ta k e  d i f f e r e n t  
form s. I t  can run l i k e  a  r i v e r ,  q u ie t ly  and 
s u s ta in in g ly  through l i f e :  i t  can be an in te r ­
m it te n t ,  sometime th in g ;  o r i t  can explode  
l i k e  a m eteor, a l te r in g  th e  atmosphere so 
t h a t  no th ing  ever f e e ls  o r looks th e  same 
a g a in .

-M o lly  H a s k e ll,  c r i t i c

T h e  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  f e m a l e  f r i e n d s h i p s  i s  l i k e  a b r e a t h  o f  f r e s h  

a i r ,  l i k e  a f i r s t  d a y  o f  S p r i n g .  S u ch  f r i e n d s h i p s  r e p r e s e n t  a b o n d  

o f  c o n n e c t e d n e s s ,  a n e t w o r k  o f  e m o t i o n a l  a t t a c h m e n ts  a n d  

e x p e c t a t i o n s .  We h a v e  c h o i c e s  i n  f r i e n d s h i p s .  One c a n  t a k e  a n d  

l e a v e  a f r i e n d  w i t h  m o re  e a s e  t h a n  o n e  c a n  l e a v e  a m o t h e r ,  s i s t e r ,  

a u n t ,  o r  g r a n d m o t h e r .  As g i r l s  g r o w  i n t o  a d o l e s c e n c e  a nd  a d u l t h o o d  

and  b e g i n  t o  m ov e  f r o m  t h i s  a n c h o r  o f  f a m i l i a l  c o m m itm e n t ,  t h e y  

b e g i n  t o  mov e  i n  a w o r l d  o f  f r i e n d s  w i t h  g r e a t e r  r i s k ,  b u t  a l s o  

w i t h  l e s s  a s s u r a n c e  ( B e r n i k o w  1 9 8 0 : 1 1 3 ) .

Women a r e  a b l e  t o  be  f r e e  w i t h  o t h e r  w om en, -  t o  s h a r e  t h e  

j o y s  a n d  e n e r g y  o f  t h e i r  i n d i v i d u a l  l i v e s ;  b u t  a t  t h e  sam e t i m e  t o  

k now  t h a t  i n  f r i e n d s h i p  i t  i s  t h e i r  c h o i c e  t o  g i v e  t h e m s e l v e s  

f r e e l y  t o  a n o th e r  p e r s o n .
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I f ,  a s  s t a t e d  e a r l i e r ,  l i t e r a t u r e  i s  a s o r t  o f  m i r r o r  t h a t  

r e f l e c t s  t h e  w a y s  o f  t h e  w o r l d ,  t h e n  i t  i s  u n d e r s t a n d a b l e  t h a t  i t  

i s  n o t  u n t i l  w e l l  i n t o  w h a t  we t h i n k  o f  a s  t h e  m o d e rn  w o r l d  t h a t  

m uch h a s  b e e n  w r i t t e n  o n  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  f e m a l e  f r i e n d s h i p s .  

H i s t o r y  a n d  l i t e r a t u r e  r a r e l y  c e l e b r a t e  f e m a l e  f r i e n d s h i p  as  t h e y  

do  m a l e  c a m a r a d e r i e .  R a t h e r ,  we f i n d  e n d l e s s  p o r t r a y a l s  o f  wom en 

as  o n e  a n o t h e r ’ s b e s t  e n e m ie s  a n d  f i e r c e  r i v a l s  ( B l o c k  1 9 8 5 : 3 ) .

Now,  h o w e v e r ,  we h a v e  com e t o  kn o w  t h a t  t h i s  n e g a t i v e  

c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  o f  women h a s  b e e n  d i s t o r t e d  a n d  o v e r b l o w n .  I n  

f a c t ,  we h a v e  f o u n d  t h a t  f r i e n d s h i p s  b e t w e e n  women a r e  d e e p e r ,  m o re  

e n d u r i n g  a n d  m o re  p l e n t i f u l  t h a n  t h o s e  b e tw e e n  m en . Women h a v e  

b e e n  b r o u g h t  up  t o  s h a r e  f e e l i n g s  a n d  c o n c e r n s  w i t h  o t h e r s ;  t h e y  

a r e  a b l e  t o  o f f e r  s u p p o r t  f o r  o n e  a n o th e r  d u r i n g  t h e i r  w o r s t  t i m e s  

as w e l l  as  t h e i r  b e s t .  F e m a l e  f r i e n d s h i p s  c a n  be  i n t e n s e l y  

l o v i n g ,  s u s t a i n i n g  a n d  s u p p o r t i n g ;  h o w e v e r ,  w hen  t h e y  h a v e  g o n e  

a m i s s ,  t h e y  a r e  e n v i o u s ,  d e c e i t f u l  a nd  h u r t f u l .

I n  a c t u a l  l i f e ,  t h e  e n c o u n t e r  o f  woman w i t h  woman o c c u r s  i n  

d o m e s t i c  s e t t i n g s  m o re  o f t e n  t h a n  n o t .  Women s e e k  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  

f o r  i n v o l v e m e n t s  w i t h  f a m i l y  a n d  f r i e n d s .  I n  t h e  p a s t ,  e s p e c i a l l y ,  

t h i s  m e a n t  t h o s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w o u l d  d e v e l o p  w i t h i n  c l o s e  

p r o x i m i t y  t o  hom e . T h e  a n c i e n t  t a l k  o f  women a t  t h e  v i l l a g e  w e l l  

c an  be  t r a c e d  t h r o u g h  t i m e  t o  t h e  t a l k  o f  women a t  t h e  q u i l t i n g  

b e e .  T h e s e  a r e  n o t  women who " m a k e "  h i s t o r y ;  n e i t h e r  t h e i r  

a c t i v i t i e s  n o r  t a l k  i s  r e c o r d e d  i n  h i s t o r y  o r  l i t e r a t u r e ,  s o  we 

c a n  o n l y  i m a g i n e  and  s p e c u l a t e  a b o u t  t h e m .  Y e t ,  f r o m  d i a r i e s  a n d  

l e t t e r s  w r i t t e n  by women o v e r  t h e  c e n t u r i e s  we know t h a t  i n t i m a t e
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f e m a l e  f r i e n d s h i p s  d i d  e x i s t .

I n  e a r l y  C o l o n i a l  A m e r i c a ,  t h e  n e e d  f o r  f r i e n d s h i p  w i t h  o t h e r  

women w as s o  s t r o n g  t h a t  women t u r n e d  m any o f  t h e i r  h o u s e h o l d  

c h o r e s  i n t o  s o c i a l  o c c a s i o n s .  W i t h  a l l  o t h e r  s o c i a l  o u t l e t s  

b a r r e d ,  women saw  e a c h  o t h e r  b y  w a s h i n g  c l o t h e s  t o g e t h e r ,  

o r g a n i z i n g  s e w i n g  c i r c l e s ,  g e t t i n g  t o g e t h e r  i n  g r o u p s  t o  p u t  up  

f o o d  f o r  t h e  w i n t e r ,  a n d  v i s i t i n g  a n d  c a r i n g  f o r  t h e  s i c k .  

B e c a u s e  f a m i l i e s  o f t e n  l i v e d  i n  i s o l a t e d  a r e a s  aw ay f r o m  t h e  

e x t e n d e d  f a m i l y ,  t h e r e  was  an i n t e n s e  n e e d  f o r  c o m p a n io n s h ip  am ong 

w om en, a n d  women t u r n e d  t o  o t h e r  women f o r  a d v i c e  a n d  s u p p o r t  

( B l o c k  1 9 8 5 : 2 1 ) .

T h e  f e m a l e  f r i e n d s h i p  o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  i s  a n  a s p e c t  

o f  t h e  f e m a l e  e x p e r i e n c e  a b o u t  w h i c h  v e r y  l i t t l e  h a s  b e e n  w r i t t e n ,  

i n  t h i s  c e n t u r y ,  women m e t a n d  beca m e  f r i e n d s  t h r o u g h  v a r i o u s  c l u b s  

t h a t  w e r e  o r g a n i z e d  f o r  w om en , s u c h  as  t h e  S o r o s i s  C l u b ,  t h e  

W o m e n ' s  C h r i s t i a n  T e m p e ra n c e  U n i o n  a n d  t h e  Y o u n g  W o m e n ' s  C h r i s t i a n  

A s s o c i a t i o n .  T h e y  b e g a n  t o  m ov e  i n t o  t h e  p u b l i c  s p h e r e  a n d  f o r m  

f r i e n d s h i p s  o u t s i d e  t h e  f r a m e w o r k  o f  f a m i l y  a n d  f r i e n d s  l i v i n g  

w i t h i n  a s m a l l  a r e a .

I n  t h e  l a t e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  f e m a l e  f r i e n d s h i p s  f l o u r i s h e d ,  

b u t  s i n c e  l i t t l e  f i c t i o n  h a s  b e e n  w r i t t e n  a b o u t  th e m , t h e  b e s t  

s o u r c e  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  we h a v e  i s  f o u n d  i n  d i a r i e s  a n d  l e t t e r s .  

Many women a c t i v e  i n  t h e  W o m e n ' s  M o v e m e n t k e p t  d i a r i e s  a n d  

e x c h a n g e d  l e t t e r s  w h i c h ,  f o r t u n a t e l y ,  h a v e  b e e n  p r e s e r v e d .  One 

e x a m p l e  o f  a c l o s e ,  i n t i m a t e  f r i e n d s h i p  t h a t  l a s t e d  o v e r  a l i f e t i m e  

i s  f o u n d  i n  l e t t e r s  e x c h a n g e d  b e t w e e n  E l i z a b e t h  Cady  S t a n t o n  a n d
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S u s a n  B . A n th o n y .  T h e i r  f r i e n d s h i p  wa s  a n c h o r e d  i n  t h e i r  

in v o lv e m e n t  a n d  d e d i c a t i o n  t o  t h e  W o m en ’ s M o v e m e n t, a n d  i n  a l e t t e r  

t o  A n th o n y  i n  1 8 9 8 ,  S t a n t o n  w r o t e :

So c lo s e ly  in te rw o v e n  have been o u r  l i v e s ,  ou r  purposes and 

e x p e rie n c e s  t h a t ,  s e p a ra te d , we have a f e e l in g  o f  in co m p le tene ss  -  

u n i te d ,  such s t re n g th  o f  s e l f - a s s e r t io n  t h t  no o rd in a ry  o b s ta c le s ,  

d i f f i c u l t i e s  o r  danger e v e r appear t o  us as in s u rm o u n ta b le  (P o g re b in  

1 98 7 :3 03 ).

A n o th e r  t i m e ,  S t a n t o n  w r o t e  t o  A n t h o n y :  " N o  p o w e r i n  h e a v e n ,  

h e l l  o r  e a r t h  c a n  s e p a r a t e  u s ,  f o r  o u r  h e a r t s  a r e  e t e r n a l l y  w e d d e d  

t o g e t h e r . "  She  o f t e n  r e m i n d s  A n th o n y  t o  " d r e s s  l o o s e l y "  s o  t h a t  

s h e  c a n  r e t a i n  h e r  h e a l t h  a n d  m o b i l i t y .  To  L u c y  S t o n e ,  s h e  w r i t e s ,  

" A l l  y o u  n e e d  i s  t o  c u l t i v a t e  y o u r  p o w e r  o f  e x p r e s s i o n . "  To 

A n t o i n e t t e  B r o w n :  " D o n ’ t  h e s i t a t e ,  b u t  i n  t h e  nam e o f  e v e r y t h i n g

go f o r w a r d "  ( B e r n i k o w  1 9 8 0 : 1 4 2 ) .

T h e  f r i e n d s h i p  b e t w e e n  A n t o i n e t t e  B r o w n  a n d  L u c y  S to n e  seem s 

t o  be  a s  i n t e n s e .  T h e  t w o  women m e e t a t  O b e r l i n  C o l l e g e  a n d ,  

a l t h o u g h  t h e r e  a r e  m any d i f f e r e n c e s  b e t w e e n  th e m  ( o n e  l i k e s  s t a r k  

Q u a k e r  c l o t h i n g  a n d  t h e  o t h e r  d r e s s e s  i n  f a n c y  c l o t h e s  a n d  

d e c o r a t e d  h a t s ) ,  t h e y  be co m e  g o o d  f r i e n d s .  On o n e  o c c a s i o n ,  B r o w n  

w r i t e s  t o  S t o n e :

My h e a r t  has ju s t  been c a l l e d  back t o  th e  t im e  when we used t o  s i t  

w i th  o u r arms around each o th e r  a t  th e  su n se t hour and t a lk  and t a l k
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o f  o u r  f r ie n d s  and o u r homes and o f  te n  thousan d  s u b je c ts  o f  m u tua l 

in t e r e s t  u n t i l  b o th  o u r h e a r ts  f e l t  warmer and l i g h t e r  f o r  th e  p u re  

communion o f  s p i r i t  (B e rn ik o w  1 9 8 0 :1 4 2 ).

T h i r t y  y e a r s  l a t e r ,  t h e  t w o  women a r e  s t i l l  e x c h a n g i n g  l e t t e r s  a n d  

s h a r i n g  i n t i m a c i e s  a b o u t  t h e i r  l i v e s  a n d  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s .

By a n a l y z i n g  t h e  l e t t e r s  a n d  d i a r i e s  o f  women o f  t h e

n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  C a r r o l l  S m i t h - R o s e n b e r g , i n  h e r  b o o k ,  

D i s o r d e r l y  C o n d u c t , h a s  d i s c o v e r e d  " a  v a s t  s p e c t r u m  o f  w o m e n ' s  

i n t i m a c y " .  I n t e n s e ,  l o v i n g ,  e v e n  s e n s u a l  f e m i n i n e  f r i e n d s h i p s  w e r e  

d e e p l y  im p o r t a n t  t o  V i c t o r i a n  women a n d  w e r e  c o n s i d e r e d  " b o t h  

s o c i a l l y  a c c e p t a b l e  a n d  f u l l y  c o m p a t i b l e  w i t h  h e t e r o s e x u a l  

m a r r i a g e "  ( S m i t h - R o s e n b e r g  3 1 ) .  One s u c h  w om an , M a r y  F o o t e ,  f o r  

e x a m p l e ,  w r o t e  t o  h e r  b e l o v e d  f r i e n d ,  H e l e n a  G i l d e r :

I w anted so t o  p u t my arms a round my g i r l  o f  a l l  t h e  g i r l s  i n  t h e  

w o r ld  and t e l l  h e r . . .  I lo v e  h e r as w ive s  do lo v e  t h e i r  husbands, as 

f r ie n d s  who have ta k e n  each o th e r  f o r  l i f e  (P o g re b in  1987 :282).

A f t e r  b o t h  women w e r e  m a r r i e d  a n d  M a r y  was  p r e g n a n t ,  H e l e n a  w r o t e :  

Y ours  is  th e  warm c lo s e  c la s p in g  woman's hand le a d in g  me s te p  by 

s te p  th ro u g h  th e  sac red  m y s te r ie s  o f  w ife h o o d  and m otherhood. Yes, 

my d a r l in g  -  even in  t h a t  la s t  a w fu l m y s te ry  m ust b l in d  my

sh u d d e rin g  eyes -  I c o u ld  bea r i t  b e t te r  because I know t h a t  you

have bo rne  i t  and l i v e d  and k e p t you r sweet f a i t h  w ho le  (P o g re b in  

1 98 7 :2 9 2 ).
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I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  c o n te m p o r a r y  wom en t o  r e a d  t h e s e  w o r d s  

w i t h o u t  a s s u m i n g  a s e x u a l  i n v o l v e m e n t  i n  t h e s e  f r i e n d s h i p s .  

H o w e v e r ,  S m i t h - R o s e n b e r g  d i s c o u n t s  t h i s  i d e a  a s  " j u s t  t h e  wa y  

V i c t o r i a n s  w r o t e :  o p e n l y ,  e m o t i o n a l l y  a n d  u n a s h a m e d  o f  t h e i r

f r i e n d s h i p s "  ( B l o c k  1 9 8 5 : 2 3 ) .  W h e th e r  t h e s e  f r i e n d s h i p s  w e r e ,  

i n d e e d ,  r o m a n t i c  o r  a n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  way  o f  e x p r e s s i n g  d e e p  

a f f e c t i o n ,  t h e y  w e r e  c e r t a i n l y  c h e r i s h e d  f r i e n d s h i p s  t h a t  p r o v i d e d  

a r i c h n e s s  a n d  v a l i d i t y  t o  w o m e n ' s  l i v e s .

T h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  s c h o o l s  a n d  c o l l e g e s  f o r  g i r l s  i n  t h e  

l a t e  1 8 0 0 s  p r o v i d e d  g r e a t e r  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  m e e t o t h e r  w om en. T h e y  

p r o v i d e d  a p l a c e  o u t s i d e  t h e  f a m i l y  f o r  a g i r l  t o  com e a n d  know  

a n o th e r  f e m a l e  p e r s o n .  T h e  way  seem ed  t o  b e  o p e n i n g  f o r  y o u n g  

g i r l s ,  as  t h e y  beca m e  w om en , t o  s h a r e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  i n t e r e s t s  a n d  

f o r m  f r i e n d s h i p s  a n d  b o n d s  o u t s i d e  t h e  s m a l l  w o r l d  i n  w h i c h  t h e y  

h ad  b e e n  c o n f i n e d .

Women s h a r e  a o n e n e s s  w i t h  e a c h  o t h e r  t h a t  i s  h a r d  t o  

d e s c r i b e .  W r i t e r  B a r b a r a  L a z e a r  A s c h e r ,  i n  a 1983  e s s a y ,  d e s c r i b e s  

t h i s  f e e l i n g  o f  k i n s h i p  w h e n e v e r  s h e  s e e s  a b a g  l a d y ,  a n d  s e e s  

h e r s e l f  " s l i p p i n g  p a s t  t h e  e d g e  o f  t i m e  a n d  s p a c e  i n t o  an a b a n d o n e d  

d o o r w a y . ”  She t e l l s  o f  r i d i n g  a b u s  w hen  a b a g  l a d y  c l i m b e d  o n ,  

h e a v i n g  h e r s e l f  a n d  h e r  p o s s e s s i o n s  w i t h  h e r .  As s h e  p u s h e d  

h e r s e l f  t o  t h e  b a c k  o f  t h e  b u s ,  t h e  men i g n o r e d  h e r  a n d  c o n t i n u e d  

t o  r e a d  t h e i r  p a p e r s .  " B u t  t h e  women b eca m e  v e r y  i n t e n s e ,  as  i f  

s h e  w e r e  s e n d i n g  a c u r r e n t  t h r o u g h  t h e m ,  a n d  w hen s h e  g o t  up  t o  

l e a v e ,  t h e r e  w a s n ' t  a woman who d i d n ' t  t u r n  t o  w a t c h  h e r  s a f e l y
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dow n t h e  s t e p s ,  w a t c h i n g  u n t i l  s h e  was  o u t  o f  s i g h t . ”  W h a t t h e  b a g  

l a d y  l e f t  b e h i n d  i s  w h a t  women h a v e  a l w a y s  f e l t  a b o u t  t h e  p l i g h t  

o f  o t h e r  wom en -  a s c e n t  o f  v u l n e r a b i l i t y .  “ I t  i s  a f e a r f u l  s c e n t  

o f  o u r  o w n ;  i t  s e t s  o f f  o u r  own  i m a g i n i n g s "  (N e w h o u s e  1 9 8 5 : 2 2 3 ) .

S u ch  a f e e l i n g  o f  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  a n d  i m a g i n i n g s  a l s o  e x i s t e d  

am ong women i n  t h e  e a r l y  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y .  I n  S u s a n  G l a s p e l l ' s  

1916 p l a y ,  T r  i f 1e s . ( a  s h o r t  s t o r y  v e r s i o n ,  " A  J u r y  o f  H e r  P e e r s ” , 

was l a t e r  p u b l i s h e d ) ,  t w o  women w a t c h  as  a s t o r y  u n f o l d s  a b o u t  t h e  

l o n e l y ,  d e s p e r a t e  l i f e  o f  a f r i e n d  who h a s  b e e n  a b a n d o n e d  and  

n e g l e c t e d  b y  h e r  f a m i l y ,  n e i g h b o r s  a n d  c o m m u n ity .

M i n n i e  F o s t e r  W r i g h t  l i v e s  w i t h  h e r  h u s b a n d ,  J o h n ,  on  a r u n ­

d o w n , i s o l a t e d  f a r m .  T h e y  h a v e  h a d  l i t t l e  c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  

c o m m u n i t y ,  J o h n  b e i n g  c o n s i d e r e d  an  o u t s i d e r  a r id  a " h a r d  m a n . ”  One 

m o r n i n g ,  a n e i g h b o r i n g  f a r m e r  s t o p s  by  t o  s e e  J o h n  a n d  M i n n i e  t e l l s  

h i m  t h a t  J o h n  h a s  d i e d  i n  b e d  d u r i n g  t h e  n i g h t .  When a s k e d  w h a t  

h e r  h u s b a n d  d i e d  o f ,  M i n n i e  r e p l i e s  i n  a s t r a i n e d  v o i c e ,  " H e  d i e d  

o f  a r o p e  r o u n d  h i s  n e c k . "

M i n n i e  i s  a r r e s t e d  f o r  h e r  h u s b a n d ' s  m u rd e r  a n d  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  

d a y ,  t h e  s h e r i f f ,  t h e  c o u n ty  a t t o r n e y  a n d  a n e i g h b o r ,  M r .  H a l e ,  go 

o u t  t o  t h e  f a r m  t o  l o o k  f o r  e v i d e n c e  a g a i n s t  M i n n i e .  M r s .  H a l e  a n d  

t h e  s h e r i f f ' s  w i f e ,  M r s .  P e t e r s ,  a r e  a s k e d  t o  go  a l o n g  t o  g a t h e r  

c l o t h e s  a n d  n e c e s s i t i e s  t o  t a k e  t o  M i n n i e .  W hen t h e y  a r r i v e  t h e y  

f i n d  t h e  h o u s e  i n  d i s a r r a y .  The  men n o t i c e  t h a t  t h e  k i t c h e n  

c u p b o a r d s  a r e  a s t i c k y  m e s s  and  i t  i s  d i s c o v e r e d  t h a t  M i n n i e ' s  

h o m e -c a n n e d  j e l l y  h a s  f r o z e n  d u r i n g  t h e  n i g h t  a n d  t h e  j a r s  h a v e  

b u r s t ,  j u s t  as  s h e  h a d  w o r r i e d  f r o m  t h e  j a i l h o u s e  t h a t  t h e y  w o u l d .
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T h e  men b r e a k  i n t o  l a u g h t e r :  " W e l l ,  c a n  y o u  b e a t  t h e  w om en ! H e l d  

f o r  m u r d e r ,  a n d  w o r r y i n g  a b o u t  h e r  p r e s e r v e s ! . . . . we 11 ,  women a r e  

u s e d  t o  w o r r y i n g  o v e r  t r i f l e s "  ( G i l b e r t  & G u b a r  1 9 8 5 : 1 3 9 1 ) .

T h e  men g o  o f f  l o o k i n g  f o r  e v i d e n c e  a n d  l a u g h i n g l y  t e l l  t h e  

women t o  k e e p  an  e y e  o u t  f o r  a n y t h i n g  t h a t  m i g h t  b e  o f  u s e :  " N o

t e l  1 i n g ; y o u  women m i g h t  com e u p o n  a c l u e  t o  t h e  m o t i v e . . . b u t  wou 1 d 

t h e  women k n ow  a c l u e  i f  t h e y  d i d  com e u p o n  i t ? "  ( G i l b e r t  & G u b a r 

1 9 8 5 : 1 3 9 2 )

I t  i s  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  t h a t  t h e  tw o  women b e g i n  t o  l o o k  a r o u n d  

and  d i s c o v e r  t h e i r  own e v i d e n c e .  T h e y  s e e  s i g n s  o f  d i s t u r b a n c e  

t h a t  a r e  n o t  a p p a r e n t  t o  t h e  m en . L o o k i n g  a r o u n d ,  t h e y  s e e  t h e  way 

t h a t  M i n n i e  h a s  l i v e d .  T h e  h o u s e  i s  s h a b b y ;  h e r  c l o t h e s  a r e  r a g s ;  

t h e  s t o v e  i s  b r o k e n ;  t h e r e  i s  no  p h o n e  f o r  o u t s i d e  c o m m u n i c a t i o n .  

T h e y  r e c a l l  t h a t  i n  h e r  y o u t h ,  M i n n i e  was a h a p p y ,  v i b r a n t ,  

o u t g o i n g  y o u n g  l a d y .  H o w e v e r ,  J o h n ' s  h a r s h ,  o v e r b e a r i n g  w a y s  

s t i f l e d  a n d  s t r a n g l e d  t h e  j o y  f r o m  h e r  l i f e  a n d  s h e  now l i v e d  a 

s o l i t a r y ,  l o n e l y  l i f e ,  w i t h o u t  s o c i a l  c o n t a c t s ,  s t r u g g 1 i n g  w i t h  t h e  

b a r e  n e c e s s i t i e s  o f  l i f e .

T h e  women t a l k  o f  t h e  s t r a n g e  way f o r  so m e o n e  t o  k i l l  a man -  

" s l i p p i n '  a r o p e  u n d e r  h i s  n e c k  w h i l e  h e  was  s l e e p i n g . "  T h e y  

c o n t i n u e  t o  s p e c u l a t e  as  t h e y  l o o k  a r o u n d  t h e  h o u s e ,  f i n d i n g  t h i n g s  

b e g u n ,  a n d  n o t  f i n i s h e d ,  and  t h e y  b e g i n  t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  s o m e t h i n g  

t e r r i b l e  h a s  h a p p e n e d  i n  t h i s  h o u s e .  T h e y  a l s o  b e g i n  t o  f e e l  

g u i l t y  a b o u t  n o t  v i s i t i n g  M i n n i e :

I t e l l  you what 1 do w i s h ,  M rs. P e te rs . I w ish  I had come o v e r
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som etim es when she was h e r e . . . I c o u ld 'v e  come. I s ta y e d  away 

because i t  w e re n 't  c h e e r fu l -  and t h a t 's  why I o u g h t t o  have come.

I t ' s  a lonesome p la c e ,  and a lw ays  was. I w is h  I had come o v e r t o  

see M in n ie  F o s te r  som etim e ( G i lb e r t  & Gubar 198 5 :1 396 ).

As t h e  women l o o k  a r o u n d ,  t h e y  n o t i c e  t h a t  t h e  b i r d  c a g e  i s  

e m p ty  a n d  w o n d e r  w h a t  h a s  h a p p e n e d  t o  t h e  b i r d .  S t r a i g h t e n i n g  t h e  

q u i l t i n g  b a s k e t ,  t h e y  b o t h  e x p r e s s  s u r p r i s e  a t  t h e  s l o p p y  q u i l t i n g  

l e f t  b y  M i n n i e ,  a n d  r e a l i z e  t h a t  s h e  m u s t  h a v e  b e e n  a g i t a t e d  w hen 

s h e  was  w o r k i n g  o n  i t .  M r s .  H a l e  q u i c k l y  t e a r s  o u t  t h e  t h r e a d s ,  

r e p l a c i n g  t h e  b a d  s e w i n g  w i t h  g o o d  a n d  w o n d e r i n g  a t  t h e  sam e t i m e  

w h a t M i n n i e  h a d  b e e n  s o  n e r v o u s  a b o u t .

T h e  women a g r e e  t h a t  M i n n i e  w o u l d  w a n t  h e r  q u i l t i n g  b a s k e t  a t  

t h e  j a i l  h o u s e  a n d  w hen t h e y  p i c k  i t  u p ,  t h e y  d i s c o v e r  a b o x  w i t h  

a p i e c e  o f  r e d  s i l k  i n s i d e .  O p e n i n g  i t ,  t h e y  s e e  t h e  d e a d  b i r d ;  

i t s  n e c k  h a s  b e e n  w r u n g .

I t  i s  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  w h en  t h e  w om en, w i t h o u t  s p e a k i n g ,  b o t h  

r e a l i z e  w h a t  h a s  p r o b a b l y  t a k e n  p l a c e .  " I t  was  an a w f u l  t h i n g  was 

d o n e  i n  t h i s  h o u s e  t h a t  n i g h t , "  s a i d  t h e  s h e r i f f ' s  w i f e .  " K i l l i n g  

a man w h i l e  he  s l e p t  -  s l i p p i n g  a t h i n g  r o u n d  h i s  n e c k  t h a t  c h o k e d  

t h e  l i f e  o u t  o f  h i m . "  R e l a t i n g  t h e  d e a t h s  o f  t h e  man a nd  t h e  b i r d ,  

M r s .  H a l e  s i g h e d  as  s h e  l o o k e d  a t  t h e  b i r d :

H is  neck . Choked th e  l i f e  o u t  o f  h im . . .  ! f  th e re  had been ye a rs  and 

y e a rs  o f  -  n o th in g ,  th e n  a b i r d  t o  s in g  to  you , i t  w ou ld  be a w fu l -  

s t i l l  -  a f t e r  th e  b i r d  was s t i l l  ( G i lb e r t  & Gubar 1985 :1398).
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I n  r e a l i z i n g  t h e  l o n e l y  a n d  o p p r e s s e d  l i f e  t h a t  M i n n i e  -  o n c e  

so  v i b r a n t  a n d  a l i v e  -  h a d  b e e n  f o r c e d  t o  l i v e  f o r  t h e  p a s t  t w e n t y  

y e a r s ,  t h e  t w o  women b e g a n  t o  e x a m i n e  t h e i r  own  p a s t  a c t i o n s :

I m ig h t ’ a known she needed h e lp !  I t e l l  you , i t ' s  q u e e r, M rs. 

P e te rs .  We l i v e  c lo s e  to g e th e r ,  and we l i v e  so f a r  a p a r t .  We a l l  

go th ro u g h  th e  same th in g s  -  i t ' s  a l l  j u s t  a d i f f e r e n t  k in d  o f  th e  

same th in g !  I f  i t  w e re n 't  -  why do you and I u nd e rs tan d?  Why do 

we know -  w hat we know t h i s  m in u te ?  ( G i lb e r t  & Gubar 1985:1398)

T h e  men r e t u r n  w i t h o u t  f i n d i n g  a n y  e v i d e n c e  a n d  t h e  women m ak e  

t h e i r  d e c i s i o n .  W i t h o u t  a n y  e v i d e n c e ,  i t  w i l l  be  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  

M i n n i e  t o  be  c o n v i c t e d .  As t h e i r  e y e s  m e e t ,  M r s .  H a l e  s n a t c h e s  t h e  

b ox  c o n t a i n i n g  t h e  d e a d  b i r d  a nd  b u r i e s  i t  i n  h e r  c o a t  p o c k e t .

M i n n i e  F o s t e r  W r i g h t  i s  j u d g e d  by  a j u r y  o f  h e r  p e e r s .  She  

i s  n o t  j u d g e d  on  t h e  b a s i s  o f  w h e t h e r  o r  n o t  s h e  k i l l e d  h e r  

h u s b a n d ,  b u t  o n  t h e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e  d e a t h .  T h e  t w o  

w om en, in  r e a l i z i n g  M i n n i e ' s  o p p r e s s e d  a nd  c o n f i n i n g  e n v i r o n m e n t ,  

r e a l i z e  t h a t  t h e y  s h a r e  e x p e r i e n c e s  w i t h  h e r  t h a t  t h e  men c a n  n e v e r  

u n d e r s t a n d .  T h e y  r e g r e t  t h a t  t h e y  h a v e  n e g l e c t e d  t h e  f r i e n d s h i p  

and  com e t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e y  s h a r e  i n  t h e  t r a g e d y  f o r  n o t  c o m in g  

o v e r  o n c e  i n  a w h i 1e . " T h a t  was a c r i m e !  T h a t  was  a c r i m e !  W h o ’ s 

g o i n g  t o  p u n i s h  t h a t ? "  ( G i l b e r t  & G u b a r 1 9 8 5 : 1 3 9 8 )

Women h a v e  b e e n  b r o u g h t  up t o  r e l a t e  t o  p e o p l e ,  t o  s h a r e  

f e e l i n g s  a n d  c o n c e r n s  w i t h  e a c h  o t h e r ,  a n d  t o  o f f e r  s u p p o r t  f o r
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e a c h  o t h e r  d u r i n g  t h e i r  w o r s t  t i m e s  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e i r  b e s t .  Y e t ,  

n o t  a l l  f r i e n d s h i p s  a r e  l a s t i n g  a n d  w o n d e r f u l .  N e g l e c t  c a n  h u r t  

f r i e n d s h i p s .  F e e l i n g s  o f  a b a n d o n m e n t c a n  h u r t  a n d  c r e a t e  l o n g ,  

u n b r e a k a b l e  s i l e n c e s .  S u c h  f e e l i n g s  a r e  f o u n d  in  T o n i M o r r i s o n ' s  

1972  n o v e l ,  S u 1 a . a s t o r y  w h i c h  t r a c e s  t h e  l i v e s  o f  t w o  b l a c k  

h e r o i n e s  -  f r o m  t h e i r  g r o w i n g  up  t o g e t h e r  i n  a s m a l l  O h i o  t o w n ,  

t h r o u g h  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  p a t h s  e a c h  t a k e s  t o  w o m a n h o o d , a n d  f i n a l l y  

t o  t h e i r  u l t i m a t e  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  a n d  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n .

M o r r i s o n  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  c o m p l e x  a g o n y  o f  a f r i e n d s h i p  b e tw e e n  

N e l  a n d  S u l a ,  who " m e t  i n  d re a m s "  b e c a u s e :

each had d is c o v e re d  y e a rs  b e fo re  t h a t  th e y  were n e i th e r  w h ite  n o r 

m a le , and t h a t  a l l  freedom  and tr iu m p h  was fo rb id d e n  t o  them , th e y  

had s e t  abou t c r e a t in g  som eth ing  e ls e  to  be. T h e ir  m e e tin g  was 

fo r tu n a te ,  f o r  i t  l e t  them  use each o th e r  t o  grow on (M o rr is o n  

1972 :52) .

T h e i r  g i r l h o o d  f r i e n d s h i p  d e v e l o p s  i n t o  t h e  m o s t  p r o f o u n d  b o n d  

o f  i n t i m a c y :

T h e ir  f r ie n d s h ip  was as in te n s e  as i t  was sudden. . . .  They never 

q u a r re le d ,  th o s e  tw o , th e  way some g i r l f r i e n d s  d id  o v e r boys, o r  

competed a g a in s t  each o th e r  f o r  them. In  th o s e  days a com plim ent t o  

one was a com p lim en t t o  th e  o th e r ,  and c r u e l t y  to  one was a 

c h a lle n g e  t o  th e  o th e r  (M o rr is o n  1972:53) .
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M o r r i s o n ' s  n o v e l  b e g i n s  i n  1919  a n d  m o v e s  t h r o u g h  m any y e a r s  

-  t o  N e l ' s  r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  w h a t  h e r  f r i e n d s h i p  w i t h  S u l a  h a s  m e a n t .  

Ne l  m a r r i e s  a n d  S u l a  l e a v e s  to w n  t o  s e e k  h e r  f o r t u n e  i n  t h e  o u t s i d e  

w o r l d .  W hen S u l a  r e t u r n s ,  N e l  t h i n k s  o f  t h a t  r e t u r n  as  b e i n g  

" l i k e  g e t t i n g  t h e  u s e  o f  an e y e  b a c k ,  h a v i n g  a c a t a r a c t  r e m o v e d . "  

W i t h  S u l a ,  s h e  l a u g h s  a n d  o f  t h a t  l a u g h t e r  M o r r i s o n  s a y s :

I t  has been th e  lo n g e s t t im e  s in c e  she had had a r ib - s c r a p in g  la ugh .

She had fo rg o t te n  how deep and down i t  c o u ld  be. So d i f f e r e n t  fro m  

th e  m is c e lla n e o u s  g ig g le s  and s m ile s  she had le a rn e d  t o  be c o n te n t  

w ith  th e s e  p a s t few  y e a rs  (M o rr is o n  1972:98) .

A f t e r  S u l a ' s  r e t u r n  t h e r e  i s  an e s t r a n g e m ’e n t  b e t w e e n  t h e  t w o  

f r i e n d s  b e c a u s e  o f  an i n v o l v e m e n t  b e t w e e n  S u l a  a nd  N e l ’ s h u s b a n d .  

N e l ’ s h u s b a n d  l e a v e s  and  N e l  t a k e s  on  t h e  b u r d e n  o f  r a i s i n g  h e r  

t h r e e  c h i l d r e n  a l o n e .  N e l  c o n f r o n t s  S u l a  w i t h  t h e  b l a m e  o f

b r e a k i n g  up  h e r  m a r r i a g e :

"Why d i d n ' t  you t h in k  abou t m e? ...W ha t d id  you ta k e  him  f o r  i f  you 

d i d n ' t  lo v e  h i m ? . . . I  was good to  you, S u l a " . . .  Not  w a n tin g  to  l e t  

i t  go , Nel c o n t in u e s : "We were f r ie n d s . . . and you d id n ' t  lo v e  me

enough to  le a ve  him  a l o n e . . . .why d o n ' t  t h a t  m a tte r? "  S u la  tu rn e d  h e r 

head a w a y . . . h e r  v o i c e  was q u ie t .  " I t  m a tte rs ,  Ne l ,  bu t  ony t o  

y o u . . . B e i n g  goon t o  somebody is  ju s t  l i k e  b e in g  mean to  somebody.

R i s k y "  ( M o r r i  * 1 9 7 2 : 1 4 5 ) .
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T h e r e  a r e  no  a t t e m p t s  b y  t h e  women a t  a r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  u n t i l  

j u s t  b e f o r e  S u l a ' s  d e a t h  f r o m  a p a i n f u l  i l l n e s s ,  when  t h e  t w o  

f r i e n d s ’ v i s i t  b r i n g s  t h e m  c l o s e  t o g e t h e r .  I n  c o n s i d e r i n g  h e r  

f r i e n d s h i p  w i t h  S u l a ,  N e l  c o n c l u d e s  t h a t  t h e  b o n d  b e t w e e n  t h e m  was  

t h e  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  t h i n g  i n  h e r  l i f e .  T h e  n o v e l  c l o s e s  w i t h  N e l ' s  

w o r d s ,  " A l l  t h a t  t i m e ,  a l l  t h a t  t i m e ,  I t h o u g h t  I was  m i s s i n g  

J u d e "  ( h e r  h u s b a n d ) .  An d  t h e  l o s s  p r e s s e d  down o n  h e r  a s  s h e  

c r i e d ,  "  "We was  g i r l s  t o g e t h e r , "  s h e  s a i d  as  t h o u g h  e x p l a i n i n g  

s o m e t h i n g .  " 0  L o r d ,  S u l a , "  s h e  c r i e d ,  " g i r l ,  g i r l ,  g i r 1g i r 1g i r 1"  

( M o r r i s o n  1 9 7 2 : 1 7 4 ) .

T h e  a f f e c t i o n  a n d  l a u g h t e r  s h a r e d  b y  a d o l e s c e n t  f r i e n d s h i p s  

c a n  i n c l u d e  o r  g r o w  i n t o  s h a r i n g  f e e l i n g s  a n d  i d e a s  o f  t h e  m i n d ,  

as  y o u n g  women g r o w  i n t o  a d u l t h o o d .  I n  L i l l i a n  H e i l m a n ' s  J u 1 i a . 

t w o  g r o w n  women s t r u g g l e  w i t h  m o r a l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  i s s u e s ,  n o t  w i t h  

w h e t h e r  a man w i l l  c a l l  o r  w h e t h e r  t h e  k i t c h e n  f l o o r s  w i l l  s h i n e .  

The  s t o r y  d e a l s  w i t h  t h e  i n t e n s i t y  o f  an a d u l t  f e m a l e  f r i e n d s h i p  

b e t w e e n  t w o  women.

J u l i a  a nd  L i l l i a n ,  f r i e n d s  s i n c e  c h i l d h o o d ,  h a v e  g r o w n  a p a r t  

b u t  t h e  b o n d  o f  f r i e n d s h i p  h a s  r e m a i n e d  s t r o n g .  As y o u n g  g i r l s ,  

t h e y  s p e n t  S a t u r d a y  n i g h t s  t o g e t h e r  a t  J u l i a ’ s g r a n d p a r e n t s , l y i n g  

i n  b e d  r e c i t i n g  o d d s  a n d  e n d s  o f  p o e t r y  t o  e a c h  o t h e r .  As t h e y  

g r e w  i n t o  y o u n g  a d u l t h o o d ,  e a c h  w e n t  away  t o  d i f f e r e n t  s c h o o l s ,  b u t  

t h e  b o n d  r e m a i n e d  s t r o n g  b e t w e e n  t h e m  and  t h e y  s t a y e d  i n  c o n t a c t  

by  e x c h a n g i n g  l e t t e r s  a n d  g i f t s .  D u r i n g  summer  v a c a t i o n s ,  t h e y  

w o u l d  o f t e n  go  o f f  c a m p i n g  t o g e t h e r ,  c a t c h i n g  up on  w h a t  was 

h a p p e n i n g  i n  e a c h  o t h e r ' s  l i v e s .
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E v e n t u a l l y ,  J u l i a  b e c o m e s  a r e v o l u t i o n a r y  a g a i n s t  H i t l e r ' s  

G e r m a n y ,  a n d  L i l l i a n  i s  o n  t h e  r o a d  t o  s u c c e s s  i n  a m o r e

c o n v e n t i o n a l  w a y .  A t  o n e  t i m e ,  i n  t h e  1 9 3 0 s ,  L i l l i a n  i s  i n  E u r o p e  

when s h e  r e c e i v e s  w o r d  t h a t  J u l i a  i s  i n  t h e  h o s p i t a l  i n  V i e n n a .  

L i l l i a n  r i s k s  t h e  d a n g e r s  o f  t r a v e l l i n g  i n  V i e n n a  as  a Jew a n d

i m m e d i a t e l y  g o e s  t o  h e r  f r i e n d ' s  b e d s i d e ,  w h e r e  s h e  s t a y s  f o r  

s e v e r a l  d a y s .  A f t e r  t h a t ,  t h e y  do  n o t  s e e  e a c h  o t h e r  a g a i n  f o r  

some t i m e ,  b u t  k e e p  i n  t o u c h  t h r o u g h  l e t t e r s  a n d  f r i e n d s .

T h e  n e x t  c o n t a c t  t h a t  H e i l m a n  h a s  w i t h  J u l i a  i s  w h en  s h e  i s  

a s k e d  t o  h e l p  t h e  c a u s e  f o r  w h i c h  J u l i a  h a s  d e v o t e d  h e r  l i f e .  

T h e y  m e e t  s e c r e t l y  i n  a r e s t a u r a n t  i n  B e r l i n  t o  m a k e  t h e  

a r r a n g e m e n t s . I t  i s  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  t h e y  h a v e  s e e n  e a c h  o t h e r  i n

s e v e r a l  y e a r s  a n d  H e i l m a n  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  m e e t i n g :

I . . . w a s  so shocked a t  th e  s ig h t  o f  J u l i a  a t  a ta b le  t h a t  I s topped  

a t  th e  d o o r. She h a l f  ro s e , c a l l e d  s o f t l y ,  and I w ent tow a rd  he r 

w i t h  te a r s  t h a t  I c o u ld n ' t  s t o p . . . I  s a i d ,  'You lo o k  l i k e  nobody 

e l s e .  You a r e  more b e a u t i fu l  now. '  She s a id ,  'S to p  c r y i n g . . . L i l l y ,  

d o n 't  c r y  f o r  me. S top  th e  te a r s .  We m ust f i n i s h  t h e  work now 

(H e ilm an  1973:137) .

As H e i l m a n  l e a v e s  t o  c a t c h  t h e  t r a i n ,  J u l i a  t a k e s  h e r  h a n d  

and  r a i s e s  i t  t o  h e r  l i p s  a n d  s a y s ,  "My  b e l o v e d  f r i e n d . "  L i l l i a n  

f a c e s  g r a v e  d a n g e r  as  s h e  c a r r i e s  a l a r g e  sum o f  m oney  i n t o  G e r m a n y  

so  t h a t  h e r  f r i e n d  c a n  u s e  i t  t o  r a n s o m  H i t l e r ' s  p r i s o n e r s .

T h e  m e e t i n g  i n  B e r l i n  i s  t h e  l a s t  t i m e  t h e y  e v e r  s e e  e a c h
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o t h e r .  A f e w  m o n th s  f o l l o w i n g  t h a t  m e e t i n g ,  H e i l m a n  r e c e i v e s  w o r d  

t h a t  J u l i a  h a s  b e e n  k i l l e d .  She  g o e s  t o  L o n d o n  t o  c l a i m  t h e  b o d y .  

H e r  f r i e n d ' s  d e a t h  h a u n ts  h e r  a n d ,  i n  t h e  n e x t  f e w  m o n t h s ,  L i l l i a n  

s a y s ,  " I  f o u n d  ! d re a m e d  e v e r y  n i g h t  a b o u t  J u l i a ”  ( H e i l m a n  1 4 6 ) .

W h a t L i l l i a n  i s  a s k e d  t o  do  t e s t s  h e r  l o y a l t y  a n d  h e r  c o u r a g e  

i n  t h e  f a c e  o f  d a n g e r ;  b u t  i t  a l s o  t e s t s  t h e  s t r e n g t h  o f  t h e  b o n d  

o f  l o v e  b e t w e e n  t h e  t w o  w om en.

Women a r e  a b l e  t o  s h a r e  f e e l i n g s  a n d  c o n c e r n s  w i t h  e a c h  o t h e r .  

W h i l e  i t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  f r i e n d s h i p  b e t w e e n  women c a n  t a k e  d i f f e r e n t  

f o r m s ,  w hen a l o v i n g ,  c a r i n g  f r i e n d s h i p  e x i s t s  b e t w e e n  t w o  w om en, 

i t  i s  a w o n d e r f u l l y  u n i q u e  e x p e r i e n c e .
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MOTHERS AND DAUGHTERS

M other 
1 w r i t e  home 
I am a lo n e  and 
g iv e  me my body back 

-Susan Q ~ i f f i n

C re a t io n  o f te n  
needs tw o  h e a r ts  
one t o  r o o t  
and one t o  f lo w e r  
One t o  s u s ta in  
in  t im e  o f  d ro u th  
and h o ld  f a s t  
a g a in t  w inds  o f  p a in  
th e  f r a g i l e  b loom  
t h a t  in  th e  g lo r y  
o f  i t s  hou r 
a f f i r m s  a h e a r t  
unsung, unseen.

- M a r i1ou A w ia k ta

A d a u g h t e r  l o o k i n g  a t  h e r  m o t h e r ' s  l i f e  i s  l o o k i n g  a t  h e r  ow n .  

The f i r s t  e x p e r i e n c e  a n y  woman h a s  o f  w a r m t h  a nd  t e n d e r n e s s  com es 

f r o m  h e r  m o t h e r .  T h a t  e a r l i e s t  c o n n e c t i o n  o f  o n e  f e m a l e  w i t h  

a n o t h e r  m i g h t  l a t e r  be  r e j e c t e d ,  b u t  i t  f o r m s  a b o n d  t h a t ,  f o r  m o s t  

w om en, l a s t s  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e i r  l i f e t i m e ,  e v e n  a f t e r  m o t h e r  o r  

d a u g h t e r  h a s  d i e d .  F r o m  g e n e r a t i o n  t o  g e n e r a t i o n ,  t h e  i d e a  o f  

h e r i t a g e  a p p e a r s  a nd  r e a p p e a r s ,  l i k e  m i r r o r s ,  d a u g h t e r  r e f l e c t i n g  

m o t h e r ,  m o t h e r  r e f l e c t i n g  g r a n d m o t h e r .

A l i c e  W a l k e r  s e e s  s u c h  a r e f l e c t i o n  o f  c o n t i n u i t y  i n
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d e s c r i b i n g  h e r  m o t h e r ' s  g a r d e n  a s  t h e  m i r r o r  o f  h e r  own c r e a t i v i t y  

as  a w r i t e r .  I n  S e a r c h  o f  o u r  M o t h e r s '  G a r d e n s  i s  a t r i b u t e  b y  

A l i c e  W a l k e r  t o  m o t h e r s  a n d  g r a n d m o t h e r s  " w h o s e  s p i r i t u a l i t y  was  

s o  i n t e n s e ,  s o  d e e p ,  s o  u n c o n s c i o u s ,  t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  t h e m s e l v e s  

u n a w a r e  o f  t h e  r i c h n e s s  t h e y  h e l d . "  Y e t ,  i n  w h a t e v e r  w a y s  t h e y  

c o u l d  f i n d  t h e y  u s e d  t h e i r  c r e a t i v i t y :

For  th e s e  g ra n d n o th e rs  and m o the rs  o f  o u rs  were n o t S a in ts ,  b u t  

A r t i s t s ;  d r iv e n  t o  a ntmb and b le e d in g  madness by th e  s p r in g s  o f  

c r e a t i v i t y  in  them  f o r  w h ich  th e re  was no re le a s e .  They w ere

C re a to rs ,  who l i v e d  l i v e s  o f  s p i r i t u a l  w a s te  because th e y  w ere so

r i c h  i n  s p i r i t u a l i t y  -  w h ich  is  th e  b a s is  o f  A r t  -  t h a t  th e  s t r a in  

o f  e n d u r in g  t h e i r  unused and unwanted t a le n t  d rove  them insane  

(W a lk e r, In  Search 1983:233) ,

W a l k e r  w o n d e r s  a t  t h e  c r u e l t y  a nd  a b u s e  e n d u r e d  by  b l a c k  women 

who w e r e  f o r c e d  t o  w o r k  f r o m  m o r n i n g  u n t i l  n i g h t  i n  t h e  f i e l d s

u n d e r  t h e  t h r e a t  o f  a w h i t e  o v e r s e e r ' s  l a s h ,  wh en  t h e y  " c r i e d  o u t

i n  h e r  s o u l  t o  p a i n t  w a t e r c o l o r s  o f  s u n s e t " ;  o r  a t  a b o d y  b r o k e n  

and  f o r c e d  t o  b e a r  c h i l d r e n  t o  be  t o r n  f r o m  h e r  a rm s  t o  a l i f e  o f  

s l a v e r y  t h e m s e l v e s ,  w h en  h e r  d r e a m  was  " t h e  t h o u g h t  o f  m o d e l i n g  

h e r o i c  f i g u r e s  o f  r e b e l l i o n ,  i n  s t o n e  o r  c l a y "  ( W a l k e r ,  I n  S e a r c h ,  

1 9 8 3 : 2 3 3 ) .

How was  t h i s  c r e a t i v i t y  k e p t  a l i v e ?  I t  s u r v i v e d  t h r o u g h  

w h a t e v e r  m e a n s  co_; 1 d be  f o u n d .  A woman e x p r e s s e d  h e r s e l f  t h r o u g h  

u s i n g  w h a t e v e r  s c r a p s  o f  m a t e r i a l  c o u l d  b e  made  i n t o  q u i l t s  e n o u g h
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t o  c o v e r  a l l  t h e  b e d s ,  b y  s t a n d i n g  o v e r  a h o t  s t o v e  i n  t h e  sum m er 

c a n n i n g  f r u i t s  a n d  v e g e t a b l e s ,  o r  b y  l o v i n g l y  p l a n t i n g  a n d  t e n d i n g  

a f l o w e r  g a r d e n  a r o u n d  a s h a b b y ,  r u n d o w n  h o u s e .

T h e  c r e a t i v e  f o r c e  f o r  s e l f  e x p r e s s i o n  wa s  s o  g r e a t  t h a t  t h e s e  

women l e f t  t h e i r  m a r k  b y  u s i n g  w h a t e v e r  m eans  t h e y  h a d  a v a i l a b l e  

t o  t h e m ,  a n d  b y  d o i n g  t h i s  t h e y  " h a n d e d  o n  t h e  c r e a t i v e  s p a r k "  t o  

t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  a n d  g r a n d c h i 1d r e n .

N o v e l i s t  J i l l  R o b i n s o n ,  i n  a s h o r t  e s s a y  o n  m o t h e r s  a nd  

d a u g h t e r s ,  h a s  d e s c r i b e d  t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  i n  s e p a r a t i n g  t h e  l o n g i n g  

f o r  t r a d i t i o n a l  m o t h e r i n g  f r o m  t h e  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  o n e ' s  m o t h e r ' s  

a m b i t i o n s .  R o b i n s o n  t r a c e s  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  h e r  own l i f e  a s  a 

w r i t e r ,  a n d  h e r  d a u g h t e r ’ s a c c e p t a n c e  o f  t h a t  r o l e ,  t o  h e r  

a t t i t u d e s  a b o u t  h e r  own m o t h e r ' s  a m b i t i o n s  as  an  a r t i s t .

R o b i n s o n  t e l l s  o f  g o i n g  o n  a b u s i n e s s  t r i p ,  l e a v i n g  h e r  i l l  

d a u g h t e r  a t  hom e : " J u s t  g o ,  m o t h e r ,  d o  y o u r  w o r k  a n d  h a v e  a g o o d

t i m e , "  h e r  d a u g h t e r  t e l l s  h e r .  As s h e  s t a n d s  a t  an e x h i b i t  a t  t h e  

N a t i o n a l  G a l l e r y  o f  A r t  i n  W a s h i n g t o n ,  D . C . ,  s h e  r e f l e c t s  on  t h e  

way t h a t  s h e  t u r n e d  aw ay  f r o m  a r t  as  a y o u n g s t e r  m a i n l y  b e c a u s e  h e r  

m o th e r  l o v e d  i t .  " A g g r e s s i o n s  t o w a r d  m o t h e r , "  h e r  m o t h e r  h a d  

l o v i n g l y  s a i d .

As s h e  l o o k s  a t  t h e  p a i n t i n g s  s h e  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  h e r  own 

m o t h e r ' s  w o r k  i s  " v e r y ,  v e r y  g o o d ,  c r u e l l y  u n r e c o g n i z e d . "  She 

d i s c o v e r s ,  y e a r s  t o o  l a t e ,  how c o n s i d e r a b l e  h e r  m o t h e r ' s  t a l e n t  

r e a l l y  w a s .  She i s  s ha me d  b y  h e r  own f a i l u r e  t o  a p p r e c i a t e  t h a t  

e x c e l l e n c e ,  a n d  e v e n  m o r e  sham ed  b y  h e r  f a i l u r e  t o  a c k n o w l e d g e  t h e  

a c h i e v e m e n t s  t h a t  h e r  m o t h e r  was  a b l e  t o  m a k e ,  d e s p i t e  t h e  d e m a n d s
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o f  a hom e a n d  f a m i l y :

We t a l k  o f  t h e  e x p e c ta t io n s  p a re n ts  g iv e  c h i ld r e n !  My God -  th e  

e x p e c ta t io n s  I had f o r  my m o th e r. Im ag ine : she was t o  be s e x le s s , 

e x c e p t t h a t  I s h o u ld  be h e r g e n t ly  e r o t ic iz e d  o b s e s s io n . She w ou ld  

g iv e  me h e r t o t a l  a t t e n t io n  -  b u t  le a ve  me a lo n e , e xce p t when I 

needed h e r and th e n  she was t o  be th e re  i n s t i n c t i v e l y .  I f  my m other 

had t r o u b le s ,  I was n o t  t o  hea r abou t them , a lth o u g h  she was to  

l i s t e n  e n d le s s ly  t o  m in e , t o  o f f e r  o n ly  p le a s in g  a d v ic e  (Newhouse 

1985 :25) .

R o b i n s o n  l o o k s  a t  h e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  h e r  own d a u g h t e r  a n d  

s h e  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  h e r  m o t h e r  g a v e  h e r  t h e  l i c e n s e  t o  p u r s u e  h e r  own 

c r e a t i v i t y  b y  " s h o w i n g  me h e r  own l o n g i n g . ”  I n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h i s ,  

s h e  l o n g s  t o  be  a b l e  t o  t e l l  h e r  m o t h e r  t h a t ,  a l t h o u g h  s h e  r e s i s t e d  

e v e r y  w o r d  o f  t h a t  t e a c h i n g ,  s h e  now t u r n s  t o  t h a t  w o r l d  o f  h e r  

m o t h e r ' s  a r t  f o r  p l e a s u r e  a n d  r e l a x a t i o n  ( N e w h o u s e  1 9 8 5 : 2 6 ) .

T h e  q u a l i t y  o f  a m o t h e r ' s  l i f e  -  h o w e v e r  e m b a t t l e d  and  

u n p r o t e c t e d  -  i s  h e r  b e q u e s t  t o  h e r  d a u g h t e r ,  b e c a u s e  a woman who 

c an  b e l i e v e  i n  h e r s e l f ,  who i s  a f i g h t e r ,  a n d  who c o n t i n u e s  t o  

s t r u g g l e  t o  c r e a t e  l i v a b l e  s p a c e  a r o u n d  h e r ,  i s  s h o w i n g  h e r  

d a u g h t e r  t h a t  t h o s e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  e x i s t .  B e c a u s e  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  

o f  l i f e  f o r  m any p o o r  women dem and a f i g h t i n g  s p i r i t  f o r  s h e e r  

p h y s i c a l  s u r v i v a l ,  s u c h  m o t h e r s  h a v e  s o m e t i m e s  b e e n  a b l e  t o  g i v e  

t h e i r  d a u g h t e r s  s o m e t h i n g  t o  be  v a l u e d  f a r  m o r e  h i g h l y  t h a n  f u l l ­

t i m e  m o t h e r i n g .  O f t e n ,  t h e  i r o n y  i s  t h a t  t o  f i g h t  f o r  h e r  c h i l d ’ s

55



p h y s i c a l  s u r v i v a l  t h e  m o th e r  m ay h a v e  t o  b e  a l m o s t  a l w a y s  a b s e n t  

f r o m  t h e  c h i l d ,  a s  i n  T i l  l i e  O l s e n ' s  s t o r y ,  " I  S t a n d  H e r  I r o n i n g "  

( R i c h  1 9 7 6 : 2 4 7 ) .

As s h e  s t a n d s  i r o n i n g ,  a  m o th e r  r e f l e c t s  o n  t h e  l i f e  o f  h e r  

y o u n g  d a u g h t e r ,  j u s t  o u t  o f  h i g h  s c h o o l .  I t  h a s  n o t  b e e n  a h a p p y  

l i f e  f o r  th e m . B e f o r e  t h e  c h i l d  was  a y e a r  o l d  t h e  f a t h e r  l e f t  

th e m  b e c a u s e  " h e  c o u l d  n o  l o n g e r  e n d u r e  s h a r i n g  w a n t  w i t h  u s "  

( D i e t r i c h  1 9 8 3 : 1 7 9 ) .  T h e  m o th e r  i s  f o r c e d  t o  l e a v e  h e r  i n f a n t  

d a u g h t e r  w h i l e  s h e  w o r k s  t o  s u p p o r t  t h e m ,  a n d  s h e  e m o t i o n a l l y  

s e p a r a t e s  h e r s e l f  f r o m  h e r  c h i l d  b e c a u s e  s h e  c a n n o t  m e e t a l l  o f  t h e  

dem an ds  b e i n g  m ade o n  h e r  l i f e ,  -  w o r k i n g  a t  a j o b ,  c a r i n g  f o r  a 

new h u s b a n d  a n d  o t h e r  c h i l d r e n  a n d  m a i n t a i n i n g  a hom e. She  l o v e s  

t h e  c h i l d ,  b u t  d o e s  n o t  e x p r e s s  i t ,  e v e n  w i t h  a s m i l e .  A l t h o u g h  

t h e  c h i l d  w i t h d r a w s  i n t o  h e r  own w o r l d ,  s h e  g r o w s  up  t a k i n g  r e f u g e  

i n  c o m e d y .  She b e c o m e s  an e n t e r t a i n e r ,  w i n n i n g  p e r f o r m a n c e  

c o m p e t i t i o n s ,  as  a way o f  b l o c k i n g  o u t  h e r  u n h a p p y  c h i l d h o o d .  T h e  

m o t h e r  r e f l e c t s  on  h e r  own f a i l u r e s  a n d  i n  h e r  m i n d  p a s s e s  th e m  on  

t o  h e r  d a u g h t e r :

She has much t o  h e r and p ro b a b ly  l i t t l e  w i l l  come o f  i t .  She i s  a 

c h i l d  o f  he r  age, o f  d e p re s s io n , o f  w a r, o f  f e a r . . . L e t  her  be.  So 

a l l  t h a t  i s  in  he r w i l l  n o t  b lo c m .. .T he re  i s  s t i l l  enough l e f t  t o  

l i v e  by .  O n ly  h e l p  he r  t o  k n o w . . . th a t  she is  more th a n  t h i s  d re ss  

on th e  ir o n in g  b o a rd , h e lp le s s  b e fo re  th e  ir o n  ( D i e t r i c h  1983:178) .

M o t h e r  l o v e  o f t e n  d i s p l a c e s  t h e  s e l f .  T he  l o v e d  s e l f ,  t h e
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i n t e r i o r  o f  o u r  b e i n g ,  i s  s u p p r e s s e d  o r  d i s p l a c e d  a n d  p u t  i n t o  o u r  

c h i l d r e n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  w h en  a n e e d  i s  a p p a r e n t .  F o r  som e m o t h e r s ,  

t h a t  n e e d  i n  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  b e c o m e s  m o re  v a l u a b l e ,  m o re  b e a u t i f u l ,  

m o re  w o n d e r f u l  t h a n  s e l f .

S u c h  i s  t h e  c a s e  i n  T o n i  M o r r i s o n ' s  n o v e l ,  Be 1o v e d . i n  t h i s  

s t o r y ,  S e t h e ,  a r u n a w a y  s l a v e  a n d  h e r  c h i l d r e n  a r e  a b o u t  t o  b e  

r e c a p t u r e d ,  a n d  s h e  s l a s h e s  h e r  i n f a n t  d a u g h t e r ’ s t h r o a t  r a t h e r  

t h a n  s e e  t h e  c h i l d  i n  c h a i n s .  S e t h e  i s  a r r e s t e d ,  b u t  e v e n t u a l l y  

i s  f r e e d  a n d  r e t u r n s  t o  h e r  m o t h e r - i n - l a w ' s  h o u s e  a n d  l i v e s  t h e r e  

w i t h  h e r  t h r e e  r e m a i n i n g  c h i l d r e n .  T h e  t w o  y o u n g  b o y s  l e a v e  w hen 

t h e y  a r e  t h i r t e e n  y e a r s  o l d  a n d  a r e  n o t  h e a r d  f r o m  a g a i n ,  a l t h o u g h  

S e t h e  l o n g s  a n d  h o p e s  f o r  t h e i r  r e t u r n .  I n  t i m e ,  t h e  m o t h e r - i n -  

l a w  d i e s ,  a n d  S e t h e  a n d  h e r  r e m a i n i n g  d a u g h t e r ,  D e n v e r ,  a r e  a l o n e .

E i g h t e e n  y e a r s  a f t e r  t h e  i n f a n t  c h i l d ,  B e l o v e d ,  h a s  b e e n  

k i l l e d ,  a y o u n g  woman s u d d e n l y  a p p e a r s  a n d  S e t h e  a n d  D e n v e r  b e l i e v e  

t h a t  s h e  i s  t h e  s l a i n  i n f a n t  r e t u r n e d  t o  e a r t h .  The  y o u n g  woman,  

who c a l l s  h e r s e l f  B e l o v e d ,  com es t o  l i v e  w i t h  S e t h e  a n d  D e n v e r .  

She h a s  no  e x p l a n a t i o n  f o r  h e r  p a s t  a n d  t h e y  d o n ’ t  a s k  f o r  o n e .  

She i s  a c c e p t e d ,  e v e n t u a l l y ,  as  t h e  s l a i n  c h i l d  r e t u r n e d  t o  h e r  

f  am i 1 y .

A f t e r  B e l o v e d ' s  r e t u r n ,  S e t h e  b e g i n s  t o  r e f l e c t  on  h e r  l i f e  

as a s l a v e  a n d  w h a t  i t  m e a n s  t o  be  f r e e .  She  re m e m b e rs  t h a t  on  t h e  

a f t e r n o o n  t h a t  s h e  i s  d i s c o v e r e d ,  s h e  i s  s q u a t t i n g  i n  t h e  g a r d e n ,  

w o r k i n g .  As s h e  s e e s  t h e  w h i t e  men c o m i n g ,  s h e  p a n i c s :

No. No. Nono. Nonono. S im p le . She ju s t  f l e w .  C o lle c te d  e ve ry  b i t
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o f  l i f e  she had made, a l l  th e  p a r ts  o f  h e r t h a t  w ere p re c io u s  and 

f i n e  and b e a u t i f u l ,  and c a r r ie d ,  pushed, dragged them  th ro u g h  th e  

v e i l ,  o u t ,  away, o v e r th e r e  where no one c o u ld  h u r t  them (M o rr is o n  

1987 :163) .

I n t e n d i n g  t o  s l a y  a l l  o f  h e r  c h i l d r e n  a n d  t h e n  h e r s e l f ,  S e t h e  

was a b l e  t o  k i l l  o n l y  h e r  i n f a n t  d a u g h t e r  b e f o r e  s h e  was s t o p p e d .  

She l a t e r  t e l l s  B e l o v e d :

My p la n  was t o  ta k e  us a l l  t o  th e  o th e r  s id e  where my own ma’ am is .

They s topped  me fro m  g e t t in g  us th e re ,  b u t  th e y  d i d n ' t  s to p  you fro m  

g e t t in g  h e re . Ha ha. You came r ig h t  on back l i k e  a good g i r l ,  l i k e  

a d a u g h te r w h ich  is  w hat I wanted to  be and w ou ld  have been i f  my 

ma'am had been a b le  to  g e t o u t o f  th e  r i c e  long  enough b e fo re  th e y  

hanged h e r and le t  me be one.

When I p u t t h a t  headstone  up I wanted to  la y  in  th e re  w i t h  you, p u t 

yo u r head on my s h o u ld e r  and keep you warm. I c o u l d n ' t  l a y  down 

nowhere in  peace, back th e n . Now I c a n . . . S h e  come back t o  me, my 

d a u g h te r , and she is  m ine (M o rr is o n  1987:203,  204) .

S e t h e  was  t h e  h a p p i e s t  s h e  had  e v e r  b e e n ,  h a v i n g  h e r  d a u g h t e r

back  :

I w o n ' t  n e v e r  e t  her  go.  I ' l l  e x p l a i n  t o  h e r . . . s h e ' l l  u n d e rs ta n d .

I ' l l  te n d  h e r  as no m other eve r tended  a c h i l d ,  a

58



d a u g h te r . . .B e lo v e d . . .B e lo ve d  (M o rr is o n  1 9 8 7 :2 0 0 ).

T h e r e  i s  no  d o u b t  t h a t  S e t h e  d i d  s o m e t h i n g  t e r r i b l e  t o  h e r  

i n f a n t  d a u g h t e r .  As a m o t h e r ,  s h e  was  t r y i n g  t o  h a v e  s o m e t h i n g  t o  

s a y  a b o u t  h e r  c h i l d r e n ' s  l i v e s  i n  a s l a v e  s y s t e m  t h a t  s a i d  t o

b l a c k s ,  " Y o u  a r e  n o t  a p a r e n t ,  y o u  a r e  n o t  a m o t h e r ,  y o u  h a v e  

n o t h i n g  t o  do w i t h  y o u r  c h i l d r e n . "  S e t h e  l o v e d  h e r  b a b y  s o

p o w e r f u l l y  t h a t  s h e  a c t e d  i n  t h e  o n l y  way  s h e  c o u l d  t h i n k  o f  a t  t h e  

m om ent t o  s a v e  h e r  c h i l d r e n  f r o m  a l i f e  o f  s l a v e r y :  " C o u n t i n g  on  

t h e  s t i l l n e s s  o f  h e r  own s o u l ,  s h e  h ad  f o r g o t t e n  t h e  o t h e r  o n e :  t h e  

s o u l  o f  h e r  b a b y  g i r l ”  ( M o r r i s o n  1 9 8 7 : 5 ) .

F o l l o w i n g  t h e  p u b l i c a t i o n  o f  t h i s  n o v e l ,  T o n i  M o r r i s o n  s t a t e d  

d u r i n g  an  i n t e r v i e w :  " I t  was  a b s o l u t e l y  t h e  r i g h t  t h i n g  t o  d o ,  b u t  

s h e  h a d  no  r i g h t  t o  do  i t .  I t h i n k  i f  I h a d  s e e n  w h a t  s h e  h a d  

s e e n ,  a n d  k ne w w h a t  was i n  s t o r e . . , I t h i n k  I w o u l d  h a v e  d o n e  t h e  

same t h i n g .  B u t  i t ' s  a l s o  t h e  t h i n g  y o u  h a v e  no  r i g h t  t o  d o "  ( New 

Y o r k  T i m e s . A g . 1 9 8 7 ) .

S e t h e  saw t h i s  a c t i o n  as  h e r  o n l y  a l t e r n a t i v e .  H e r  m o t h e r l y

i n s t i n c t  w o u l d  n o t  a l l o w  h e r  t o  a c c e p t  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  h a v i n g

h e r  c h i l d r e n  t o r n  f r o m  h e r  a n d  p l a c e d  i n  a l i f e  o f  s l a v e r y .  T h e y  

r e p r e s e n t e d  e v e r y t h i n g  i n  l i f e  t h a t  was  g o o d :

The b e s t t h in g  t h a t  she was, was he r c h i ld re n .  . . he r b e s t th in g ,  he r 

b e a u t i f u l ,  m a g ica l b e s t t h in g  -  th e  p a r t  o f  h e r t h a t  was c le a n  

(M o rr is o n  1987:251) .

R e l a t i o n s h i p s  b e t w e e n  m o t h e r s  and  d a u g h t e r s  a r e  a t  t i m e s
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w o n d e r f u l  a n d  c o m f o r t i n g ;  a t  o t h e r  t i m e s  an  u n w e l c o m e  i n v a s i o n  o f  

p r i v a c y .  T h e  l o s s  o f  t h e  d a u g h t e r  t o  t h e  m o t h e r  o r  t h e  m o t h e r  t o  

t h e  d a u g h t e r  i s  o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  d e v a s t a t i n g  e v e n t s  i n  a w o m a n ' s  

l i f e .  I n  h e r  po e m , " My  M o t h e r ' s  B o d y " ,  M a r g e  P i e r c y  e x p l o r e s  t h a t  

p a r t  o f  h e r s e l f  w h i c h  no  l o n g e r  e x i s t s  p h y s i c a l l y  a f t e r  h e r  

m o t h e r ' s  d e a t h ,  b u t  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  "My  m o t h e r  i s  my m i r r o r  a n d  I am 

h e r s . "

I n  t h i s  po e m,  t h e  d a u g h t e r  i s  l i v i n g  f i f t e e n  h u n d r e d  m i l e s  

f r o m  h o m e ,  y e t  k n o w s  t h e  i n s t a n t  h e r  m o t h e r  d i e s :  " i n  my m i n d  I

f e l t  y o u  d i e . / F i r s t  t h e  p a i n  l i f t e d  a n d  t h e n / y o u  f l i c k e r e d  a n d  w e n t  

o u t . "  She  t e l l s  o f  r e t u r n i n g  hom e t o  s e e  t h a t  " T h o s e  c a n d l e s  w e r e  

l a i d  o u t , / f r i e n d s  i n v i t e d , . . . "  a n d  as  s h e  v i e w s  t h e  b o d y  o f  h e r  

m o t h e r  s h e  o b s e r v e s  t h a t :

The ange l f o l d e d  you up l i k e  la u n d ry  

y o u r body t h in  as an empty d re s s .

Your c lo th e s  were c u r ta in s  

h a n g in g  on th e  window o f  w hat had 

been yo u r f l e s h  and now was g l a s s .

As s h e  " w a l k s  t h r o u g h  t h e  r o o m s  o f  m e m o r y " ,  s h e  r e c a l l s  how t h e i r  

r o l e s  r e v e r s e d  as  h e r  m o t h e r  a g e d :

Remember me d re s s in g  you, my s e v e n ty -y e a r -  

o ld  m other who was my la s t  d o l l  baby, 

g i v i n g  you t o o  la te  w hat you r yo u th  had wanted.
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T h e  d a u g h t e r  b e g i n s  t o  r e f l e c t  o n  w h a t  s h e  h a s  i n h e r i t e d  f r o m  h e r  

m o t h e r :

What is  t h i s  mask o f  s k i n  we w ear,

What is  t h i s  d re ss  o f  f l e s h ,

She r e c a l l s  t h e  " h i p s ,  t h i g h s  a n d  b u t t o c k s "  t h a t  p r o v i d e d

c u s h i o n i n g  f o r  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r ,  h e r  m o t h e r  a n d  f o r  h e r s e l f  a n d  s h e  

r e a l i z e s  t h e  b o n d  t h e s e  women s h a r e ,  t o  be  p a s s e d  f r o m  o n e

g e n e r a t i o n  o f  women t o  t h e  n e x t ,

and we a l l  s a t  on them  in  t u r n ,  th o s e  m a jo r

m usc les  on w h ich  we w a lk  and wa lk  and w a lk  

o v e r th e  e a r th  in  sea rch  o f  peace and p le n ty .

My m o the r is  my m ir r o r  and I am h e rs .

F i n a l l y ,  t h e  d a u g h t e r  r e f l e c t s  on  t h e  m o t h e r / d a u g h t e r  c o n f l i c t s  

d u r i n g  h e r  g r o w i n g  up y e a r s :

You pushed and you p u l l e d  on my ru b b e ry  

f l e s h ,  you kneaded me l i k e  a b a l l  o f  dough.

I became w i l l f u l ,  p r iv a te  as a c a t .

You neve r knew what a l l e y s  I had wandered.

You c a l l e d  me bad and I posed l i k e  a g u t te r  

queen in  a d re ss  sewn o f  k n i v e s .
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And t h e n  com es t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  m o t h e r ' s  l i f e ,  b u t  n o t  t h e  e n d ,  

b e c a u s e  w i t h i n  t h i s  d a u g h t e r  i s  a p a r t  o f  h e r  m o th e r  a n d  a p a r t  

o f  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r ,  e a c h  l o n g i n g  f o r  a b e t t e r  l i f e  f o r  t h e i r  own 

d a u g h t e r s :

t became th e  d a u g h te r o f  y o u r dream.

T h is  body is  yo u r body, ashes now

and ro s e s , b u t a l i v e  i n  my eyes , my b re a s ts ,

my t h r o a t ,  my th ig h s .  You ru n  in  me

a ta n g  o f  s a l t  in  th e  c re e k  w a te rs  o f  my b lo o d ,

you s in g  in  my m ind l i k e  w in e . What you

d id  n o t da re  in  yo u r l i f e  you d a re  in  m ine .

( P i e r c y ,  My M o th e r ’ s Body 1988:26)
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THE BOND BETWEEN S IS T E R S

she h e ld  her head on her lap
th e  lap  o f  her s is te r s  soakin  up te a rs
each understand in  how much love stood between them
how much love between them
love between them
love l ik e  s is te r s

-N tozake  Shange

For th e re  is  no f r ie n d  l ik e  a s is te r  
In  calm o r stormy w eather;

To cheer one on th e  te d io u s  way.
To fe tc h  one i f  one goes a s tra y ,
To l i f t  one i f  one t o t t e r s  down,
To s tren g th en  w h i ls t  one stands.

-  C h r is t in a  R o sse tti

T h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  s i s t e r s  c a n  be  a w o n d e r f u l  t h i n g ,  s t a n d i n g  

f o r  c o m p a n i o n s h i p ,  p h y s i c a l  i n t i m a c y ,  w a r m t h  a n d  som e v a g u e  s e n s e  

o f  f e m a l e  p r o t e c t i o n .  S i s t e r s  m i g h t  a l s o  h a v e  d e e p  a n t a g o n i s m  a nd  

r e s e n t m e n t  a n d  f e e l i n g s  o f  c o m p e t i t i o n  t o w a r d  e a c h  o t h e r ,

e s p e c i a l l y  d u r i n g  t h e  a d o l e s c e n t  y e a r s .  H o w e v e r ,  s h a r i n g  l i f e

w i t h  a s i s t e r  r e p r e s e n t s  a d e v o t i o n  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  o t h e r  k i n d s  o f  

r e l a t i o n s h i p .  L i f e ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  m i g h t  c h a n g e  as  a woman 

b e co m e s  a w i f e  a nd  m o t h e r ,  o r  e n t e r s  i n t o  a s e p a r a t e  l i f e ,  b u t  t h e

a f f e c t i o n  b e t w e e n  s i s t e r s  -  a l b e i t  r o c k y  a t  t i m e s  -  a nd  t h e  e a s y

c o m m u n i c a t i o n  o f  ^ e e l i n g s ,  h o p e s  a nd  d r e a m s ,  r e m a i n s  u n i q u e .

S u c h  an a f f e c t i o n a t e  d e v o t i o n  b e t w e e n  t w o  s i s t e r s  i s  f o u n d  i n  

A l i c e  W a l k e r ’ s 1982  n o v e l . T h e  C o l o r  P u r p l e . C e l i e  a n d  N e t t i e ’ s
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l o v e  a n d  d e v o t i o n  a s  s i s t e r s  s te m  p a r t l y  f r o m  t h e i r  a b u s e  a n d  

m i s t r e a t m e n t  as  c h i l d r e n .  A l p h o n s e ,  t h e  " f a t h e r "  s e x u a l l y  a b u s e s  

C e l i e ,  t e l l i n g  h e r ,  " Y o u  b e t t e r  n o t  n e v e r  t e l l  n o b o d y  b u t  G o d .  

I t ' d  k i l l  y o u r  mammy" ( W a l k e r ,  C o l o r  P u r p l e  1 9 8 2 : 3 ) .  T h u s  b e g i n s  

C e l i e ' s  o n e - s i d e d  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  w i t h  G o d .  She  f e a r s  t h a t  h e r  

y o u n g e r  s i s t e r ,  N e t t i e ,  w i l l  a l s o  be  s e x u a l l y  a b u s e d  b y  t h e

" f a t h e r "  a n d  b e g s  h i m  " t o  t a k e  me i n s t e a d  o f  N e t t i e  w h i l e  o u r  new 

mammy s i c k "  ( W a l k e r  1 9 8 2 : 9 ) .

As t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  C e l i e  a n d  N e t t i e  g r o w s  a n d  as  

C e l i e ' s  s e l f - a w a r e n e s s  g r o w s ,  s h e  s t o p s  w r i t i n g  t o  God a nd

a d d r e s s e s  a l l  o f  h e r  l e t t e r s  t o  h e r  s i s t e r ,  N e t t i e .  T h r o u g h  t h e  

l e t t e r s ,  C e l i e  a n d  N e t t i e  s h a p e  t h e m s e l v e s  b e f o r e  o u r  e y e s ,  

h e l p i n g  us  u n d e r s t a n d  a g r i e f  t h a t  s t r e t c h e s  o v e r  t h i r t y  y e a r s .

The  p o i g n a n c y  o f  C e l i e ' s  g r i e f  l i e s  i n  h e r  n e e d  f o r  h e r  s i s t e r  a n d

h e r  i n a b i l i t y  t o  r e a c h  h e r  o r  t h e  c h i l d r e n  b o r n  i n  t e r r o r  b e c a u s e  

o f  h e r  s t e p f a t h e r ' s  s e x u a l  a b u s e .  C e l i e ' s  r e c o u n t i n g  o f  h e r  l i f e ,  

and  e v e n t u a l l y  b e i n g  a b l e  t o  c o n t r o l  a n d  s h a p e  i t ,  com es f r o m  t h e  

f e e l i n g s  o f  s e l f - e x p r e s s i o n  a nd  s e l f - w o r t h  r e a l i z e d  i n  h e r  l e t t e r s  

t o  N e t t i e ,  e v e n  t h o u g h  t h e  l e t t e r s  a r e  n o t  e x c h a n g e d  i m m e d i a t e l y .

A l t h o u g h  C e l i e  was  a b l e  t o  s p e a k  t o  God a b o u t  f a m i l y  m a t t e r s ,  

h e r  l e t t e r s  t o  N e t t i e  b e co m e  m o r e  p e r s o n a l .  A f t e r  d i s c o v e r i n g  

N e t t i e ’ s l e t t e r s ,  w h i c h  h a d  b e e n  h i d d e n  by  C e l i e ' s  h u s b a n d ,  

A l b e r t ,  C e l i e  b e g i n s  t o  f e e l  as  t h o u g h  s h e  d o e s  h a v e  som e w o r t h ,  

t h a t  s h e  d o e s  m a t t e r s :

Now I know N e t t i e  a l i v e  I b e g i n  t o  s t r u t  a l i t t l e  b i t .
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T h i n k ,  W hen s h e  com e hom e us  l e a v e  h e r e .  H e r  a n d  me a n d  

o u r  t w o  c h i l d r e n  ( W a l k e r ,  C o l o r  P u r p l e  1 9 8 2 : 1 3 8 ) .

As t h e  l e t t e r s  a r e  now e x c h a n g e d  o p e n l y ,  t h e y  h e l p  C e l i e  t o  

r e c o g n i z e  w h a t  N e t t i e  h a s  f a c e d  i n  A f r i c a  d u r i n g  t h e  y e a r s  o f  t h e i r  

s e p a r a t i o n ,  b u t  s h e  a l s o  l e a r n s  a b o u t  h e r s e l f  a n d  u n d e r s t a n d s  how 

s h e  a p p e a r s  t o  o t h e r s .  She  a l s o  b e g i n s  t o  r e a l i z e  w h a t  s h e  c a n  

b e c o m e .  W i t h o u t  t h e  l e t t e r s ,  C e l i e ' s  f e e l i n g s  a b o u t  h e r  

w o r t h l e s s n e s s ,  b o t h  p h y s i c a l l y  a nd  p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y ,  w o u l d  h a v e  

c o n t i n u e d .  She  b e l i e v e d  A l b e r t  w hen  h e  t o l d  h e r ,  " Y o u  s k i n n y ,  y o u  

s h a p e  f u n n y . . . y o u  b l a c k ,  y o u  p o r e ,  y o u  u g l y ,  y o u  a w o m a n . . . . y o u  

n o t h i n g  a t  a l l ”  ( W a l k e r  1 9 8 2 : 1 7 5 ) .

A f t e r  a l l  h e r  m i s t r e a t m e n t  b y  A l b e r t ,  C e l i e  i s  f i n a l l y  a b l e  

t o  s a y  d e f i a n t l y ,  " N e t t i e  a n d  my c h i l d r e n  c o m i n g  home s o o n . . . a n d  

a l l  o f  us  t o g e t h e r  g o n n a  whup  y u r  a s s ”  ( W a l k e r  1 9 8 2 : 1 7 0 ) .  C e l i e ' s  

e x c h a n g e  o f  l e t t e r s  w i t h  h e r  s i s t e r  a n d  h e r  u s e  o f  l a n g u a g e  g i v e s  

h e r  t h e  p o w e r  t o  a f f i r m  h e r  own e x i s t e n c e ,  t o  a n n o u n c e  h e r s e l f  t o  

t h e  w o r l d :  " I ' m  p o r e ,  I ' m  b l a c k ,  I may be  u g l y . . . b u t  I ' m  h e r e "

( W a l k e r  1 9 8 2 :  1 7 6 )  .

A f t e r  t h i r t y  y e a r s  a n d  m any c h a n g e s ,  C e l i e  a n d  N e t t i e  f i n a l l y  

m e e t  a g a i n .  T h e i r  l i v e s  h a v e  t a k e n  v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  p a t h s .  N e t t i e  

s p e n d s  m o s t  o f  h e r  a d u l t  y e a r s  l i v i n g  i n  A f r i c a ,  l e a r n i n g  a new 

l a n g u a g e  a n d  a d i f f e r e n t  c u l t u r e .  C e l i e  l i v e s  m o s t  o f  h e r  l i f e  i n  

t h e  r u r a l  a r e a  o f  h e r  c h i l d h o o d ,  b u t  s e e s  a w h o l e  new w o r l d  when  

s he  m o v e s  t o  M e m p h i s  w i t h  S h u g .  T h e  y e a r s  h a v e  b r o u g h t  a b o u t  a 

c h a n g e  i n  C e l i e ’ s u s e  o f  l a n g u a g e ,  as  w e l l  as  i n  N e t t i e ' s  e d u c a t e d
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la n g u a g e  o f  t h e  o u t s i d e  w o r l d ,  a n d  t h e r e  i s  a f e a r  t h a t  t h i s  w i l l  

r e p r e s e n t  s o m e t h i n g  o f  a b a r r i e r  w hen  t h e y  s e e  e a c h  o t h e r  a g a i n .  

T h e  b a r r i e r  i s  r e m o v e d ,  t h o u g h ,  a s  s o o n  a s  t h e  t w o  s i s t e r s  s e e  e a c h  

o t h e r  a n d  d i s c o v e r  t h a t  t h e  w o n d e r f u l  b o n d  o f  l o v e  i s  as  s t r o n g  a s  

i t  e v e r  w a s :

Us t o t t e r  to w a rd  one n o th e r  l i k e  us use t o  do when us was b a b ie s .

Then us fe e l so weak when us to u c h , us knock each o th e r  down. B u t 

w hat us ca re?  Us s i t  and la y  th e re  on th e  p o rch  in s id e  each o t h e r 's  

arms (W a lke r 1982:243) .

A s i s t e r  c a n  be  s e e n  as  so m e o n e  who i s  b o t h  o u r s e l v e s  a n d  v e r y  

m uch n o t  o u r s e l v e s  -  a s p e c i a l  k i n d  o f  d o u b l e .  S o m e t i m e s  s i s t e r s  

do n o t  o v e r t l y  e x p r e s s  t h e  d e p t h  o f  t h e i r  f e e l i n g s  f o r  o n e  a n o t h e r ,  

w h i l e  a t  o t h e r  t i m e s ,  t h e  l a n g u a g e  t h a t  s u r r o u n d s  t h e m  f o r c e s  us  

t o  a c k n o w l e d g e  t h e  c l o s e n e s s .  S i s t e r s  s p e a k  o f  b e i n g  " w e d d e d "  t o  

o ne  a n o t h e r ,  o f  b e i n g  " i r r e p  1a c e a b 1e "  i n  o n e  a n o t h e r ’ s l i v e s ,  o f  

c a r i n g  i n  w a y s  t h a t  l i e  b e y o n d  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  s o c i a l l y  d e f i n e d  

s i s t e r h o o d .  When o n e  s i s t e r  d i e s ,  t h e  o t h e r  i s  o f t e n  l o s t  a n d  

c o n f u s e d  b y  u n r e s o l v a b l e  f e e l i n g s .  I f  s i s t e r s  beco m e e s t r a n g e d ,  

t h e i r  l e t t e r s  a n d  d i a r i e s  may r e f l e c t  r e a l  p a i n  a nd  l o n g i n g ,  a 

s e n s e  o f  h a v i n g  b e e n  s p l i t  f r o m  t h e m s e l v e s  v i o l e n t l y ,  i n e x p l i c a b l y .  

When s u c h  e s t r a n g e m e n t s  c a n  be  h e a l e d ,  t h e i r  j o y  and  r e l i e f  o f t e n  

e q u a l  t h e  e a r l i e r  d e s p o n d e n t  a n d / o r  d e s t r u c t i v e  f e e l i n g s .  E v e n  

w hen o n e  s i s t e r  s e n s e s  t h a t  r e s o l u t i o n  w i l l  n o t  be  f o r t h c o m i n g ,  t h e  

s t r u g g l e  t o  f i g u r e  o u t  t h e  r i f t ,  t o  w o r k  o u t  t h e  d a m a g e ,  g o e s  on
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u n t i l  s o m e th in g  c h a n g e s  o r  som e p e a c e  i s  a c h i e v e d .

I n  h e r  p o e t r y ,  A d r i e n n e  R i c h  e x p l o r e s  t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  t h e  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  s i s t e r s .  She  w r i t e s  o f  t h e  d i l e m m a  i n  

r e c o g n i z i n g  b o t h  h e r  l i k e n e s s  t o  a n d  d i f f e r e n c e  f r o m  h e r  s i s t e r .  

T h e  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  s i m i l a r i t y  a n d  d i f f e r e n c e  c o m p l i c a t e s  a common 

d o u b l e  i m a g e ,  t h a t  o f  t h e  s i s t e r  as  a m i r r o r ,  o r  a s  " w h a t  I m i g h t  

h a v e  b e e n . "

H a v i n g  f a c e d  t h e  p r o b l e m s  o f  s i s t e r h o o d ,  R i c h  s u g g e s t s  i n  h e r  

p o e t r y ,  w a y s  o f  m o v i n g  t o w a r d  a m o r e  s u s t a i n i n g  r e l a t i o n s h i p .  R i c h  

p o r t r a y s  t h e  c h a n g i n g  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  s i s t e r s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  

d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  s i s t e r s :  t h e  s i s t e r  i s  " w h o  I m i g h t  o n c e  h a v e  b e e n . "  

R i c h ' s  s i s t e r  r e p r e s e n t s  b o t h  an a s p e c t  o f  h e r  s e l f  a n d  t h e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  r e a l i z i n g  a r e l a t i o n s h i p  am ong a l l  w om en.

R i c h  o n l y  i m p l i e s  a s i s t e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i n  t h e  t i t l e  o f  " A  

Woman M o u r n e d  b y  D a u g h t e r s " .  The  d a u g h t e r s  a r e  u n i t e d  b y  t h e i r  

e s t r a n g e m e n t  f r o m  t h e i r  d e a d  m o t h e r .  F o r  R i c h ,  s i s t e r s  u n i t e d  as  

t h e s e  d a u g h t e r s  a r e  h a v e  n o t  a c h i e v e d  t r u e  s i s t e r h o o d .  I n  

" S i s t e r s " ,  R i c h  i m p l i e s  t h a t  e s t r a n g e m e n t  b e t w e e n  s i s t e r s  i s  

i n e v i t a b l e .  I n  b o t h  o f  t h e s e  poem s R i c h  c o n v e y s  a s e n s e  o f  

e m p t i n e s s  i n  w h a t  m i g h t  h a v e  b e e n  i n t i m a t e ,  s u s t a i n i n g  

r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  T h i s  s e n s e  o f  f a i l u r e  a n d  e s t r a n g e m e n t  r e a p p e a r s  

i n  a l a t e r  po e m,  " A  P r i m a r y  G r o u n d " ,  i n  w h i c h  R i c h  s u g g e s t s  an  

a c k n o w l e d g e m e n t  o f  e s t r a n g e m e n t  o f  s i s t e r s  f r o m  e a c h  o t h e r .

I n  h e r  f i r s t  s t e p  t o w a r d  s i s t e r l y  c l o s e n e s s ,  i n  " F l e s h  a n d  

B l o o d , "  R i c h  m o v e s  b a c k  i n t o  m e m o r i e s  o f  c h i l d h o o d :
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E veryone  e ls e  I ' v e  had t o  t e l l  how i t  was, 

o n ly  n o t you.

D oors slammed. We

f e l l  a s le e p , h o t Sundays, in  o u r  s l i p s ,  

two mad l i t t l e  g o ld f is h

f l u t t e r i n g  in  a d ry in g  pond.

N obody 's  seen th e  t r o u b le  I ' v e  seen 

b u t you.

Our jo k e s  a re  fu n n ie r  f o r  t h a t  

y o u 'd  say

and, L o rd , i t ' s  t r u e .

(McNaron 1985:115)

The  s i s t e r s  d o n ' t  h a v e  t o  e x p l a i n  t h e i r  p a s t s  t o  e a c h  o t h e r ,  a n d  

c a n  e n j o y  e a c h  o t h e r  b y  l a u g h i n g  t o g e t h e r ,  a n d  g o i n g  t o  s l e e p  

w r a p p e d  i n  t h a t  b o n d  o f  t o g e t h e r n e s s .  As t h e  s i s t e r s  s e e  t h e i r  

c h i l d h o o d  w o r l d  d i m i n i s h e d ,  t h e  b o n d  c o n t i n u e s  t o  g r o w  as  R i c h  

e x p r e s s e s  i n  " B l o o d  S i s t e r " :

we s i t  a t  you r ta b le  d r in k in g  c o f fe e

l i g h t  f l a s h e s  o f f  unwashed s h e e tg la s s

you a re  more b e a u t i f u l  th a n  you have e ve r been

i c e  f i t s  i t s e l f  a round each t w i g  o f  t h e  l i l a c
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1i ke a f  i  s t  o f  1aw and o rd e r

y o u r im a g in a t io n  b u rn s  l i k e  a b u lb  in  th e  f ro z e n  s o i l

( McNaron 1985:117)

T h e  s t r e n g t h  o f  t h e  s i s t e r s '  b o n d  a l l o w s  R i c h  t o  c o n t e m p l a t e  t h e  

f u t u r e  w i t h  a s s u r a n c e ,  as  t h e  poem  e n d s :

when surrmer comes th e  ocean may be c lo s e d  f o r  good 

we w i 11 tu r n  

t o  th e  d e s e r t  

where s u r v iv a l

ta k e s  naked and f i e r y  fo rm s .

(McNaron 1985:117)

!n  a n o t h e r  poem  " S i b l i n g  M y s t e r i e s " ,  R i c h  t a k e s  t h e  s i s t e r s  

i n t o  t h e  p a s t  a n d  l o o k s  a t  t h e i r  common e x p e r i e n c e .  T h e  p o e m ' s  

f i r s t  f o u r  s e c t i o n s  s e a r c h  o u t  a f e m a l e  p a s t .  P a r t  1 i s  t h e  p l e a :  

" R e m i n d  me how we w a l k e d / t r y i n g  t h e  p l a n e t a r y  r o c k . "  P a r t  2 

r e c o u n t s  t h e  d a u g h t e r s '  m e m o r i e s  o f  t h e  m o t h e r ,  t h e  t i m e l e s s  

e x p e r i e n c e  o f  l o v e ,  b e t r a y a l  a nd  l o s s ,  " a n d  how we t h o u g h t  s h e  

l o v e d / t h e  s t r a n g e  m a l e  b o d y  f i r s t . "  I n  P a r t  3 ,  R i c h  r e a c h e s  o u t  

t o  t h e i r  s p e c i a l  b o n d :  " w e  t o l d / a m o n g  o u r s e l v e s  o u r

s e c r e t p i e r e i n g  o u r  l o r e  i n  q u i l t e d  g a l a x i e s . "  R i c h  

r e c a l l s  "h o w  s i s t e r  g a z e d  a t  s i s t e r / r e a c h i n g  t h r o u g h  m i r r o r e d  

p u p i l s / b a c k  t o  t h e  m o t h e r , "  s u g g e s t i n g  a s p i r i t u a l  l i n k  t h a t  g o e s  

b e y o n d  d e a t h .  E v e n  w i t h  c o n f l i c t s  a n d  d i f f e r e n c e s ,  s h e  s p e a k s  o f  

t h e i r  s h a r e d  b e g i n n i n g s :  " y e t  o u r  e y e s  d r i n k  f r o m  e a c h  o t h e r / o u r

l i v e s  w e r e  d r i v e n  down t h e  sam e d a r k  c a n a l "  ( M c N a r o n  1 9 8 5 : 1 1 6 ) .

I n  h e r  poem  " T r a n s i t "  ( f r o m  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  A W i l d  P a t i e n c e  Has
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T a k e n  Me T h i s  F a r ' I . R i c h  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  s i s t e r s  c a n ' t  r e l y  o n  t h e  

p a s t  a l o n e  t o  b i n d  th e m  t o g e t h e r :

When s is t e r s  s e p a ra te  th e y  h a u n t each o th e r

as she , who I m ig h t once have been, h a u n ts  me

o r  is  i t  I who do th e  h a u n tin g

h a l t in g  and w a tc h in g  on th e  p a th

how she appears a g a in  th ro u g h  l i g h t l y  b lo w in g

c r y s t a ls ,  how h e r s t ro n g  knees c a r ry  h e r ,

how unaware she i s ,  how s im p le

t h i s  is  f o r  h e r ,  how w ith o u t  l e t  o r  h in d ra n c e

she t r a v e ls  in  h e r body

u n t i l  th e  p o in t  o f  p a s s in g , where th e  s k ie r  

and th e  c r ip p le  m ust d e c id e  

to  re c o g n iz e  each o th e r?

( McNaron 1985:119)

R i c h  e m p h a s i z e s  t h e  p a r a d o x  o f  l i k e n e s s  a n d  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  

s i s t e r s .  T h e  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  l i k e n e s s  e n a b l e s  e a c h  t o  k no w h e r s e l f  

and  h e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  o t h e r s  t h r o u g h  k n o w i n g  h e r  s i s t e r .  T h e  

r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  d i f f e r e n c e  b r i n g s  a s e n s e  o f  m y s t e r y ,  o f  t h e  l i m i t s  

o f  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  a n d  o f  t h e  n e e d  t o  p r o t e c t  o n e ' s  own a n d  o n e ' s  

s i s t e r ' s  i n t e g r i t y .

T h e  d i f f i c u l t y  o f  d e a l i n g  w i t h  l i k e n e s s e s  a n d  d i f f e r e n c e s  

b e t w e e n  s i s t e r s  c a n  be  c o m p o u n d e d  e v e n  f u r t h e r  when  t h e r e  i s  

d i s c o r d  c r e a t e d  i n  t h e  f a m i l y ,  e s p e c i a l l y  by  t h e i r  m o t h e r .  I n  a 

s h o r t  s t o r y  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  o p e n i n g  e p i s o d e  o f  C a n d a c e  F l y n t ' s
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n o v e l ,  M o th e r  L o v e  ( 1 9 8 7 1 .  t h r e e  s i s t e r s ,  now g r o w n ,  a r e  s t i l l  n o t  

a t  p e a c e  w i t h  t h e i r  m e m o r i e s  o f  t h e m s e l v e s  o r  t h e i r  d e c e a s e d  

m o t h e r .

T h e  t h r e e  s i s t e r s ,  K a t h e r i n e ,  J u d e  a n d  L o u i s e ,  o n  c e r t a i n

o c c a s i o n s ,  g e t  t o g e t h e r  t o  v i s i t  t h e  g r a v e s i t e  o f  t h e i r  m o t h e r .

On t h e s e  o c c a s i o n s ,  t h e y  t a k e  t u r n s  t e l l i n g  ’ ’m o th e r  s t o r i e s , "  -  

som e a b o u t  how l o v i n g  a n d  c a r e f r e e  t h e i r  m o th e r  w as and  som e a b o u t  

how t h o u g h t l e s s  a n d  i m m a t u r e  s h e  o f t e n  w a s .  On t h i s  C h r i s t m a s  

s e a s o n ,  t h e y  h a v e  g o n e  t o  t h e  c e m e t e r y  t o g e t h e r .  I t  i s  c o l d

o u t s i d e  a n d  t h e y  f e e l  a c l o s e n e s s  w i t h  o n e  a n o t h e r  a s  t h e y  s t a n d

t o g e t h e r ,  t h e  t h r e e  o f  t h e m  s h a r i n g  t w o  c o a t s .  "Why w e r e n ' t  we 

e v e r  l i k e  t h i s  wh en  s h e  was  a l i v e ? "  J u d e  a s k s  i n  a s o f t  v o i c e .  

" S h e  w o u l d n ' t  l e t  us  b e , "  K a t h e r i n e  m u r m u r s .  "We w e r e  l i k e  t h i s  

w hen s h e  w as a l i v e , "  L o u i s e  s a y s .  " S o m e t i m e s  we w e r e  f r i e n d s ;  

s o m e t i m e s  we w e r e n ' t .  You  c a n ' t  make  e v e r y t h i n g  h e r  f a u l t "  ( C a h i l l  

1 9 8 9 : 3 1 2 )  .

On t h e  r i d e  b a c k  t o  t o w n  t h e  s i s t e r s  a r e  q u i e t  as  t h e y  r e f l e c t  

a b o u t  e a c h  o t h e r .  T h e y  c a n  be  c o m f o r t a b l e  t o g e t h e r  i n  l o n g  p e r i o d s  

o f  s i l e n c e  as  l o n g  as  i t  i s  a p e a c e f u l  s i l e n c e .  I f  o n e  s e n s e s  t h a t  

s o m e t h i n g  i s  w r o n g ,  t h e n  an a rg u m e n t  u s u a l l y  o c c u r s .

O f  t h e  t i m e  s h e  s p e n d s  w i t h  h e r  s i s t e r s ,  L o u i s e  l i k e s  i t  b e s t  

when t h e y  a r e  l i k e  t h i s .  She  c a n  f e e l  c l o s e  t o  th e m  and  n o t  h a v e  

t o  l i s t e n  t o  t h e i r  i d e a s  a b o u t  w h a t  s h e  s h o u l d  be  d o i n g  i n  h e r  

l i f e .  B e t w e e n  t h e m ,  h e r  s i s t e r s  h a v e  p e r s u a d e d  h e r  n o t  t o  q u i t  

c o l l e g e ,  t o  go a b r o a d  f o r  a y e a r ,  a n d  t o  dump h e r  b o y f r i e n d ,  B i l l y .  

Now,  s h e  i s  c l o s e  t o  g e t t i n g  h e r  d e g r e e ,  a nd  L o u i s e  r e a l i z e s  t h a t
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i t  wa s  g o o d  t o  t a k e  a d v a n t a g e  o f  t h e i r  e x p e r i e n c e  a n d  l i s t e n  t o  

th e m . H o w e v e r ,  s h e  i s n ' t  a b o u t  t o  m a k e  s u c h  an a d m i s s i o n  o p e n l y  

( C a h i 11 1 9 8 9 : 3 1 8 ) .

O f  a l l  t h e  t i m e  K a t h e r i n e  s p e n d s  w i t h  h e r  s i s t e r s ,  s h e  l i k e s  

i t  b e s t  w hen  t h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  i s  h o n e s t  a n d  c a r e f u l .  She l o v e s  h e r  

s i s t e r s  a s  s h e  l o v e s  h e r  d i f f e r e n t  c h i l d r e n ,  e a c h  f o r  d i f f e r e n t  

r e a s o n s .  She  k n o w s  s o  m uch a b o u t  t h e s e  t w o  s i s t e r s  s i n c e  s h e  was  

t h e  o n e  t o  a s s u m e  t h e  r o l e  o f  s u r r o g a t e  m o t h e r  a f t e r  t h e i r  m o th e r  

d i e d .  She  e n c o u r a g e d  th e m  t o  b e l i e v e  s h e  was  i n v i n c i b l e ,  b u t  s h e  

i s  s u r p r i s e d  t h a t  t h e y  s t i l l  t h i n k  t h a t  o f  h e r  ( C a h i l l  1 9 8 9 : 3 1 9 ) .

O f  t h e  t i m e  J u d e  s p e n d s  w i t h  h e r  s i s t e r s ,  s h e  l i k e s  t h e  

s p a r r i n g  b e s t .  " N o t  t h a t  s h e  l i k e s  t o  f i g h t  -  w e l l ,  m aybe  s h e  d o e s  

-  b u t  m o s t l y  s h e  l i k e s  t h e  m e n t a l  e x e r c i s e . "  S h e ' s  s o  m uch  n i c e r  

t o  h e r  k i d s  a f t e r  s h e  h a s  s p e n t  t i m e  w i t h  h e r  s i s t e r s .  S h e ' s  m o r e  

p e r s u a s i v e  t h a n  t h e  o t h e r  t w o  a nd  s h e  f e e l s  a c e r t a i n  p o w e r  o v e r  

t h e m .  T a l k i n g  t o  h e r  s i s t e r s  h e l p s  h e r  d e f i n e  w h a t  s h e  w a n t s  o u t  

o f  l i f e ,  e v e n  i f  i t  i s n ’ t  t h e  sam e t h i n g s  t h e y  w a n t .  F o r  y e a r s  s h e  

w o u l d  g i v e  i n  t o  K a t h e r i n e ' s  w i s d o m ,  b u t  K a t h e r i n e  i s  no  l o n g e r  

w i s e r .  " S h e ’ s b e co m e  l i k e  e v e r y  o t h e r  m a r r i e d  p e r s o n :  c o m p l a c e n t ,  

s e l f  r i g h t e o u s  a n d  b o r i n g .  S a f e ,  t o o .  B u t  s h e ' s  a l s o  t h e  s i s t e r  

t h a t  J u d e  a t  o n e  t i m e  w o u l d  h a v e  d i e d  f o r "  ( C a h i l l  1 9 8 9 : 3 2 0 ) .

T h e  s i s t e r s  a r g u e  on  a n d  o f f  a l l  t h e  way  h om e,  b u t  f o r  t h e  

m o s t  p a r t  e n j o y  e a c h  o t h e r ' s  c o m p a n y .  T h e y  f e e l  a c e r t a i n  w a r m t h  

a n d  s e c u r i t y  b e i n g  t o g e t h e r .  J u d e  i s  d r i v i n g  a n d  l o o k s  t i r e d .  

L o u i s e  n o t i c e s  a n d  a l m o s t  w i t h o u t  r e a l i z i n g  i t  p u t s  h e r  a r m  l i g h t l y  

a r o u n d  h e r .  K a t h e r i n e ,  s e n s i n g  t h e  g e s t u r e ,  p u t s  h e r  a r m  a r o u n d
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L o u  i  s e :

T e a rs  t h a t  she is  p roud  o f  f i l l  L o u is e 's  eyes . K a th e r in e  

is  f lo o d e d  w i th  r e l i e f  and g r a t i t u d e  and, once a g a in , hope 

Jude says g r u f f l y ,  'W h a t 's  a l l  t h is ? '  B u t she f e e ls  t h a t  

someone has wrapped h e r in  th e  re d  v e lv e t  c o m fo r te r  M other 

used t o  tu c k  around them  when th e y  were s i c k .  The f e e l in g  

is  r e f le c t e d  in  h e r v o ic e  ( C a h i l l  1989:323) .
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PART I I I

A NEW WOMAN

T h e  p e r i o d  f r o m  t h e  1 9 5 0 s  t h r o u g h  t h e  1 9 8 0 s  was a t i m e  o f  

g r e a t  t r a n s i t i o n  a n d  c h a n g e  f o r  t h e  A m e r i c a n  woman.  F o l l o w i n g  t h e  

w a r  y e a r s ,  women f o u n d  t h e m s e l v e s  s t r u g g l i n g  w i t h  t h e  m e a n i n g  o f  

" t r u e  f e m i n i s m "  a n d  d i s c o v e r e d  t h a t  i n  t r y i n g  t o  p e r p e t r a t e  t h e  

m y t h ,  t h e y  h a d  no  i d e n t i t y  o f  t h e i r  o w n .  T h e  e m e r g e n c e  o f  t h e  

w o m e n ’ s l i b e r a t i o n  m o v e m e n t  h e l p e d  t o  c r e a t e  t h e  new i d e a l  " woman 

as p e r s o n "  i n  w h i c h  women b e g a n  f i n d i n g  f u l f i l l m e n t  i n  t h e i r  own 

a c c o m p l i s h m e n t s .  I t  was  d u r i n g  t h i s  p e r i o d  t h a t  women w r i t e r s  

b e g a n ,  a t  f i r s t ,  t o  f o c u s  o n  t h e  " p r o b l e m  t h a t  h a d  no n a m e " ,  and  

t h e n  t o  e x p l o r e  c h a n g e s  a n d  a l t e r n a t i v e s  t h a t  w e r e  o p e n i n g  up t o  

w o m e n .
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R E - D E F I N I N G  F E MI N I S M

. . .sometimes
i  g e t  so low so  low
som etim es
i  g e t  so  dep ressed
as though  i  lo s t
a p a r t  o f  me t h a t  lo ve d  me
th e  p a r t  t h a t  knew me b e s t . . .
my r i g h t  hand f i l l s  t h e  c h in a  te a cu p s
and n e e d le p o in ts  w i th  o ld  m a id  a u n ts
my r i g h t  hand c l in g s  t o  ro s a ry  beads
and w a te rs  d y in g  p la n ts
b u t  i t ' s  ne ve r p a in te d  a p ic tu r e
n o r  ru n  f o r  p re s id e n t
my l e f t  hand
m ig h t have done th e s e  th in g s
i f  i t s  r o o ts
had n o t  been b e n t
a  s c u lp to r ,  a p o e t
i t  m ig h t have been
in s te a d  o f  a u s e le s s  th in g
t o  d e c o ra te  w i th  ba n g le s  and b ra c e le ts
and my m o th e r 's  w edding r in g

(D ory  P r e v i n ,  " L e f t  Hand L o s t " )

I n  1960  Good  H o u s e k e e p i n g  m a g a z i n e  p u b l i s h e d  an a r t i c l e  

e n t i t l e d  " How t o  Know When Y o u ’ r e  R e a l l y  F e m i n i n e . "  T h e  m a l e  

a u t h o r  a s s u r e d  h i s  r e a d e r s  t h a t  he  c o u l d  c o r r e c t  t h e  a g e - o l d  

m i s c o n c e p t i o n s  c a u s i n g  c o n f u s i o n  and  s e l f - d o u b t  i n  women .  I t  

s eemed  t h a t  t h e  p r o b l e m  was  t h a t  women w e r e  " w o m b - c e n t e r e d "  a n d  

t h a t  f o r  t h e  t r u e  woman,  c h i l d r e n  and  h u s b a n d  w o u l d  come f i r s t ,  

f a r  b e f o r e  s e l f .  T h i s  a t t i t u d e  was i n  no  way u n i q u e ,  s i n c e  t h e  

q u e s t i o n  o f  " t r u e  f e m i n i t y "  has  b e e n  d e b a t e d  f o r  c e n t u r i e s  

( D o r e n k a m p  1 9 8 5 :  1 ) .

S o c i e t y  d e v a l u e s  t h e  r o l e  o f  women i n  A m e r i c a n  s o c i e t y .  T h e
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s u g g e s t i o n  t h a t  " t r u e  f e m i n i n i t y "  r e q u i r e s  t h e  t r u e  woman a l w a y s  

t o  p l a c e  t h e  n e e d s  o f  h e r  h u s b a n d  a n d  c h i l d r e n  b e f o r e  h e r  own -  

" f a r  b e f o r e "  h e r  o w n ,  c e r t a i n l y  i m p l i e s  a d e p r e c a t i o n  o f  women .  

T h e  h u s b a n d  a n d  c h i l d r e n  a r e  a s s u m e d  t o  be  w o r t h y  a n d  i m p o r t a n t ;  

t h e  s e l f - s a c r i f i c i n g  woman i s  n o t .  F o r  women t o  e m b r a c e  t h e s e  

c u l t u r a l  d e f i n i t i o n s  m e a n s  t o  s a c r i f i c e  t h e  f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  c e r t a i n  

f u n d a m e n t a l  hum an n e e d s  -  s u c h  as  t h e  n e e d  f o r  s e l f - e x p r e s s i o n ,  

a u t o n o m y  a n d  s e l f - r e g a r d  -  i n  o r d e r  t o  a v o i d  t h e  l o s s  o f  

s a t i s f a c t i o n  o f  o t h e r ,  e q u a l l y  b a s i c  n e e d s .  N o t  t o  l i v e  up  t o  

a c c e p t e d  s t a n d a r d s  m e a n s  t o  i n v i t e  r e j e c t i o n  a n d  t o  be  c l a s s i f i e d  

as  u n n a t u r a l  o r  u n w o m a n l y .  A n d ,  f o r  women who h a v e  b e e n  t r a i n e d  

f r o m  e a r l y  c h i l d h o o d  t o  a c c e p t  t h e  v i e w  t h a t  t h e i r  i d e n t i t y  r e s t s  

i n  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  o t h e r s ,  a n d  t h a t  t h e i r  " n i c e n e s s "  a n d  

i n t e r p e r s o n a l  s e n s i t i v i t y  a r e  t h e i r  g r e a t  p o w e r s , t h a t  i s  an 

u n a c c e p t a b l e  p r o s p e c t .

I t  i s  i r o n i c  t h a t  w hen  t h e  l i t t l e  g i r l  g r o w s  i n t o  a woman and  

a s s u m e s  t h e  r o l e  t h a t  i s  e x p e c t e d  o f  h e r  -  t h a t  o f  mommie and  

h o m e m a k e r  -  s h e  d i s c o v e r s  t h e  c o n t r a d i c t o r y  v i e w  t h a t  s o c i e t y  t a k e s  

o f  h e r  r o l e .  I t  i s  h e r  f u n c t i o n  t o  t e a c h  a n d  p r e s e r v e  t h e  m o r a l  

f i b e r  o f  s o c i e t y ,  a n d  t o  m a n a g e  a n d  m a i n t a i n  t h e  home a n d  f a m i l y ;  

b u t  t h e  r o l e  o f  m o t h e r / h o m e m a k e r  i s  d e v a l u e d  i n  t h e  " r e a l ”  w o r l d .

W o m e n ' s  w o r k  i n  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e  h a s  a l s o  a l w a y s  b e e n  d e v a l u e d .  

Women h a v e  a l w a y s  w o r k e d  -  p o o r  women a t  p a i d  j o b s ,  t h o u g h  n o t  a t  

d e c e n t  w a g e s ;  m i d d l e - c l a s s  women ,  f o r  t h e  p a s t  h u n d r e d  y e a r s  o r  s o ,  

a t  p r o f e s s i o n a l  j o b s ,  a g a i n  u s u a l l y  a t  i n e q u i t a b l e  w a g e s .  B u t  

a l m o s t  a l l  A m e r i c a n  women h a v e  w o r k e d  a t  u n p a i d  j o b s :  as  w i v e s ,
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m o t h e r s ,  h o u s e k e e p e r s ,  f a r m e r s ,  a n d  a s  v o l u n t e e r  w o r k e r s  i n  s o c i a l  

c a u s e s .

D u r i n g  t h e  c o l o n i a l  p e r i o d ,  women a n d  men w o r k e d  t o g e t h e r  i n  

t h e  hom e i n  f a m i l y  g r o u p s .  B u t  t h e  e a r l y  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  

m o v e m e n t  o f  t h e  w o r k p l a c e  o u t  o f  t h e  hom e l e d  t o  a new c o n c e p t  o f  

t h e  hom e a n d  o f  woman.  W i t h  i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n  cam e t h e  d i v i s i o n  

b e t w e e n  t h e  w o r l d  o f  w o r k  a n d  t h e  home .  M en ,  who w o u l d  f i n d  

t h e m s e l v e s  i n  t h e  w o r k  o f  t h e  w o r l d ,  w o u l d  bec o me  a u t o n o m o u s .  

Women who w o u l d  s t a y  a t  hom e a n d  m a na g e  t h e  hom e a n d  f a m i l y  w o u l d  

be  s u p p o r t i v e  a n d  d e p e n d e n t .  When " h o m e ”  b e g a n  t o  be  t h o u g h t  o f ,  

n o t  a s  a b u s t l i n g  c e n t e r  o f  f a m i l i a l  l i v e l i h o o d ,  b u t  i n s t e a d  a s  a 

p l a c e  o f  t r a n q u i l i t y  a n d  l o v e  i n  an  i n c r e a s i n g l y  u r b a n i z e d  a n d  

i n d u s t r i a l i z e d  s o c i e t y ,  a n a r r o w  a nd  r e s t r i c t i v e  v i e w  o f  woman 

d e v e 1 o p e d .

P a r t l y  as  a r e s u l t  o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  w o m e n ' s  m o v e m e n t ,  

women b e g a n  t o  e n t e r  t h e  p a i d  l a b o r  f o r c e  i n  s u b s t a n t i a l  n u m b e r s ,  

b u t  t h e y  w e r e  r e l e g a t e d  t o  j o b s  t h a t  w e r e  c o n s i d e r e d  an e x t e n s i o n  

o f  t h e i r  d o m e s t i c  w o r k .  T h e y  f o u n d  t h e m s e l v e s  i n  j o b s  as  m a i d s ,  

t e x t i l e  w o r k e r s ,  s t e n o g r a p h e r s , s a l e s w o m e n  o r  t e a c h e r s .  B e c a u s e  

a woman was  s u p p o s e d  t o  w o r k  o n l y  u n t i l  s h e  was m a r r i e d ,  e m p l o y e r s  

e x c u s e d  h e r  l o w  w a g e s  a n d  d e p l o r a b l e  w o r k i n g  c o n d i t i o n s  ( H o f f m a n  

1 9 7 9 : x x  i i ) .

T h e  V i c t o r i a n  c u l t  o f  " t r u e  w o m a n h o o d "  d e n i g r a t e d  t h e  r o l e  o f  

t h e  w o r k i n g  c l a s s  * o m a n ,  d r i v e n  by  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  t o  w o r k ,  j u s t  as  

i t  c o n s i d e r e d  a m a r r i e d  woman w o r k i n g  o u t s i d e  t h e  hom e an 

u n f o r t u n a t e  s o c i a  1 c o n d i t i o n ,  a " f a l l  f r o m  g r a c e  ( K o 1b e n s c h 1ag
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1 9 7 9 : 8 1 ) .

C h a r l o t t e  P e r k i n s  G i l m a n ,  i n  h e r  b o o k  Women a n d  E c o n o m i c s , 

p u b l i s h e d  a t  t h e  t u r n  o f  t h e  c e n t u r y ,  m a k e s  r e v o 1u t i o n a r y  

p r o p o s a l s  r e g a r d i n g  w o m e n ' s  w o r k  a n d  c h i l d  c a r e .  G i l m a n  a r g u e s  

t h a t  t h e  s u b o r d i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  f e m a l e  s e x  h a d  b e e n  n e c e s s a r y  i n  t h e  

p a s t  f o r  hum an e v o l u t i o n ,  b u t  t h a t  i n  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y ,  t h e r e  

m u s t  b e  a c o o p e r a t i o n  b e t w e e n  m a l e s  a n d  f e m a l e s .  She b e l i e v e s  t h a t  

p r o g r e s s  i n  t h e  m a c h i n e  a g e  h a d  t o  b e  a c c o m p a n i e d  b y  g r e a t e r  

o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  hum an d e v e l o p m e n t  -  m o s t  n o t a b l y  f e m a l e  

d e v e l o p m e n t .  S o c i e t y  c o u l d  n o t  h o p e  t o  a c h i e v e  i t s  f u l l  hum an 

p o t e n t i a l  w i t h o u t  p e r m i t t i n g  women t o  r e a l i z e  a n d  e x p r e s s  t h e i r  

s p e c i a l  t a l e n t s :

T h i s  in o rd in a te  demand f o r  th e  l i f e  and t im e  o f  a w ho le  woman to  

keep h a l f  a dozen p e o p le  f e d ,  c leaned  and w a ite d  on , keeps up in  us 

a degree  o f  s e l f - in d u lg e n c e  we s h o u ld , by e ve ry  s te p  o f  s o c i a l  

deve lop m en t, have lo ng  s in c e  outg row n (Sochen 1982:192) .

G i l m a n  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  s u b o r d i n a t i o n  o f  women c o u l d  o n l y  e n d  

when  women l e d  t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  t h e i r  own a u to n o m y  and  e q u a l i t y ,  

t h e r e b y  f r e e i n g  men as  w e l l  as  t h e m s e l v e s  f r o m  t h e  " d i s t o r t i o n s  

t h a t  com e w i t h  d o m i n a n c e . "  The  t a s k  a h e a d ,  s a i d  G i l m a n ,  was t o  

a p p l y  t h e  a d v a n c e d  t e c h n o l o g y  o f  i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n  i n  t h e  hom e and  

t h u s  f r e e  women f r o m  h o u s e h o l d  d r u d g e r y .  She s u g g e s t e d  c o l l e c t i v e  

c o o k i n g  a n d  c l e a n i n g  f u n c t i o n s ;  homes i n  w h i c h  e x p e r t  c o o k s  

p r e p a r e d  f o o d  f o r  many  f a m i l i e s  and  e x p e r t  n u r s e s  who c a r e d  f o r
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p r e - s c h o o l  c h i l d r e n .  T h e n  c a r e e r - m i n d e d  a n d  p r o f e s s i o n a l l y  t r a i n e d  

m o t h e r s  c o u l d  d o  t h e  k i n d  o f  w o r k  t h a t  b r o u g h t  th e m  t h e  h i g h e s t  

s a t  i  s f a c t  i o n s :

The more a b s o lu te ly  woman is  se g re g a te d  t o  sex fu n c t io n s  o n l y ,  c u t  

o f f  fro m  a l l  econom ic use and made w h o l l y  dependent on th e  sex 

r e la t io n  as means o f  l i v e l i h o o d ,  t h e  more p a th o lo g ic a l does h e r 

m otherhood become (Sochen 1982:192) .

L i t t l e  d i d  G i l m a n  k n ow  i n  t h e  e a r l y  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  t h a t  m any o f  

t h e  t e c h n o l o g i c a l  c h a n g e s  s h e  a d v o c a t e d  w o u l d  u l t i m a t e l y  b e  m ade 

i n  A m e r i c a n  hom es -  b u t  w i t h o u t  h e r  h o p e d  f o r  c h a n g e s  i n  w o m e n ' s  

1 i v e s .

E v e n  b e f o r e  W o r l d  War  I ,  m any women h a d  e n t e r e d  t h e  p e r m a n e n t  

l a b o r  f o r c e ,  a n d  t h e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  new j o b  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  and  a 

m o r e  t o l e r a n t  a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d  w o r k i n g  c a r e e r s  made women i n  t h e  

1 9 2 0s  s o m e w h a t  m o r e  e c o n o m i c a l l y  i n d e p e n d e n t  t h a n  t h e y  h a d  e v e r  

b e e n .  I n c r e a s i n g  s o c i a l  a p p r o v a l  o f  c o l l e g e  e d u c a t i o n  f o r  w om en, 

m o r e o v e r ,  f r e e d  th e m  f r o m  t h e  c o n c e p t i o n  o f  t h e m s e l v e s  t h a t  t h e y  

w e r e  f i t t e d  o n l y  t o  be  w i v e s  a n d  m o t h e r s .

Y e t ,  t h e  p u b l i c  p e r c e p t i o n  was t h a t  t h e  w o m a n ' s  p l a c e  was  i n  

t h e  h om e ,  a n d  t h i s  a t t i t u d e  was a p p a r e n t  i n  w o m e n ' s  m a g a z i n e s .  

T h a t  t h e  w i f e  a n d  m o t h e r ' s  r o l e  c o u l d  be  a s u f f i c i e n t  s o u r c e  o f  

f u l f i l l m e n t  was  a r g u e d  by  E l i z a b e t h  Cook  i n  " T h e  K i t c h e n  S i n k  

C o m p l e x "  a n d  by  R o se  W i l d e r  L a n e  i n "  W o m a n ' s  P l a c e  I s  I n  T h e  H o m e " .  

B o t h  o f  t h e s e  e s s a y s ,  p u b l i s h e d  i n  t h e  t h i r t i e s  i n  t h e  L a d i e s '  Home
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J o u r n a l . a r e  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  t h e  c o n t i n u i n g  d e f e n s e  i n  w o m e n ’ s 

m a g a z i n e s  o f  t h e  v i e w  t h a t  women w o u l d  f i n d  g r e a t e r  h a p p i n e s s  i n  

t h e  hom e t h a n  a t  t h e  o f f i c e  ( S p r i n g e r  1 9 7 7 : 2 7 4 ) .

D u r i n g  W o r l d  War  I I ,  women t o o k  o v e r  f o r m e r l y  " m a l e  j o b s ”  i n  

u n p r e c e d e n t e d  n u m b e r s ,  j u s t  as  t h e y  h a d  d u r i n g  W o r l d  War  I .  B u t ,  

i r o n i c a l l y ,  t h e  e n d  o f  W o r l d  War  I I  s i g n a l e d  t h e  a p p e a r a n c e  o f  t h e  

m o s t  r e s t r i c t i v e  a n d  d e m a n d i n g  d o m e s t i c  f e m i n i n e  i d e a l  o f  t h e  

c e n t u r y .  I n d e e d ,  a m a j o r  t h r u s t  o f  t h e  c u r r e n t  w o m e n ’ s m o v e m e n t 

h a s  b e e n  t o  u n d o  t h e  i m a g e  o f  woman t h a t  d e v e l o p e d  d u r i n g  t h e  

1 9 5 0 s  .

Women w e r e  c h a n g e d  by  t h e i r  w a r t i m e  w o r k  e x p e r i e n c e s .  

F e m i n i s t s  o f  t h e  p e r i o d  o f t e n  u r g e d  women t o  c h a n g e ,  a n d  s u c h  

p u b l i c a t i o n s  as  W o m e n ' s  Home C o m p a n i o n  a l s o  s o u n d e d  t h e  c a l l  f o r  

c h a n g e :

In f r e e  n a t io n s ,  I can , w i t h  man, h e lp  b u i l d  a b e t te r  w o r ld ,  Or i 

can s h i r k  th e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  and assume a g a in  th e  s ta tu s  o f  an 

i n f e r i o r  c re a tu re .  The one way is  h a rd  and burdensome fo r  I must 

t h in k  and a c t  i n  my own r i g h t .  The o th e r  way is  easy. I have known 

i t  f o r  c e n tu r ie s .  (Women's Home Companion. F e b ru a ry , 1943)

I n  t h e i r  w a y s  a n d  a c t i o n s  i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  w o r k i n g  c l a s s  women 

s u b s c r i b e d  t o  t h e s e  i d e a s .  One o f  t h e  s t r i k i n g  t h e m e s  i n  S h e r n a  

G l u c k ' s  1987  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  o r a l  h i s t o r i e s  i n  R o s i e .  The R i v e t e r  

Rev i s i t e d  i s  t h e  d e s i r e  o f  t h e  women t o  t e s t  t h e m s e l v e s ,  s t r e t c h  

t h e m s e l v e s  a nd  p r o v e  t h e m s e l v e s .
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I t  h a d  b e e n  b e l i e v e d  i n i t i a l l y  t h a t  wom en w e r e  c a l l e d  o u t  o f  

t h e  hom e t o  p e r f o r m  t h e i r  p a t r i o t i c  d u t i e s  d u r i n g  W o r l d  War  I I " f o r  

t h e  d u r a t i o n "  a n d  h a d  t h e n  h a p p i l y  r e t u r n e d  hom e t o  m o t h e r h o o d  i n  

p o s t w a r  s u b u r b i a .  H o w e v e r ,  c o n t r a r y  t o  p o p u l a r  m y t h ,  t h i s  was  n o t  

t h e  c a s e .  M any women i n t e r v i e w e d  f o r  t h i s  b o o k  t o l d  t h a t  t h e i r  

w a r t i m e  w o r k  e x p e r i e n c e s  c h a n g e d  t h e  way  t h e y  f e l t  a b o u t

t h e m s e l v e s .  B e i n g  a b l e  " t o  h o l d  t h e i r  own w i t h  m e n " ,  as  o n e  o f  t h e

i n t e r v i e w e e s  p u t  i t ,  g a v e  a new s e n s e  o f  s e l f ,  o f  c o m p e t e n c y ,  n o t  

o n l y  t o  women new t o  t h e  w o r l d  o f  w o r k  o u t s i d e  t h e  hom e , b u t  a l s o  

t o  t h o s e  who h a d  w o r k e d  a t  t r a d i t i o n a l  w o m e n ' s  j o b s .  Women i n  t h e  

1 9 4 0 s  w e r e  a c c u s t o m e d  t o  t h e i r  w o r k  b e i n g  d e v a l u e d  -  w h e t h e r  i n  t h e  

home o r  t h e  w o r k p l a c e .  D u r i n g  t h e  w a r ,  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  i n  t h e i r

l i v e s ,  m any women p e r f o r m e d  j o b s  t h a t  w e r e  v i e w e d  by  t h e  p u b l i c  as

n e c e s s a r y  a n d  v a l u a b l e ,  a n d  t h a t  w e r e  o f t e n  p h y s i c a l l y  c h a l l e n g i n g .  

F i n a l l y  v a l u e d  by  o t h e r s ,  t h e y  cam e t o  v a l u e  t h e m s e l v e s  m o r e  ( G l u c k  

1 9 8 7 : 2 6 5 ) .

As t h e  w a r  e n d e d ,  t h e  a l a r m  was  s o u n d e d  a b o u t  women w o r k e r s  

and  t h e i r  p o s t w a r  p l a n s .  S u r v e y s  r e v e a l e d  t h a t  a m a j o r i t y  o f  t h e  

women w a n t e d  t o  c o n t i n u e  t o  w o r k  a f t e r  t h e  w a r ,  a n d  t h i s  i n c l u d e d  

f o r m e r  h o m e m a k e r s  who h a d  n e v e r  w o r k e d  o u t s i d e  t h e  home.  

F u r t h e r m o r e ,  m o s t  women who  p l a n n e d  t o  c o n t i n u e  w a n t e d  t o  k e e p  t h e  

j o b s  t h e y  h a d  ( G l u c k  1 9 8 7 : 1 6 ) .

By l a t e  1 9 4 4 ,  w o m e n ' s  m a g a z i n e s  w e r e  r u n n i n g  ads  p r o m o t i n g  

a l l - e l e c t r i c  k i t c h e n s  f o r  t h e  " a f t e r - v i c t o r y "  ho me s .  T h e s e  

a d v e r t i s e m e n t s  p l a y e d  a d u a l  r o l e :  t h e y  s u g g e s t e d  how w a r t i m e

s a v i n g s  c o u l d  be  s p e n t ,  a n d  t h e y  s e r v e d  t o  r e m i n d  women o f  t h e i r
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p r o p e r  d o m e s t i c  r o l e .  M o s t  women d e f e n s e  w o r k e r s ,  h o w e v e r ,  d i d  n o t  

h a v e  a v o i c e  i n  t h e i r  p o s t w a r  p l a n s .  M a s s i v e  l a y o f f s  o c c u r r e d  as  

s o o n  as  p e a c e  wa s  d e c l a r e d ,  a n d  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  women i n  t h e  

w o r k f o r c e  b e g a n  t o  d e c l i n e .

A f t e r  t h e  w a r  y e a r s ,  w h i c h  h a d  f o l l o w e d  o n  t h e  h e e l s  o f  t h e  

G r e a t  D e p r e s s i o n ,  t h e  c o u n t r y  s t a r t e d  g e a r i n g  up  f o r  a r e t u r n  t o  

" n o r m a l c y . "  T h e  e n t r y  o f  m a r r i e d  women i n t o  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e  s i n c e  

t h e  1 9 2 0 s  h a d  b e e n  a c o n s t a n t  s o u r c e  o f  c o n t r o v e r s y .  Now i t  was  

a p p r o a c h i n g  t h e  n o r m .  D u r i n g  t h i s  t i m e ,  a new d e f i n i t i o n  o f  t h e  

h o u s e w i f e ' s  r o l e  -  c h i l d  c e n t e r e d ,  c o n s u m e r  c o n s c i o u s  a n d  f u l l y  

r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  a l l  h o u s e w o r k  -  h a d  b e g u n  t o  t a k e  s h a p e .  W o m e n ' s  

m a g a z i n e s  f i l l e d  t h e i r  p a g e s  w i t h  a d v e r t i s i n g  a n d  s t o r i e s  t h a t  

p r o m o t e d  a r e n e w e d  d o m e s t i c i t y .  I n  t h i s  i d e a l i z a t i o n  o f  f a m i l y  

l i f e ,  m a l e  a n d  f e m a l e  r o l e s  w e r e  o n c e  a g a i n  p o l a r i z e d  ( E v a n s  2 3 4 ) .

T h e  c a l l  f o r  d o m e s t i c  b l i s s ,  a d v a n c e d  by  w o m e n ' s  m a g a z i n e s ,  

c o n t i n u e d  w e l l  i n t o  t h e  5 0 s  and  6 0 s .  S u b u r b a n  home o w n e r s h i p ,  

c o u p l e d  w i t h  a s o a r i n g  b i r t h r a t e ,  seem ed t o  l e n d  c r e d e n c e  t o  t h e  

r e a l i t y  o f  t h i s  i m a g e  o f  s t a b i l i t y  and  h a p p y  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  s t a t u s  

q u o .  T h e n ,  i n  t h e  e a r l y  1 9 6 0 s ,  w i t h  The  F e m i n i n e  M y s t i q u e .  B e t t y  

F r i e d a n  e x p o s e d  t h e  m y t h  ( G l u c k  1 9 8 7 : 2 6 8 ) .

F r i e d a n  w r i t e s  o f  t h e  d e e p  y e a r n i n g s  f o r  s e c u r i t y  a n d  

s t a b i l i t y  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  w a r :

We w ere a l l  v u 1̂ e r a b l e ,  hom esick, l o n e l y ,  f r ig h te n e d .  A pent~up 

hunger f o r  m a rr ia g e , home and c h i l d r e n  was f e l t  s im u lta n e o u s ly  by 

s e v e ra l g e n e ra t 'to n s ; a hunger w h ic h , in  th e  p r o s p e r i ty  o f  pos tw a r
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Am erica, everyone could suddenly s a t is fy  (F r ie d a n  1974:174).

F r i e d a n  b a s e d  h e r  m a t e r i a l  o n  i n t e r v i e w s  w i t h  women o f  t h e  

u p p e r  m i d d l e  c l a s s  who b e l i e v e d  t h e y  h a d  b e e n  o v e r e d u c a t e d  f o r  t h e  

c o n v e n t i o n a l  r o l e  o f  w i f e  a n d  m o t h e r .  T h e i r  e d u c a t i o n  h a d  p r o m i s e d  

th e m  i n t e l l e c t u a l  s t i m u l a t i o n  a n d  i n s t e a d ,  t h e y  m a r r i e d ,  h ad  

c h i l d r e n  a n d  w e r e  b o r e d  b y  t h e  b u s y w o r k  o f  k e e p i n g  h o u s e  i n  t h e  

s u b u r b s .  F r i e d a n  b l a m e d  a d v e r t i s e r s ,  w o m e n ' s  m a g a z i n e  e d i t o r s  a nd  

t h e  g e n e r a l  m y s t i q u e  o f  t h e  c u l t u r e  f o r  w o m e n ’ s u n h a p p i n e s s .  I n  

e s s e n c e ,  F r i e d a n ' s  p r o p o s e d  s o l u t i o n  t o  w o m e n ’ s d i l e m m a  was t h a t  

t h e y  f i n d  s t i m u l a t i n g ,  p e r s o n a l l y  r e w a r d i n g  w o r k  o u t s i d e  t h e  hom e -  

e i t h e r  a c a r e e r  t h a t  c o u l d  b e  i n t e r r u p t e d  f o r  c h i l d b e a r i n g  o r  an 

i n t e r e s t i n g  p a r t  t i m e  j o b .

F r i e d a n  s t a t e d  t h a t  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  A m e r i c a n  women w e r e  k e p t  

f r o m  g r o w i n g  t o  t h e i r  f u l l  hum an c a p a c i t i e s  was t a k i n g  a f a r  

g r e a t e r  t o l l  on  t h e  p h y s i c a l  a n d  m e n t a l  h e a l t h  o f  o u r  c o u n t r y  t h a n  

a ny  k n o w n  d i s e a s e .  She c a l l e d  i t  " t h e  p r o b l e m  t h a t  h a s  no  nam e" 

( F r i e d a n  1 9 7 4 : 3 6 4 ) .

Ten  y e a r s  a f t e r  t h e  1 96 3  p u b l i c a t i o n  o f  T h e  F e m i n i n e  M y s t i q u e . 

F r i e d a n  r e f l e c t s :

. . . I  w a s n 't  even c o n s c io u s  o f  th e  woman p rob lem . Locked as we a l l  

were th e n  in  t h a t  m y s tiq u e , w h ich  k e p t us p a s s iv e  and a p a r t ,  and 

k e p t us fro m  s e e in g  o u r r e a l p rob lem s and p o s s i b i l i t i e s ,  ! ,  l i k e  

o th e r  women, th o u g h t th e re  was som eth ing  wrong w i t h  me because I 

d i d n ’ t  have an orgasm w ax ing  th e  k itc h e n  f lo o r  (F r ie d a n  1974:5) .
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I t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  i n  t h e  e a r l y  1 9 6 0 s ,  n e a r l y  h a l f  o f  a l l  women i n  

t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  w e r e  a l r e a d y  w o r k i n g  o u t s i d e  t h e  home t o  h e l p  p a y  

t h e  m o r t g a g e  o r  g r o c e r y  b i l l .  T h o s e  who d i d  f e l t  g u i l t y ,  t o o  -  

a b o u t  l o s i n g  t h e i r  f e m i n i n i t y ,  t h r e a t e n i n g  t h e i r  h u s b a n d ' s  

m a s c u l i n i t y  a n d  n e g l e c t i n g  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n .  I t  was  n o t  a c c e p t a b l e  

f o r  women t o  i d e n t i f y  w i t h  a n y t h i n g  b e y o n d  t h e  hom e.

I t  was  d u r i n g  t h i s  p o s t w a r  e r a  t h a t  w o m e n ’ s f i c t i o n  b e g a n  t o  

c h a l l e n g e  t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  a m a n ' s  w o r l d  i s  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  a w o m a n ' s  

w o r l d  a n d  a m a n ' s  e m o t i o n s  a r e  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  a w o m a n ' s  e m o t i o n s ;  

t h a t  m a r r i a g e  a n d  m o t h e r h o o d  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  o n l y  f u l f i l l m e n t  f o r  a 

w om an.

S y l v i a  P l a t h ' s  1971 n o v e l ,  T h e  Be 1 1 J a r . d e s c r i b e s  a y o u n g  

w o m a n ' s  s t r u g g l e  f o r  h e r  own i d e n t i t y  i n  t h e  1 9 5 0 s .  The  b o o k  d e a l s  

w i t h  g r o w i n g  up f e m a l e  i n  A m e r i c a  w i t h  a l l  t h e  r o l e  r e s t r i c t i o n s  

and  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  h u r d l e s  t h a t  a woman m ay f a c e .  B e c a u s e  o f  t h e  

s o c i a l  b a r r i e r s ,  E s t h e r  f e e l s  s t i f l e d  -  as  t h o u g h  s u s p e n d e d  i n  a 

b e l l  j  a r .

E s t h e r  G r e e n w o o d  i s  an  u n u s u a l l y  a m b i t i o u s  g i r l ,  s u c c e s s f u l  

i n  e v e r y  a p p a r e n t  w a y .  She  now w i n s  a c o n t e s t  t o  w o r k  f o r  L ad  i e s ' 

Day f a s h i o n  m a g a z i n e  i n  New Y o r k  f o r  o n e  m o n t h  d u r i n g  t h e  su m m e r. 

W h i l e  s h e  i s  n o t  u n a t t r a c t i v e ,  E s t h e r  n e v e r  c o n s i d e r s  h e r s e l f  a 

b e a u t y  a n d  i s  o v e r w h e l m e d  by  t h e  w o r l d  o f  f a s h i o n  am ong h e r  new 

f r i e n d s  a n d  t h e  c l i e n t e l e  o f  L a d i e s ’ D a y .

E s t h e r ' s  c o m p a n i o n s  a r e  D o r e e n  a n d  B e t s y ,  t h e  s t e r e o t y p i c a l  

" b a d "  g i r l  a n d  " n i c e "  g i r l .  E s t h e r  p l a y s  e a c h  p a r t  i n  t u r n ,  b o t h
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u n s u c c e s s f u l l y .  N one  o f  t h e  f e m a l e s  i n  h e r  l i f e  f i t  h e r  p e r c e p t i o n  

o f  h e r s e l f ,  p a r t l y  b e c a u s e  h e r  own s e n s e  o f  s e l f  i s  s o  f r a g m e n t e d .  

T h i s  d e s i r e  t o  b e  so m e o n e  e l s e  i s  a f o r m  o f  e s c a p e  f r o m  a f e e l i n g  

o f  h e r  own f a i l u r e  ( B u n d t z e n  1 1 7 ) :

A l l  my l i f e  I ' d  t o ld  m y s e lf  s tu d y in g  and re a d in g  and w r i t in g  and

w o rk in g  l i k e  mad was w hat I wanted t o  do, and i t  a c t u a l ly  seemed to  

be t r u e .  I d id  e v e ry th in g  w e l l  enough and g o t a l l  A ' s ,  and by t h e

t im e  1 made i t  t o  co 11 ege nobody cou 1 d s to p  me. . . and now I was

a p p re n tic e d  t o  th e  b e s t e d i t o r  on an in t e l le c t u a l  fa s h io n  m agazine , 

and w hat d id  I do b u t b a lk  and b a lk  l i k e  a d u l l  c a r t  h o rse  ( P la th  

1971 :26 ) .

T h e  f e m i n i n e  r o l e s  e x a m i n e d  by  E s t h e r  a r e  t h o s e  o f  y o u n g  women

who h a v e  no  f e e l i n g s  o f  s e l f - w o r t h  and  a l l o w  men t o  m a u l  t h e m .  F o r

t h e s e  women ,  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  men t a k e  p r e c e d e n c e  o v e r  s e l f ­

a c h i e v e m e n t .  L i v i n g  i n  a m a n - c e n t e r e d  c u l t u r e ,  E s t h e r  f e e l s  hemmed 

i n  b y  t h e  b e l i e f  t h a t  " w h a t  a man i s  i s  an a r r o w  i n t o  t h e  f u t u r e  

and  w h a t  a woman i s  i s  t h e  p l a c e  t h e  a r r o w  s h o o t s  o f f  f r o m "  ( P l a t h  

1 9 7 1 : 7 9 ) .  H o w e v e r ,  E s t h e r  r e j e c t s  a l l  t h e s e  p a s s i v e  and

u n r e w a r d i n g  r o l e s  a n d  d e c i d e s  i n s t e a d :

The la s t  t h in g  I wanted was i n f i n i t e  s e c u r i t y  and t o  be th e  p la c e  

an a rro w  sh o o ts  o f f  fro m . I wanted change and e x c ite m e n t and to  

sh o o t o f f  in  a l l  d i r e c t io n s  m y s e l f ,  l i k e  t h e  c o lo re d  a rrow s fro m  a 

F o u rth  o f  J u l y  r o c k e t  ( P l a t h  1971: 92) .
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W h a t E s t h e r  c a n n o t  a c c e p t  i s  t h e  l i m i t a t i o n  i m p o s e d  on  h e r  b y  a 

d o u b l e  s t a n d a r d  a n d  t h e  s e x u a l  h y p o c r i s y  p e r m i t t e d  men i n  s o c i e t y .  

When E s t h e r ’ s m o th e r  s e n d s  a R e a d e r ’ s D i g e s t  a r t i c l e ,  E s t h e r  

r e f u s e s  t o  a c c e p t  ’’ t h e  m a i n  p o i n t ”  o f  h e r  c u l t u r e ’ s s e x u a l  

a t t  i  t u d e s :

1 c o u ld n ' t  s ta n d  th e  id e a  o f  a woman h a v in g  t o  have a s in g le  pu re  

l i f e  and a man b e in g  a b le  t o  have a d o u b le  l i f e ,  one p u re  and one 

n o t . . . F i n a l l y  I d e c id e d  t h a t  i f  i t  was so d i f f i c u l t  t o  f i n d  a re d -  

b lo o d e d  in t e l l i g e n t  man who was s t i l l  p u re  by th e  t im e  he was 

tw e n ty -o n e  1 m ig h t as w e l l  f o r g e t  abou t s ta y in g  pu re  m y s e lf  and 

m a rry  somebody who w a s n 't  p u re  e i t h e r .  Then when he s ta r te d  to  make 

my l i f e  m is e ra b le  1 c o u ld  make h is  m is e ra b le  as w e l l  (P la th  66 ) .

One o f  E s t h e r ' s  c h i e f  p r e o c c u p a t i o n s  i s  how s h e  c a n  s i d e s t e p  

t h e  r i g o r s  o f  t h e  d o u b l e  s t a n d a r d  w i t h o u t  b e c o m i n g  a D o r e e n  ( t h e  

" b a d "  g i r l ) .  Y e t ,  e v e r y  man s h e  m e e t s  seem s t o  t h i n k  o f  women i n  

t h e s e  t e r m s .  T h e  m a l e  i m a g e  o f  T h e  B e l l  J a r  h a s  r o o m  f o r  o n l y  t h e  

p u r e  a n d  t h e  i m p u r e .  H e r  c o l l e g e  f r i e n d ,  E r i c ,  t e l l s  h e r  t h a t  " i f  

he l o v e d  a n y b o d y  he  w o u l d  n e v e r  go  t o  b e d  w i t h  h e r .  H e ' d  go t o  a 

w h o r e  i f  he  h a d  t o  a n d  k e e p  t h e  woman he  l o v e d  f r e e  o f  a l l  t h a t  

d i r t y  b u s i n e s s "  ( P l a t h  1 9 7 1 : 6 4 ) .

A f t e r  h e r  d i s t r e s s i n g  s t a y  i n  New Y o r k ,  E s t h e r  f e e l s  a n u m b i n g  

d e p r e s s i o n  a n d  s h e  r e t u r n s  t o  M a s s a c h u s e t t s  w h e r e  s h e  t a k e s  up  h e r  

u n e v e n t f u l ,  s h e l t e r e d  l i f e  w i t h  h e r  m o t h e r .  She r e f u s e s  t o  m a r r y
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B u d d y ,  an  e l i g i b l e  ( b u t  d o l t i s h )  m e d i c a l  s t u d e n t .  She  s e e s  

m a r r i a g e  as  a p l o t  t o  s u b o r d i n a t e  w om en , e s p e c i a l l y  t a l e n t e d  w om en:

I a ls o  remembered Buddy W i l l a r d  s a y in g  in  a s in i s t e r  know ing way 

t h a t  a f t e r  I had c h i ld r e n  I w ou ld  fe e l d i f f e r e n t l y ,  I w o u ld n ’ t  want 

t o  w r i t e  poems any m ore. So I began t o  t h in k  maybe i t  was t r u e  t h a t  

when you w ere m a rr ie d  and had c h i ld r e n  i t  was l i k e  b e in g  

b ra in w ash ed , and a f te rw a rd  you went abou t nurrb as a s la v e  in  seme 

p r iv a t e ,  t o t a l i t a r i a n  s ta te  ( P la th  1971 :69) .

E s t h e r  h a s  no  a c t u a l  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  m a r r i a g e  a n d  m o t h e r h o o d ,  

b u t  o b s e r v a t i o n s  g i v e  h e r  an e x p e c t a t i o n  o f  w h a t  l i f e  i s  l i k e  f o r  

a h o u s e w i f e  i n  A m e r i c a ,  a l i f e  o f  m u n d a n e  b o r e d o m .  She i s  a y o u n g  

woman,  b u t  c a n n o t  i m a g i n e  w h a t  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  h e r  l i f e  i s  t o  b e :

I saw th e  ye a rs  o f  my l i f e  spaced a lo n g  a ro a d  in  th e  fo rm  o f  

te le p h o n e  p o l e s ,  th re a d e d  to g e th e r  by w i r e s . . . a n d  t r y  as I w o u ld ,

I c o u ld n 't  see a s i n g l e  p o l e  beyond th e  n in e te e n th  ( P l a t h  1971:101) .

T h i s  f e e l i n g  o f  p u r p o s e l e s s n e s s  l e a d s  t o  h e r  s u i c i d e  a t t e m p t .  I n  

h e r  r e f u s a l  t o  be  l i k e  o t h e r  women a nd  t o  be  h a p p y  w i t h  t h e  r o l e  

p r e s c r i b e d  by  s o c i e t y ,  s h e  c l o s e s  o f f  h e r  l i f e ;  s h e  f i n d s  no 

a l t e r n a t i v e  a n d  ; s t r a p p e d  i n  " t h e  b e l l  j a r ,  b l a n k  and s t o p p e d  as 

a d e a d  b a b y , "  si. j e s t i n g  an i m a g e  o f  women b e i n g  g l a s s e d ,  m o l d e d ,  

b o t t l e d ,  i n t o  . ^ f o r m i n g  t o  s o c i e t y ' s  e x p e c t a t i o n s  ( P l a t h  

1 9 7 1 : 1 9 3 ) .

87



P l a t h ' s  own  l i f e  t o o k  a v e r y  s i m i l a r  p a t h ,  o n l y ,  

u n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  h e r  own s u i c i d e  a t t e m p t  i n  1963  was  s u c c e s s f u l .  The  

w a s t e  o f  h e r  g i f t s  a n d  h e r  l i f e  i s  a c r u c i a l  l o s s .  Y e t ,  i t  r a i s e s  

t h e  q u e s t i o n :  W h a t  i s  a woman t o  do  w i t h  h e r  l i f e  i f  s h e  d o e s  n o t  

f o l l o w  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  p a t t e r n  o f  w i f e  a n d  m o t h e r ?  I s  t h e r e  no  

o t h e r  v a l i d  e x i s t e n c e  f o r  h e r ?

F o l l o w i n g  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  p a t t e r n  o f  b e i n g  a d u t i f u l  w i f e  a n d  

m o th e r  i s  t h e  h e r o i n e  o f  Sue  K a u f m a n ' s  D i a r y  o f  a Mad H o u s e w i f e  

( 1 9 6 7 ) .  T i n a  B a l s e r  i s  a woman s u c c e s s f u l  b y  m o s t  o f  s o c i e t y ' s  

s t a n d a r d s .  M a r r i e d  t o  a r i s i n g  y o u n g  l a w y e r ,  t h e  m o th e r  o f  t w o

d a u g h t e r s ,  s h e  h a s  no  f i n a n c i a l  w o r r i e s  a n d  l i v e s  i n  a l a r g e ,  

c o m f o r t a b l e  New Y o r k  a p a r t m e n t .  She  d i s c o v e r s ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h a t  s h e  

i s  s l i p p i n g  away  f r o m  r e a l i t y ,  a n d  i n  o r d e r  t o  r e t a i n  som e s e n s e  

o f  h e r s e l f ,  s h e  d e c i d e s  t o  k e e p  a d i a r y .  We l e a r n  t h a t  h e r  h u s b a n d

i s  s e l f i s h  a n d  d e m a n d i n g  a n d  t h a t  h e r  l i f e  c o n s i s t s  m a i n l y  o f

f o l l o w i n g  h i s  i n s t r u c t i o n s  a n d  o r d e r s ,  b u t  som ehow  s h e  a l w a y s  f a l l s  

s h o r t  o f  h i s  e x p e c t a t i o n s .  H e r  h u s b a n d  c o n t r o l s  e v e r y t h i n g ;  s h e  

has  no  m oney  e x c e p t  f o r  t h e  s m a l l  a l l o w a n c e  s h e  r e c e i v e s  f r o m  

J o n a t h o n .  Any  p u r c h a s e s  s h e  m a k e s  a r e  b i l l e d  t o  h e r  h u s b a n d .  He 

d e c i d e s  w h e n  r e d e c o r a t i n g  n e e d s  t o  be  d o n e ;  when  p u r c h a s e s  s h o u l d  

be m a d e ;  when  t h e y  s h o u l d  e n t e r t a i n ;  w h a t  c l o t h e s  s h e  s h o u l d  w e a r ;  

when s h e  s h o u l d  s h o p  f o r  t h e m ;  w h a t  h a i r s t y l e  s h e  s h o u l d  h a v e .  

T i n a  i s  a woman who h a s  l o s t  h e r  " s e l f "  t o  h e r  h u s b a n d  and  

c h i l d r e n .  She h a s  no s e l f - i m a g e  a t  a l l .

G r a d u a l l y ,  h o w e v e r ,  T i n a  s t a r t s  t o  r e a l i z e  t h e  e m p t i n e s s  o f

h e r  l i f e .  She  s t a r t s  s p e a k i n g  up t o  h e r  h u s b a n d ,  r e f u s i n g  h i s
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e v e r y  d e m a n d . S he t r i e s  h a v i n g  an a f f a i r  w i t h  a c y n i c a l  w r i t e r ,  

b u t  f i n d s  t h a t  h e  v e r b a l l y  a b u s e s  h e r  as  m uch as  h e r  own f a m i l y  

d o e s .  One n i g h t ,  a f t e r  h e r  h u s b a n d  h a s  b e e n  b a d g e r i n g  h e r  a b o u t  

r e t u r n i n g  t o  h e r  p s y c h i a t r i s t  b e c a u s e  o f  h e r  r e f u s a l  t o  f o l l o w  h i s  

d a i l y  i n s t r u c t i o n s ,  s h e  l a s h e s  o u t  a t  h i m ,  t e l l i n g  h i m  t o  g o  a n d  

s e e  t h e  p s y c h i a t r i s t  h i m s e l f :

. .  . th e  model husband f o r  th e  cu re d  a n a lysa n d . And a f t e r  y o u 're  done 

t e l l i n g  h im a l l  abo u t me, t e l l  h im a l l  a b o u t yo u rse  1 f . . .  he w ou ld  

f in d  i t  such a r e l i e f  t o  l i s t e n  t o  a r e a l l y  e f f e c t i v e  m a n . . . A  

c o m p le te ly  m a s c u lin e  man w h o 's  a b s o lu te ly  c le a r  on what a woman's 

r o l e  i n  m a rr ia g e  o u g h t t o  be . Above a l l  d o n 't  le a ve  t h a t  o u t .  You 

m ust g i v e  him yo u r v ie w s  on what b o th  w o rk in g  r o le s  in  a s u c c e s s fu l 

m a rr ia g e  sh o u ld  b e . . .You know -  th e  F o rc e fu l Dom inant M ale , th e  

S u bm iss ive  Woman? The B readw inner who has e v e ry  r i g h t  t o  exp e c t th e  

O b e d ie n t W i f e  t o  c a r r y  o u t  a l l  h is  o rd e rs ?  (Kaufman 1967:221)

T i n a  b r e a k s  o f f  t h e  u n s a t i s f a c t o r y  l o v e  a f f a i r  a nd  v o w s  t o  

s t a r t  o v e r  w i t h  h e r  h u s b a n d ,  " b u t  l f e l t  n o t h i n g ,  n o t h i n g ,  

n o t h i n g . . .  p i c k  up t h e  p i e c e s  and  s t a r t  w h a t  a g a i n ? "  ( K a u f m a n  

1 9 6 7 : 3 0 0 )

U l t i m a t e l y ,  J o n a t h o n  a d m i t s  t o  a n e e d  f o r  p s y c h i a t r i c  h e l p  and  

c o n f e s s e s  h i s  e m p l o y m e n t  p r o b l e m s  and  h i s  own i n f i d e l i t y  t o  T i n a .  

She a s s u r e s  h i m  t h a t  he  c a n  c h a n g e  b a c k  t o  t h e  p e r s o n  t h a t  he  was 

when  t h e y  m a r r i e d ,  a n d  he  t e l l s  h e r :
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I d i d n ' t  change. I was a lw ays  w hat I am now -  g re e d y , a g g re s s iv e , 

h o s t i l e ,  d is h o n e s t,  and a m b it io u s  beyond b e l i e f .  I t  was ju s t  t h a t  

1 managed t o  h id e  i t  b e t t e r  a t  one t im e  (Kaufman 1967 :307 ).

T h u s ,  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  s t o r y  i s  t h a t  t h i n g s  w i l l  

r e t u r n  t o  n o r m a l  as  s o o n  as  he  c a n  f i n d  h e l p .  T i n a  h a s  p r o b a b l y  

n o t  l e a r n e d  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  w i l l  c a u s e  h e r  t o  c h a n g e  h e r  l i f e .  She 

o n l y  h o p e s  t h a t  o n c e  h i s  d em an ds  h a v e  b e co m e  r e a s o n a b l e  a n d  h i s  

a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d  h e r  m o r e  p o s i t i v e ,  t h a t  t h e i r  l i f e  t o g e t h e r  w i l l  

c o n t i n u e .  T h e  f a c t  t h a t  h e r  r o l e  as  w i f e  a n d  m o th e r  d o e s  n o t  

c h a n g e  i s  n o t  d i s t u r b i n g ;  r a t h e r , i t  i s  t h e  f e e l i n g  t h a t  s h e  w i l l  

c o n t i n u e  t o  a c c e p t  t h e  i m a g e  c r e a t e d  b y  o t h e r s  r a t h e r  t h a n  

d i s c o v e r i n g  h e r  own i d e n t i t y  as  a p e r s o n .

T h e  m e s s a g e  t h a t  women a r e  p o w e r l e s s ,  t h a t  men h a v e  a l l  t h e  

p o w e r ,  c o n t i n u e d  i n  women w r i t e r ' s  f i c t i o n  i n t o  t h e  1 9 7 0 s .  i n  h e r  

f i r s t  n o v e l ,  F e a r  o f  F l y i n g  ( 1 9 7 3 ) ,  E r i c a  J o n g  m a k e s  t h e  p o i n t  t h a t  

a l t h o u g h  women may t h i n k  t h e y  a r e  s e x u a l l y  a nd  p o l i t i c a l l y  

" l i b e r a t e d " ,  i n  a c t u a l i t y ,  t h e y  a r e n ' t .  T h i s  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  t r u e  

o f  m any o f  t h e  a t t i t u d e s  f o u n d  i n  f i c t i o n  t o w a r d  u n m a r r i e d  women.  

I s a d o r a  W i n g ,  t h e  h e r o i n e  o f  t h e  s t o r y ,  f e a r s  b e i n g  t h e  b u t t  o f  

r i d i c u l e ,  s i n c e  a woman a l o n e  " i s  a r e p r o a c h  t o  t h e  A m e r i c a n  way 

o f  l i f e "  ( M i c k e l s o n  1 9 7 9 : 1 1 ) .  A c c u s t o m e d  t o  b e i n g  d e p e n d e n t  f i r s t  

on f a t h e r ,  t h e n  on  h u s b a n d ,  s h e  i s  t i m i d  a b o u t  l o s i n g  d e p e n d e n c y  

on  som e m an .  She d r e a d s  b e i n g  a l o n e ,  so  s h e  m a r r i e s  and  f i n d s  o u t  

t h a t  h e r  l o n e l i n e s s  i s  e v e n  w o r s e :  ( M i c k e l s o n  1 9 7 9 : 3 6 )
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F iv e  y e a rs  o f  m a rr ia g e  had made me i t c h y  fo r . . .m e n ,  and it c h y  f o r  

s o l i t u d e .  I tc h y  f o r  sex and i t c h y  f o r  th e  l i f e  o f  a re c lu s e .  . .  I 

knew my itc h e s  were un -A m erican  -  and t h a t  made th in g s  w orse . I t  

i s  h e re s y  in  A m erica  t o  embrace any way o f  l i f e  e x c e p t as h a l f  a 

c o u p le . S o li tu d e  is  u n -A m e rica n . I t  may be condoned in  a man -  

e s p e c ia l ly  i f  he is  a "g lam o ro us  b a c h e lo r " . . .B u t a woman is  a lw ays 

presumed t o  be a lo n e  as a r e s u l t  o f  abandonment, n o t  c h o ic e  (Jong 

1973 :11) .

A l t h o u g h  J o n g  c o n c e n t r a t e s  o n  w o m a n ’ s b o d y ,  i t s  u r g e s ,  i t s  

d r i v e s ,  t h e  n o v e l  i s  m a i n l y  t h e  s t o r y  o f  a d y i n g  m a r r i a g e  a n d  a 

w o m a n ' s  s e a r c h  f o r  l o v e .  T h e  b o o k  p o s e s  t h e  q u e s t i o n :  w h a t  i s  i t  

t o  be  a wom an? I s a d o r a  i s  c o n s c i o u s  o f  h e r  s e x u a l i t y  and  h e r  b o d y ,  

and  s h e  f i n d s  s a t i s f a c t i o n  i n  h e r  p h y s i c a l  a p p e a r a n c e .  On o n e  

o c c a s i o n ,  s h e  s t r i p s  o f f  h e r  c l o t h e s  a n d  c l i m b s  i n t o  t h e  b a t h t u b .  

As s h e  i m m e r s e s  h e r s e l f  i n  w a t e r  up t o  h e r  n e c k ,  s h e  c o n t e m p l a t e s  

h e r  b o d y :  " A  n i c e  b o d y , "  s h e  s a y s .  " M i n e .  I d e c i d e d  t o  k e e p  i t . "

H o w e v e r ,  I s a d o r a  s t i l l  d o e s  n o t  h a v e  a s e n s e  o f  h e r  own i d e n t i t y ,  

" G r o w i n g  up  i n  A m e r i c a .  W h a t  a l i a b i l i t y ! "  ( J o n g  1 9 7 3 : 3 3 5 )

I s a d o r a  l e a v e s  h e r  u n c o m m u n i c a t i v e ,  b o r i n g  p s y c h i a t r i s t  

h u s b a n d  f o r  h e r  n e w l y  f o u n d  l o v e r ,  A d r i a n  G o o d l o v e .  A d r i a n  o f f e r s  

h e r  t h e  p r o m i s e  o f  s e n s u a l  l o v e  and  t h e  p r o m i s e  o f  a l i f e  w h i c h  he  

c a l l s  " t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  e x i s t e n t i a l i s m . "  He i s  s e n s u a l  i n  p u b l i c  

w h e r e  c o n s u m m a t i o n  i s  i m p o s s i b l e ,  a n d  i m p o t e n t  i n  p r i v a t e .  He 

m a k e s  a l l  t h e  r u l e s  f o r  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w h i l e  p r e t e n d i n g  t h e r e  a r e  

n o n e ,  a n d  he  d o e s  h a v e  p l a n s  o f  h i s  o w n ,  w h i c h  i n c l u d e  g o i n g  b a c k
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t o  h is  w i f e  and  c h i l d r e n .  R e a l i z i n g  t h a t  he  i s  g o i n g  t o  l e a v e  h e r ,  

I s a d o r a  p u z z l e s  o v e r  how she  m i s j u d g e d  h i s  m o t i v e s :

S u d d e n ly . . . I knew w hat I had done w rong w i th  A d r ia n  and why he had 

l e f t  me. I had b roken  th e  b a s ic  r u l e .  I had pu rsued  h im . Years 

o f  h a v in g  fa n ta s ie s  ab o u t men and never a c t in g  on them  -  and th e n  

f o r  th e  f i r s t  t im e  in  my l i f e ,  I pu rsue  a man I m ad ly  d e s i r e . . .and 

w hat happens? (Jong  1973:295)

I s a d o r a  c o n c l u d e s  t h a t  h e r  f l i n g  w i t h  A d r i a n  " h a s  b e e n  d e s p e r a t i o n  

m a s q u e r a d i n g  as  f r e e d o m . "

A t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  n o v e l ,  a f t e r  A d r i a n  h a s  l e f t ,  I s a d o r a  

d e c i d e s  t o  r e t u r n  t o  B e n n e t t .  She d o e s n ' t  knoW i f  he  w i l l  w a n t  t o  

r e s u m e  t h e i r  m a r r i a g e ,  n o r  i f  t h a t  i s ,  i n d e e d ,  w h a t  s h e  w a n t s .  

Y e t ,  s h e  h a s  com e t o  som e s o r t  o f  t e r m s  w i t h  h e r  l i f e :

I hugged m y s e l f .  I t  was my fe a r  t h a t  was m is s in g .  The c o l d  s to n e  

I had worn in s id e  my c h e s t f o r  tw e n ty -n in e  ye a rs  was gone. Not 

s u d d e n ly . And maybe n o t f o r  good. B u t i t  was g o n e .. .w ha teve r

happened, I knew I w ou ld  s u rv iv e  i t .  I knew, above a l l ,  t h a t  I 'd  

go on w o rk in g . S u rv iv in g  meant b e in g  bo rn  o v e r and o v e r . I t  w a s n 't  

easy , and i t  was a lw ays p a i n f u l .  But  th e re  w a s n 't  any o th e r  c h o ic e  

e x c e p t dea th  (Jong 1973:335) .

N e i t h e r  h u s c a n d  n o r  l o v e r  p r o v i d e s  I s a d o r a  w i t h  a s e n s e  o f  h e r  

own i d e n t i t y  o r  g i v e s  h e r  any  s e c u r i t y .  U l t i m a t e l y ,  s h e  h a s  t o
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t r y ,  as  a l l  women m u s t ,  t o  d e t e r m i n e  h e r  own  s e n s e  o f  d e s t i n y :  " Y o u  

do  n o t  h a v e  t o  a p o l o g i z e  f o r  w a n t i n g  t o  own y o u r  own s o u l .  Y o u r  

s o u l  b e l o n g e d  t o  y o u . . . w h e n  a l l  was  s a i d  a n d  d o n e ,  i t  was  a l l  y o u  

h a d "  ( J o n g  1 9 7 3 : 3 1 0 ) .  I s a d o r a ' s  s e a r c h  g i v e s  g o o d  i n s i g h t s  i n t o  

how d i f f i c u l t  t h i s  i s  f o r  women i n  o u r  s o c i e t y .  A l t h o u g h  J o n g ' s  

b o o k  d e a l s  m o r e  w i t h  s e x u a l  n e e d s ,  h e r  c o n c l u s i o n  i s  b a s i c a l l y  t h e  

sam e as  o t h e r  b o o k s  o f  t h i s  p e r i o d .  Woman i s  h e l p l e s s .  Man i s  

p o w e r f u l  ( M i c k e l s o n  1 9 7 3 : 3 1 1 ) .

Some women ,  d i s s a t i s f i e d  w i t h  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  r o l e  o f  w i f e  

and  m o t h e r ,  c h o s e  a d i f f e r e n t  p a t h  i n  t h e i r  s e a r c h  f o r  f u l f i l l m e n t .  

I n  T h e  W om en ' s Room ( 1 9 7 7 ) ,  M a r i l y n  F r e n c h  w r i t e s  a b o u t  women who 

a r e  d e s e r t e d ,  d i v o r c e d ,  n e g l e c t e d ,  s t r u g g l i n g  t o  be  f a t h e r  a n d  

m o t h e r  t o  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ,  a n d  s e a r c h i n g  f o r  som e m e a n i n g  t o  t h e i r  

1 i v e s  .

T h e  t i m e  p e r i o d  f o r  t h i s  n o v e l  i s  s o m e w h e r e  b e t w e e n  t h e  

F i f t i e s  a n d  S i x t i e s .  The  s t o r y  b e g i n s  w i t h  38 y e a r  o l d  M i r a  

c o w e r i n g  i n  t h e  w o m e n ’ s l a v a t o r y  o f  H a r v a r d  U n i v e r s i t y .  She  h a s  

r e t r e a t e d  t o  t h i s  p l a c e  b e c a u s e  o f  h e r  f e e l i n g  o f  i s o l a t i o n ,  

i n v i s i b i l i t y  t o  t h e  p e o p l e  a b o u t  h e r .  She n o t i c e s  t h a t  t h e  s i g n  

on  t h e  d o o r  " L a d i e s  Room"  h a s  b e e n  c r o s s e d  o u t  and so m e o n e  h a s  

p e n c i l l e d  i n  " W o m e n ’ s R o o m . "  She r e t r a c e s  h e r  l i f e  up t o  t h i s  

po i n t .

M i r a  l e a v e s  c o l l e g e  t o  m a r r y  No rm,  who i s  g o i n g  t o  m e d i c a l  

s c h o o l ;  t h e y  l i v e  i n  a t i n y  a p a r t m e n t  a nd  s h e  w o r k s  t o  s u p p o r t  

t h e m .  No rm i s  a n i c e  g u y ,  b u t  h a s  t h e  a c c e p t e d  a t t i t u d e s  a b o u t  a 

w i f e ’ s s u b o r d i n a t e  r o l e .  When M i r a  a s k s  f o r  t h e  c a r  i n  o r d e r  t o
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g e t  t o  h e r  j o b ,  h e  i n s i s t s  t h a t  " Y o u  d o n ' t  w a n t  t o  w o r k  i n  t h e  

c i t y  w i t h  a l l  t h o s e  m en .  You  d o n ' t  k now  men l i k e  I d o . "  G r a t e f u l  

f o r  N o r m ’ s c o n c e r n ,  M i r a  t a k e s  a d u l l  j o b  n e a r b y ,  s o  t h a t  s h e  c a n  

w a l k  t o  w o r k .  W hen M i r a  b e c o m e s  p r e g n a n t ,  h e  a c c u s e s  h e r  o f  

r u i n i n g  h i s  l i f e  -  i t  i s  a l l  h e r  f a u l t .

M i r a  com es t o  t h e  r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  N o rm  t h o u g h t  t h e  sam e way 

as  o t h e r  m e n :  " H e ,  l i k e  t h e m ,  b e l i e v e d  he  h a d  i n n a t e  r i g h t s  o v e r  

h e r  b e c a u s e  he  was  m a l e  a n d  s h e  was  f e m a l e .  B u t  he  was g e n t l e  and  

r e s p e c t f u l ;  i f  he  was  l i k e  t h e m ,  t h e r e  was  no  h o p e "  ( F r e n c h  

1 9 7 7 : 4 5 )  .

A f t e r  N orm  f i n i s h e s  m e d i c a l  s c h o o l ,  h e  m o v e s  h i s  f a m i l y  o f  

M i r a  a n d  t w o  y o u n g  s o n s  t o  t h e  s u b u r b s ,  w h i c h  i s  t h e  s e t t i n g  f o r  

t h e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  t h e  b o o k .  T h u s ,  a g r o u p  o f  y o u n g  h o u s e w i v e s  w i t h  

g r o w i n g  c h i l d r e n  a r e  l e f t  t o  t a k e  c a r e  o f  t h e i r  hom es and  f a m i l i e s .  

The  y o u n g  m o t h e r s  m e e t  d a i l y  t o  t a l k  a b o u t  d i a p e r s ,  s t e r i l i z i n g  

b o t t l e s ,  f o r m u l a s  a nd  r e c i p e s ,  n e v e r  d r e a m i n g  t o  s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e i r  

l i v e s  a r e  b o r i n g  a n d  m e a n i n g l e s s .  T h e  men go  o u t  i n  t h e  w o r l d  t o  

p u r s u e  c a r e e r s ,  t a l k  t o  e v e r y b o d y ,  h a v e  e x p e n s i v e  com pan y  l u n c h e s ,  

k e e p  a c l o s e  w a t c h  o n  m oney  a n d  e x p e c t  p e a c e  a n d  h a rm o n y  when  t h e y  

r e t u r n  hom e a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  d a y .

E v e n t u a l l y ,  No rm t i r e s  o f  M i r a  a n d  l e a v e s  h e r  f o r  a n o t h e r  

w om an. M i r a  i s  d e v a s t a t e d ,  b u t  a f t e r  t h e  d i v o r c e ,  s h e  d e c i d e s  t o  

r e t u r n  t o  c o l l e g e ,  a p p l i e s  t o  H a r v a r d  and  i s  a d m i t t e d .  She l e a v e s  

t h e  s u b u r b s  a n d  t h e  s e t t i n g  o f  t h e  n o v e l ,  t h e n  m o ve s  t o  t h e  c o l l e g e  

c a m p u s .  I t  b e c o m e s  t h e  p l a c e  f o r  a g r o u p  o f  e d u c a t e d  women ,  some 

y o u n g  a n d  som e n o t  s o  y o u n g .  Y e t ,  t h e  p r o b l e m s  r e m a i n  t h e  same.
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M i r a  s e e s  t h a t  t h e  y o u n g  u n i v e r s i t y  w i v e s  a r e  c o m b i n i n g  d o m e s t i c i t y  

w i t h  g r a d u a t e  w o r k  a n d  f i n d i n g  t h e i r  own w o r k  a n d  p e r s o n a l  n e e d s  

a r e  s e c o n d a r y  t o  t h o s e  o f  t h e i r  h u s b a n d s .  T h e  m e s s a g e  i s  t h a t  

m a n ’ s w o r k  i s  s o  p o w e r f u l  a n d  i m p o r t a n t  t h a t  a woman d o e s  n o t  h a v e  

t h e  r i g h t  t o  i n t r u d e  o n  h e r  h u s b a n d ' s  t i m e  w i t h  a n y  p r o b l e m  o f  h e r  

own .  She  i s  a w a r e  t h a t  h e r  h u s b a n d  r e g a r d s  h e r  as  h i s  r e s o u r c e ,  

and  h i s  hom e as  a p l a c e  o f  s o l a c e  a n d  p r i v a c y .

M i r a  f i n d s  a s m a l l ,  s h a b b y  a p a r t m e n t ,  -  a f a r  c r y  f r o m  t h e  

f a n c y  h o u s e  s h e  h a d  j u s t  l e f t .  C a m b r i d g e  i s  f u l l  o f  y o u n g  p e o p l e ,  

s e e m i n g  f u l l  o f  l i f e  a n d  s u r e  o f  t h e m s e l v e s .  B u t  M i r a  c o u l d  n o t  

i d e n t i f y  w i t h  t h a t  f e e l i n g :

She saw e v e ry th in g  in  te rm s  o f  h e r s e l f . .  .She s a t  la te  a t  

n ig h t .  . . r e a l i  z in g  how a l l  h e r l i f e  she had m a in ta in e d  he r ego by 

th in g s  l i k e  t h e  b u tc h e r  s m i l i n g  when he saw h e r ,  co m p lim e n tin g  h e r 

on h e r appearance ; o r  th e  f l o o r  waxer lo o k in g  a t  h e r w ith  a g l i n t  

i n  h i s  eye. How do you s to p  th a t?  How can one m a in ta in  o n e s e lf  by 

such a b s u rd it ie s ?  How can one r i d  o n e s e lf  o f  them? (F rench  1977:232)

M i r a ,  s t i l l  f e e l i n g  l i k e  t h e  d i s c a r d e d  w i f e ,  m e e t s  a new l o v e  

and d i s c o v e r s  t h a t  t h e  " l i b e r a l "  man ,  B e n ,  i s  as  r e a d y  t o  a b a n d o n  

h e r  when  s h e  f a i l s  t o  m e e t  h i s  p l a n s  f o r  m a r r i a g e  and  c h i l d r e n  as 

was N o r m ,  h e r  f o r m e r  h u s b a n d .  When s h e  r e f u s e s  t o  g i v e  up h e r  own 

g r a d u a t e  s c h o o l  p l a n s  and  move  t o  A f r i c a  w i t h  B e n ,  he  l e a v e s  

w i t h o u t  h e r .  He e v e n t u a l l y  r e t u r n s  w i t h  a w i f e ,  c h i l d r e n  a nd  a 

p r e s t i g i o u s ,  we 1 1 - p a y i n g  j o b .  M i r a ,  on  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  f i n i s h e s
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h e r  P h . D .  d i s s e r t a t i o n  a n d  b e c a u s e  s h e  i s  a f o r t y - y e a r  o l d  w om an, 

h a s  t r o u b l e  f i n d i n g  a p o s i t i o n .  She  f i n a l l y  g e t s  a t e a c h i n g  

p o s i t i o n  i n  a s m a l l  c o m m u n ity  c o l l e g e  i n  M a i n e .

T h e  a u t h o r  o f  t h i s  b o o k  seem s t o  b e  a v e r y  a n g r y  woman a n d  s h e  

u s e s  t h e  h e r o i n e ,  M i r a ,  t o  p r o v e  why  e v e r y  woman n e e d s  t o  be  a n g r y .  

I t  i s  h e r  p o s i t i o n  t h a t  woman h a s  l i t t l e  o r  n o  c h a n c e  i n  o u r

p r e s e n t  m a l e - d o m i n a t e d  s o c i e t y .  I n  o u r  l a s t  g l i m p s e  o f  M i r a ,  s h e

i s  w a l k i n g  t h e  b e a c h ,  a l o n e  a n d  w i t h  no  o n e .  By h e r  r e f u s a l  t o  

p l a y  b y  t h e  r u l e s  o f  s o c i e t y ,  -  t o  f o l l o w  t h e  s o c i a l  n o rm s  a nd

f o l l o w  h e r  man t o  t h e  p l a c e  o f  h i s  c h o i c e ,  b e a r  h i s  c h i l d r e n  

( t h o u g h  s h e  a l r e a d y  h a s  c h i l d r e n  by  a f o r m e r  m a r r i a g e ) ,  g i v e  up 

h e r  c r e a t i v e  w o r k ,  o r  do  i t  o n l y  w hen i t  i s  c o n v e n i e n t  f o r  o t h e r s ,  

-  M i r a  f a c e s  l i f e  a l o n e .  As s h e  w a l k s  t h e  b e a c h ,  s h e  t h i n k s  a b o u t  

t h e  women in  h e r  l i f e  who w e r e  a l w a y s  s e e k i n g  w a y s  t o  be  " a  w o m a n " :

W hat’ s t o  f e a r ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  i n  a s i l l y  woman a lw ays ru n n in g  f o r  he r

m ir r o r  t o  see who she i s?  M i r a  l i v e d  by he r  m i r r o r . . , a  l o t  o f  us

d i d :  we absorbed and b e lie v e d  th e  th in g s  p e o p le  s a id  abou t us. a re  

you a good w i f e ?  a good m othe r?  a re  you ke e p in g  th e  romance in  you r 

m a rr ia g e ?  So I went o u t  and bought "The L a d ie s ’ Home J o u rn a l"  and 

"Good H o usekee p ing ". . . I re a d  them l i k e  t h e  B i b l e ,  t r y in g  to  f i n d  o u t  

how t o  be a woman (F re nch  1977:233) .

M i r a  c o m es  t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  i n  r e f u s i n g  t o  c o n f o r m  t o  t h e  s o c i e t a l

r o l e s  p r e s c r i b e d  f o r  women ,  s h e  i s  a l o n e ,  a n d  as  s h e  w a l k s  t h e

i s o l a t e d  b e a c h ,  s h e  r e f l e c t s  on  h e r  l i f e :
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I t  canes t o  me t h a t  t h i s  i s  th e  f i r s t  t im e  in  y e a rs ,  maybe in  my 

l i f e ,  t h a t  I am c o m p le te ly  a lo n e  w ith  n o th in g  t o  do . Maybe th a t  is  

why e v e ry th in g  comes c ro w d in g  in  on me now. These th in g s  th a t  ja r  

t h e i r  way in t o  my m ind make me th in k  t h a t  my lo n e l in e s s  may n o t be 

e n t i r e l y  th e  f a u l t  o f  th e  p la c e ,  t h a t  somehow o r  o th e r  -  a lth o u g h  

I c a n ' t  u n d e rs ta n d  i t  -  I have chosen i t  (F re nch  1977:13) .
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RESHAPING T H E IR  T R A D IT IO N

and he s a id : you p r e t ty  f u l l  o f  y o u rs e lf  a i n ’ t  chu 
so she re p lie d :  show me someone not f u l l  o f  h e rs e lf  
and i ’ l l  show you a  hungry person

-N ik k i  G iovanni

i found god in  m yse lf 
and i  loved her  
i loved h er f ie r c e ly  

-N tozake Shange

O t h e r  n o v e l i s t s ,  s u c h  as  J o y c e  C a r o l  O a t e s  a n d  M a r g e  P i e r c y ,  

h a v e  w r i t t e n  a b o u t  women i n  a d i f f e r e n t  a nd  l a r g e r  c o n t e x t ,  

c o m b i n i n g  t h e i r  p e r c e p t i o n s  a b o u t  t h e  f u t u r e  o f  w o m e n ' s  e x p e r i e n c e  

w i t h  a v i s i o n  o f  women s h a r i n g  e q u a l l y  w i t h  men i n  t h a t  e x p e r i e n c e  

( S p r i n g e r  1 9 7 7 : 3 1 0 ) .

M a r g e  P i e r c y ,  i n  h e r  f e m i n i s t  n o v e l  S m a l l  C h a n g e s  ( 1 9 7 3 ) .  

i m a g i n e s  an a l t e r n a t i v e  w o r l d  i n  w h i c h  t h e  p o w e r  p o l i t i c s  o f  s e x u a l  

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  a r e  r e p l a c e d  by  s o m e t h i n g  b e t t e r  -  a c o n c e r n  f o r  e a c h  

p e r s o n  a s  an i n d i v i d u a l  a n d  a r e s p e c t  f o r  m u t u a l  n e e d s .  P i e r c y  

t a k e s  h e r  t w o  c e n t r a l  c h a r a c t e r s ,  B e t h  a n d  M i r i a m ,  t h r o u g h  a 

v a r i e t y  o f  e x p e r i e n c e s  w i t h  m en ,  b u t  s h e  s h ow s  v e r y  c a r e f u l l y  t h a t  

m a l e - f e m a l e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  as  t h e y  now e x i s t  a r e  i n t i m a t e l y  b o u n d  

up w i t h  a s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e  t h a t  d e f i n e s  r o l e s  f o r  men a n d  women 

a c c o r d i n g  t o  i t s  e c o n o m i c  n e e d s .
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Smal  1 C h a n g e s  d e a l s  w i t h  t h e  p e r i o d  o f  t h e  S i x t i e s  a n d  i t s  

t h e m e s  a r e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  m a r r i a g e ,  w o m e n ' s  e s c a p e  f r o m  m a r r i a g e ,  

t h e i r  e f f o r t s  a t  c o m m u n a l  l i v i n g ,  a n d  t h e i r  s t r u g g l e s  t o  f o r m  

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  men o r  w i t h  women b a s e d  on  m u t u a l  e n j o y m e n t  a n d  

r e s p e c t  f o r  e a c h  o t h e r .  B e t h  a n d  M i r i a m  come f r o m  d i f f e r e n t  

b a c k g r o u n d s  b u t  t h e i r  l i v e s  m e e t ,  c r o s s  a n d  r e c r o s s .

T h e  n o v e l  b e g i n s  w i t h  B e t h .  J i m ,  h e r  h u s b a n d ,  e x p e c t s  h e r  

t o  w o r k ,  k e e p  h o u s e ,  b r e e d  c h i l d r e n ,  a n d  r e c e i v e  h e r  s e x u a l  

p l e a s u r e  f r o m  h i s  own s a t i s f a c t i o n s .  B e t h ' s  p a r e n t s  g i v e  h e r  an 

e x p e n s i v e ,  e l a b o r a t e  w e d d i n g ,  -  e n o u g h  m o n e y  t h a t  i t  w o u l d  h a v e  

f i n a n c e d  c o l l e g e  f o r  B e t h ,  an  i d e a  w h i c h  t h e y  r e j e c t .  O n ce  s h e  was 

m a r r i e d ,  s h e  was  t r e a t e d  d i f f e r e n t l y  by  o t h e r  women i n  t h e  f a m i l y :

S i nc e  she was m a r r i e d ,  he r  m other and M a rie  t a l k e d  t o  he r  

d i f f e r e n t l y .  They com p la ined  abou t t h e i r  husbands. They assumed 

a common l e v e l  o f  g r ie v a n c e . T ha t was b e in g  m a rr ie d .  They saw a 

c e r ta in  le v e l o f  war as n o rm a l: women had t o  g e t th in g s  i n d i r e c t l y ,  

w i ves  had t o  p l o t  and manage and evade. "You have t o  make him  th in k  

h e ' s  g e t t in g  h i s  wa y , "  M a rie  warned. " D o n 't  c ro s s  him  d i r e c t l y .  You 

have t o  coax h im  a lo n g "  ( P i e r c y ,  Sm all Changes 1973:23) .

B e t h  s t r u g g l e s  a l o n g  i n  h e r  m a r r i a g e  t r y i n g  t o  p l a y  t h e  r o l e  

o f  t h e  s u b m i s s i v e  w i f e .  T h e y  b o t h  w o r k  a l l  d a y  a t  t h e i r  j o b s ,  b u t  

when  t h e y  a r r i v e  home a t  n i g h t ,  he  l e a n s  b a c k  i n  h i s  r e c l i n e r ,  

e x p e c t i n g  B e t h  t o  p r e p a r e  a f u l  1 m e a l  . When s h e  o b j e c t s ,  he  

b e c o m e s  a n g r y :
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He d i d  n o t  grow f e a r f u l  b e fo re  h e r tem per as she b e fo re  h i s .  Her 

a tte m p ts  t o  e xp re ss  a n g e r, t o  de fend  h e r s e l f ,  ended in  te a r s ,  in  

b e g g in g  fo rg iv e n e s s ,  in  ta k in g  back h e r words a b je c t ly ,  in  a sense 

o f  h u m i l ia t io n  and in s u lte d  f l e s h  and b ru is e s .  The upper hand, he 

c a l l e d  i t .  K eeping th e  upper hand. A man w ore th e  p a n ts , he s a id ,  

o r  he was henpecked ( P i e r c y ,  Sm all Changes 1973 :25) .

E v e n t u a l l y ,  J i m  d e c i d e s  t h a t  i t  i s  t i m e  f o r  th e m  t o  s t a r t  a 

f a m i l y .  B e t h  p l e a d s  w i t h  h i m  t h a t  s h e  i s  n o t  r e a d y  f o r  a b a b y ,  

b u t  he  w i l l  n o t  b u d g e .  She  f e e l s  hemmed i n ,  u n c e r t a i n  o f  w h e t h e r  

s h e  w a n t s  t o  s p e n d  t h e  r e s t  o f  h e r  l i f e  i n  t h i s  o n e - s i d e d  m a r r i a g e :  

" T h e r e  h a d  t o  be  m o r e  t h a n  t h i s !  T h e y  w e r e  n o t  r e a l l y  t o g e t h e r . ”  

Y e t ,  s h e  k n o w s  t h a t  i f  s h e  h a s  a c h i l d  s h e  w i l l  be  t r a p p e d ,  b e c a u s e  

t h e n  s h e  w i l l  n o t  be  a b l e  t o  l e a v e :

T i l l  t h a t  m o m e n t...s h e  d id  n o t even know she had im agined le a v in g .  

G e t t in g  away. E sca p in g . From what? Him? Her f a m i l y ?  The box.  I t  

was a l l  i n  t h e  box. The re  had t o  be som eth ing  more to  l i v i n g ,  th e re  

had t o  be , o r  th e re  was no p o in t  ( P i e r c y ,  Sm all Changes 1973:29) .

B e t h  r u n s  away  f r o m  J i m  and  f r o m  h e r  f a m i l y .  She c a t c h e s  a 

p l a n e  a n d  g o e s  t o  B o s t o n ,  w h e r e  s h e  f i n d s  a j o b  and  a s m a l l  

a p a r t m e n t .  F o r  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  i n  h e r  l i f e ,  s h e  i s  on  h e r  o w n ,  f r e e  

t o  m ak e  h e r  own c h o i c e s  a n d  d e c i s i o n .

F r o m  t h i s  p o i n t  i n  t h e  b o o k ,  t h e  s t y l e  c h a n g e s ,  a nd  we a r e
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i n t r o d u c e d  t o  a  w o r l d  o f  c o m m u n a l l i v i n g  i n  w h i c h  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  

f o r m ,  d i s s o l v e  a n d  d i s a p p e a r .  T h o u g h  B e t h ' s  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  f r o m  

b e i n g  a p a s s i v e  y o u n g  woman t o  an  a c t i v i s t  i s  a b r u p t ,  B e t h ' s  

s i n g l e n e s s  o f  p u r p o s e  i s  t o  f r e e  h e r s e l f  f r o m  d e p e n d e n c y  on  man f o r

a p p r o v a l ,  p r o t e c t i o n  a n d  l o v e .  She  i s  d e t e r m i n e d  t o  be  s t r o n g

e n o u g h  t o  p u t  h e r  l i f e  i n  o r d e r .

I n  t h e  s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  b o o k  a b o u t  t h e  o t h e r  m a j o r  c h a r a c t e r ,  

M i r i a m ,  t h e r e  i s  o n e  m a j o r  th e m e  -  t h a t  M i r i a m  i s  a woman who on  

t h e  s u r f a c e  a p p e a r s  l i b e r a t e d  b u t  who a c t u a l l y  i s  a n x i o u s  t o  p l e a s e  

e v e r y o n e ,  a n d  a b o v e  a l l ,  t o  p l e a s e  m en .  She w a n t s  t o  be  l o v e d  a n d  

h e r  f e a r  o f  b e i n g  w i t h o u t  l o v e  d o m i n a t e s  h e r  a c t i o n s  a n d  h e r  l i f e .  

The  men i n  h e r  l i f e  u s e  h e r  b u t  a l w a y s  l e a v e  h e r  t e r r i f i e d  t h a t  s h e  

w i l l  l o s e  t h e m .  She  f i n a l l y  m a r r i e s  N e i l  a n d  h a s  c h i l d r e n .  I n  t h e  

f i n a l  s c e n e ,  M i r i a m ,  t e r r i f i e d  o f  l o s i n g  N e i l  and  t h e  c h i l d r e n ,

p l a n s  t o  be  m o r e  d i l i g e n t  i n  a n t i c i p a t i n g  h i s  n e e d s  and  m e e t i n g  

t h e m .  I r o n i c a l l y ,  N e i l  a l r e a d y  h a s  p l a n s  o f  h i s  own a nd  t h e y  do 

n o t  i n c l u d e  M i r i a m ,  b u t  a n o t h e r  woman .  U n l i k e  B e t h  i n  h e r

m a r r i a g e ,  M i r i a m  t r i e s  t o  c o n t e n t  h e r s e l f  w i t h  t h e  c r u m b s  o f  

a p p r o v a l  N e i l  t h r o w s  t o  h e r  when  s h e  s u c c e e d s  i n  m o m e n t a r i l y  

p 1e a s  i ng  h i m .

P i e r c y  i s  a f e m i n i s t ,  c o n v i n c e d  t h a t  s o c i e t y  h a s  i n d o c t r i n a t e d  

men w i t h  a c o n c e p t  o f  m a n h o o d  w h i c h  i s  b a s e d  on  s u c c e s s  i n  m a k i n g  

money  a n d  i n  c o n t r o l l i n g  women -  s e x u a l l y ,  e c o n o m i c a l l y  a n d  

p o l i t i c a l l y .  A l l  t h r o u g h  t h e  b o o k  a r e  c l e a r  i n d i c a t i o n s  t h a t  

women ,  e s p e c i a l l y  m a r r i e d  women,  do  n o t  p a y  e n o u g h  a t t e n t i o n  t o  

m o n e y .  T h e y  a l l o w  h u s b a n d s  t o  w r i t e  o f f  t h e i r  h o u s e h o l d  w o r k  as
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n o n - p r o d u c t i v e  b e c a u s e  i t  d o e s n ’ t  b r i n g  i n c o m e .  T h e y  do n o t  i n s i s t  

on  e q u i t a b l e  c o n t r o l  o f  m o n i e s  i n  t h e  h o u s e h o l d .  T h e y  l o w e r

t h e m s e l v e s  t o  t h e  s t a t u s  o f  b e g g a r s  a s k i n g  f o r  e v e r y  p e n n y  t o  b u y  

a b o o k ,  a d i s h ,  a p a i r  o f  p a n t s .  " I t ' s  l i k e  b e i n g  f i f t e e n  a g a i n , "  

M i r i a m  s a y s ,  " a n d  h a v i n g  t o  a s k  D a d d y  f o r  an  a l l o w a n c e "  ( P i e r c y ,  

S m a l l  C h a n g e s ,  1 9 7 3 : 4 1 0 ) .

T h e  b o o k ' s  m e s s a g e  i s  f o u n d  i n  t h e  i r o n i c  t i t l e  Sma11 C h a n g e s . 

W o m e n ' s  l i v e s  c a n  c h a n g e  i f  women a r e  h o n e s t  a n d  w i l l i n g  t o  r i s k  

c h a n g e  f r o m  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  p a t t e r n  o f  d e p e n d e n c y  on  m a n .  P i e r c y  

c e n t e r s  on  t h e  m an-w om an  r e l a t i o n s h i p  as  i t  h a s  e x i s t e d  i n  t h e  p a s t  

and  s u g g e s t s  a l t e r n a t e  w a y s  f o r  women t o  l i v e .

T h e  th e m e  o f  a m o d e r n  woman s e a r c h i n g  f o r  s e l f - u n d e r s t a n d i n g  

a n d  f u l f i l l m e n t  w i t h o u t  d e p e n d e n c y  on  a man i s  f o u n d  i n  J o y c e  C a r o l  

O a t e s ' s  n o v e l ,  M a r y a :  A L i f e  ( 1 9 8 6 ) .  O a t e s  t r a c e s  M a r y a  K n a u e r ' s 

l i f e  t h r o u g h  i t s  s i g n i f i c a n t  s t a g e s ,  f r o m  e a r l y  c h i l d h o o d  s p e n t  i n  

v i o l e n c e  and  p o v e r t y  u n t i l  h e r  m i d - t h i r t i e s ,  when  s h e  i s  q u i t e  

f  a m o u s .

When M a r y a  i s  e i g h t  y e a r s  o l d ,  h e r  f a t h e r  i s  k i l l e d  i n  a 

b a r r o o m  b r a w l .  H e r  m o t h e r  d i s a p p e a r s  s h o r t l y  t h e r e a f t e r ,  l e a v i n g  

M a r y a  a n d  h e r  t w o  y o u n g e r  b r o t h e r s  h o m e l e s s .  T h e y  h a v e  l i v e d  i n  

s q u a l o r  a n d  p o v e r t y  a l l  o f  t h e i r  l i v e s  a nd  h a v e  becom e a c c u s t o m e d  

t o  u p h e a v a l  i n  t h e i r  y o u n g  1 i v e s .  T h e y  a r e  t a k e n  i n  by t h e i r  u n c l e  

and  h i s  f a m i l y .  M a r y a ' s t e e n a g e  c o u s i n ,  L e e ,  o v e r  a p e r i o d  o f  t w o  

o r  t h r e e  y e a r s ,  r e p e a t e d l y  s e x u a l l y  a b u s e s  M a r y a  i n  t h e  f r o n t  s e a t  

o f  an o l d  c a r  p H ' - e d  i n  t h e  y a r d ,  b u t  he  w a r n s  h e r  n e v e r  t o  t e l l  

a n y o n e  a n d  s h e  d o e s n  t .  She e s c a p e s  i n t o  h e r s e l f  and  t h i s  b e c o m e s
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a p a t t e r n  o f  h e r  l i f e .  As a c h i l d ,  M a r y a  w a n t s  t o  be  l i k e  " t h e  

o t h e r s " ,  b u t  s h e  d o e s  n o t  m a ke  f r i e n d s  e a s i l y  a n d  i s  c o n s i d e r e d  

s o m e t h i n g  o f  a l o n e r .  By t h e  t i m e  s h e  r e a c h e s  h i g h  s c h o o l ,  s h e  

k n o w s  t h a t  s h e  i s  d i f f e r e n t  a n d  c h o o s e s  t o  go  h e r  own w a y .  H e r  

t e a c h e r s  t e l l  h e r  s h e  i s  " t o o  b r i g h t "  t o  f i t  i n ;  s h e  i s  s i n g l e d  o u t  

by  h e r  p r i e s t ;  h e r  a u n t  t e l l s  h e r  s h e  i s  t o o  m o u th y  a nd  s m a r t -  

a l e c k y .

M a r y a  g o e s  t h r o u g h  h i g h  s c h o o l  as  t h e  t o p  s t u d e n t  i n  h e r  

c l a s s ,  w i n n i n g  s c h o l a r s h i p s  t o  a t t e n d  c o l l e g e .  She s p u r n s  t h e  

a t t e n t i o n  o f  a h i g h  s c h o o l  b o y f r i e n d  b e c a u s e  s h e  c a n ’ t  b e a r  t h e  

t h o u g h t  o f  r e m a i n i n g  i n  t h e  t o w n  w h e r e  s h e  g r e w  u p .  She c a n ' t  w a i t  

t o  l e a v e  I n n i s f a i l  a n d  v o w s  t o  n e v e r  r e t u r n :  " I f  ! f a i l . . . i f  I h a v e  

t o  com e b a c k  h o m e . . . I ' 1 1  k i l l  m y s e l f "  ( O a t e s  1 9 8 6 : 1 0 7 ) .

M a r y a  e x c e l s  i n  s c h o o l  a c a d e m i c a l l y  b u t  f a i l s  a b y s m a l l y  

s o c i a l l y .  She  f i n d s  i t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  m ak e  f r i e n d s ,  and  p r e f e r s  

s p e n d i n g  t i m e  a l o n e  i n  h e r  s m a l l  r o o m .  I t  i s  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  i n  h e r  

l i f e  t h a t  s h e  h a s  k n o w n  p r i v a c y :  " S h e  p r i z e d  h e r  c u b b y h o l e  o f  a

r o o m  b e c a u s e  i t  was  h e r s ;  b e c a u s e  i n  f a c t  s h e  c o u l d  l o c k  t h e  d o o r  

f o r  d a y s  on  e n d . . . . M a r y a  p r i z e d  h e r  a l o n e n e s s "  ( O a t e s  1 3 3 ) .  She 

b e c o m e s  f r i e n d l y  w i t h  o n e  c l a s s m a t e ,  I m o g e n e ,  b u t  b e c a u s e  o f  h e r  

u n w i l l i n g n e s s  ( o r  i n a b i l i t y )  t o  e n g a g e  i n  t h e  g i v e  and  t a k e  o f  

f r i e n d s h i p ,  t h e y  h a v e  a b i t t e r  f i g h t  a n d  t h e  f r i e n d s h i p  i s  e n d e d .

M a r y a  f i n i s h e s  c o l l e g e  a nd  g o e s  on  t o  e a r n  h e r  P h . D .  As a 

g r a d u a t e  a s s i s t a n t  s h e  b e c o m e s  i n v o l v e d  i n  a l o v e  a f f a i r  w i t h  o n e  

o f  h e r  i n s t r u c t o r s ,  D r .  F e i n .  I t  i s  t h e  f i r s t  r o m a n t i c  i n v o l v e m e n t  

f o r  M a r y a  s i n c e  s h e  l e f t  I n n i s f a i l ,  a nd  s h e  i s  n o t  a c c u s t o m e d  t o
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f e e l i n g  a f f e c t i o n  f o r  o t h e r s :

Marya had ne ve r d e e p ly  lo ve d  anyone; M arya had neve r been a t t r a c te d  

t o  anyone -  e x c e p t b r i e f l y  perhaps t o  Errmett S ch ro e d e r. S ince  th e  

day a f t e r  th e  g o in g  away p a r ty ,  Marya had d e c la re d  h e r s e l f  

in v io la b le  -  autonomous -  e n t i r e l y  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  (O ates 1986 :207).

F a l l i n g  i n  l o v e  w i t h  a m a r r i e d  man l e a v e s  M a r y a  w i t h  no  

f e e l i n g s  o f  g u i l t  o r  r e m o r s e :  " A s  f o r  t h e  c r a v i n g s  o f  o t h e r s ,  o f

men -  why  s h o u l d  s h e  h o n o r  th e m ?  Why e v e n  t a k e  th e m  s e r i o u s l y ? "

( O a t e s  1 9 8 6 : 2 0 7 ) .  Y e t ,  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s  o n  F e i n ’ s t e r m s ,  s i n c e

he h a s  a w i f e  a n d  f a m i l y  t o  c o n s i d e r :

G ra d u a lly ,  i t  happens t h a t  th e re  a re  tw o " t im e s "  in  M a rya 's  

e x p e r ie n c e , tw o  a sp e c ts  o f  t im e . One i s  v i v i d  and p u ls in g  w ith  l i f e  

( th e  h o u rs  she spends w i t h  M a x i m i l i a n ) ,  t h e  o th e r  i s  b l e a k ,  d ra b , 

a c h ro m a tic  ( th e  hou rs  a p a r t  fro m  him  -  w h ich  in  f a c t  c o n s t i t u te  m ost 

o f  h e r e x p e r ie n c e ) .  A f a m i l ia r  s to r y  -  a woman y e a rn in g  t o  be 

com p le ted  in  a man, by way o f  a man. As i f  she hadn ’ t  a sou l o f  he r 

own (O ates 1986:212) .

D r .  F e i n  d i e s  q u i t e  s u d d e n l y  and  M a r y a  i s  a g a i n  a l o n e .  She

m o v e s  o n  t o  a s m a l  1 c o l  l e g e  w h e r e  s h e  g e t s  a j o b  as an E n g l  i s h  

i n s t r u c t o r .  She b e c o m e s  i n v o l v e d  i n  r e s e a r c h  and  w r i t i n g  a n d  i s  

b e g i n n i n g  t o  b ec o m e  w e l l  k no w n  i n  l i t e r a r y  c i r c l e s .

E v e n t u a l l y ,  s h e  l e a v e s  c o l l e g e  t e a c h i n g  and  mov es  t o  New Y o r k
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w h e r e  s h e  a g a i n  f a l l s  i n  l o v e  w i t h  a m a r r i e d  m a n ,  E r i c  N i c h o l s ,  a 

w e l l  kn o w n  m a g a z i n e  e d i t o r .  M a r y a  b e c o m e s  q u i t e  fa m o u s  as a c r i t i c  

a n d  i n t e l l e c t u a l  c o m m e n t a t o r ,  a n d  i s  a f r e q u e n t  A m e r i c a n  d e l e g a t e  

t o  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  c o n f e r e n c e s .  I t  i s  w h i l e  s h e  i s  a t t e n d i n g  s u c h  

a c o n f e r e n c e  t h a t  h e r  l o v e r  d i e s ,  a n d  M a r y a  i s  o n c e  a g a i n  a l o n e .

A c t u a l l y ,  M a r y a  h a s  a l w a y s  b e e n  a l o n e .  She h a s  c h o s e n  w h a t  

t o  som e a p p e a r e d  t o  be a v e r y  s a t i s f y i n g  l i f e ,  b u t  s h e  n e v e r  i s  

a b l e  t o  f i n d  s a t i s f a c t i o n  i n  h e r  l i f e .  She h a s  s u c c e e d e d  i n  

f o r g i n g  an  i n d e p e n d e n t  l i f e ,  b u t  h a s  n e v e r  l e a r n e d  t o  e x a m i n e  a n d  

f i n d  s a t i s f a c t i o n  w i t h  h e r  i n n e r  l i f e :

These days , Marya th o u g h t,  she o f te n  w a s n 't  h e r s e l f .  The v e ry  

q u e s tio n  o f  " s e l f "  in t r ig u e d  h e r .  (F o r i f  she c o u ld  r a is e  he r 

e m o tio n a l c o n fu s io n  t o  a p h i lo s o p h ic a l p la n e , m ig h t she n o t be 

redeemed? I t  was an o l d ,  o l d  t r a d i t i o n . )  (O ates 1986:290)

I n  t r y i n g  t o  c o p e  w i t h  h e r  g r i e f  o v e r  t h e  l o s s  o f  E r i c ,  M a r y a  

b e g i n s  t o  t h i n k  o f  t r y i n g  t o  f i n d  h e r  m o t h e r ,  who had  d i s a p p e a r e d  

t h i r t y  y e a r s  a g o .  She r e t u r n s  t o  I n n i s f a i l  a n d  b e g i n s  t h e  s e a r c h .  

The  n o v e l  e n d s  w i t h  M a r y a  r e c e i v i n g  a l e t t e r  c o n t a i n i n g  a s n a p s h o t  

o f  a " m i d d l e  a g e d  woman w i t h  s t i f f  g r a y  h a i r ,  s h a d o w e d  e y e s ,  a t a u t  

s u s p i c i o u s  e x p r e s s i o n .  . . M a r y a ' s  own c h e e k b o n e s  a nd  n o s e .  H e r  e y e s '  

( O a t e s  1 9 8 6 : 3 1 0 ) .  She d i s c o v e r s  t h a t  s h e  i s  b a d l y  f r i g h t e n e d ,  b u t  

f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  s i n c e  s h e  was a s m a l l  c h i l d ,  s h e  f i n d s  h e r s e l f  

w i l l i n g  t o  r e a c h  o u t  t o  o t h e r s .
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B e i n g  a b l e  t o  m ake  c h o i c e s  i n  o n e ' s  l i f e  i s  t h e  th e m e  o f  A l i x  

K a t e  S h u l m a n ' s  n o v e l ,  i n  E v e r y  W o m a n ' s  L i f e  ( 1 9 8 7 ) .  The  s t o r y  i s  

a b o u t  t h r e e  women w ho a r e  l i n k e d  n o t  o n l y  by  t h e  t i e s  o f  f a m i l y  a n d  

f r i e n d s h i p ,  b u t  b y  b o n d s  c r e a t e d  by  e m p a th y  f o r  o n e  a n o t h e r .  T h e  

c h o i c e s  t h e y  f a c e ,  t h e i r  d e c i s i o n s ,  t h e  h u m o r a n d  s t r e n g t h  w i t h  

w h i c h  t h e i r  d e c i s i o n s  a r e  m a d e ,  c o n n e c t  t h e i r  l i v e s .

R o s e m a r y  h a s  b e e n  m a r r i e d  t o  H a r o l d  S t r e e t e r  f o r  n e a r l y  20 

y e a r s .  She  i s  an  a t t r a c t i v e ,  e n e r g e t i c  w i f e  a n d  m o t h e r  who h a s  

r e c e n t l y  o b t a i n e d  h e r  d e g r e e  a nd  t e a c h e s  c o l l e g e  m a t h  t w o  d a y s  a 

w e e k .  H a r o l d  i s  a c o l l e g e  p r o f e s s o r  a nd  w r i t e r .

T h e  S t r e e t e r s  h a v e  r a i s e d  t w o  c h i l d r e n  a nd  h a v e  a s e c u r e ,  

c o m f o r t a b l e  hom e . T h e r e  h a s  b e e n  i n f i d e l i t y  o n  t h e  p a r t  o f  b o t h  

o f  th e m  i n  t h e  p a s t ,  b u t  f r o m  a l l  o u t w a r d  a p p e a r a n c e s ,  t h e y  a r e  a 

h a p p y ,  d e v o t e d  c o u p l e .  T h e y  a r e  d e t e r m i n e d  t o  k e e p  t h e i r  m a r r i a g e  

t o g e t h e r  f o r  t h e  s a k e  o f  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n .  E ac h  o f  th e m  i s  now 

i n v o l v e d  i n  a n o t h e r  a f f a i r ,  b u t  t h e y  t a k e  a l l  t h e  n e c e s s a r y  s t e p s  

t o  k e e p  o t h e r s  f r o m  k n o w i n g .  R o s e m a r y ' s  c u r r e n t  a f f a i r  w i t h  a 

y o u n g e r ,  u n m a r r i e d  man h a s  c a u s e d  h e r  t o  w o n d e r  i f  i t  i s  n o t  j u s t  

h e r  m a r r i a g e  t h a t  h a s  s t a g n a t e d ,  b u t  s h e  as  w e l l .

N o r a  K e n n e d y ,  whom R o s e m a r y  h a s  j u s t  m e t  a g a i n  a f t e r  m any 

y e a r s ,  i s  u n m a r r i e d  a nd  i s  a w e l l  k now n  j o u r n a l i s t .  She h a s  no 

d e s i r e  f o r  m a r r i a g e ,  h a v i n g  m ade h e r  f r e e d o m  h e r  f i r s t  p r i o r i t y .  

She h a s  b e e n  i n v o l v e d  i n  s e v e r a l  l o v e  a f f a i r s  o v e r  t h e  y e a r s  a n d  

i s  p r e s e n t l y  h a v i n g  an a f f a i r  w i t h  a m a r r i e d  w r i t e r .  She 

c o n s t a n t l y  q u e s t i o n s  R o s e m a r y  s c o m m i t m e n t  t o  t h e  c o n f i n e m e n t s  o f  

m a r r i a g e .  On o n e  o c c a s i o n ,  R o s e m a r y  t e l l s  h e r ,  " I  h a v e  my f a m i l y ,
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work,  s e c u r i t y ,  -  what more i s  t h e r e ? "  Nora r e p l i e s :

'F re e d o m .' The g re a t  god o f  r e fu s a l ,  whom s h e 's  w o rsh ipped  a l l  h e r 

l i f e ,  t o  whom she has made a l l  he r o f f e r in g s ,  a l l  h e r s a c r i f ic e s :  

freedom . F o r freedom  she re fu s e s  to  be bough t o r  s o ld ,  co dd led  o r  

k e p t .  To freedom  she gave h e r f i r s t b o r n ,  a b o r t in g  h e r s e l f  on he r 

w edding day. For freedom  she had h e r tubes  t i e d .  In freedom  s h e ’ s 

managed t o  c re a te  a p roud  i f  d i f f i c u l t  l i f e  f o r  h e r s e l f ,  r i s k y  and 

b ra v e . And f o r  th e  jo y s  o f  freedom  she i s  w i l l i n g  i f  necessary  to  

endure  lo n e l in e s s ,  s l i g h t s ,  s la n d e r ,  even s c o rn  (Shulman 1 9 8 7 :9 1 ).

H o w e v e r ,  R o s e m a r y  v i e w s  f r e e d o m  f r o m  a n o th e r  p e r s p e c t i v e .

F r e e d o m  t o  do  w h a t ? "  s h e  a s k s .  " I  do  e v e r y t h i n g  I w a n t .  H a r o l d  

and  I a r e  e a c h  s o  b u s y  t h a t ,  b e t w e e n  o u r  w o r k  and  o u r  k i d s  a n d  

e v e r y t h i n g  e l s e ,  we h a r d l y  s e e  e a c h  o t h e r .  W h a t  c o u p l e  c o u l d  be  

f r e e r  t h a n  t h a t ? . . . a c t u a 11y m a r r i a g e  f r e e s  me " ( S h u l m a n  1 9 8 7 : 9 1 ) .

T h e  t h i r d  f e m a l e  c h a r a c t e r  i n  t h e  n o v e l ,  D a i s y  S t r e e t e r ,  i s  

t h e  d a u g h t e r  o f  R o s e m a r y .  She i s  b r i g h t ,  p e r c e p t i v e ,  b e a u t i f u l  a n d  

t h i n k s  o f  h e r  m o th e r  as  a f r i e n d  i n  whom s h e  c a n  c o n f i d e .  Now,  

D a i s y  i s  t a k i n g  a l o o k  a t  h e r  own l i f e ’ s d e c i s i o n s .  H a v i n g  

g r a d u a t e d  f r o m  c o l l e g e ,  w o r k i n g  and  b e i n g  i n d e p e n d e n t ,  D a i s y  f a l l s  

i n  l o v e  a n d  b ec o m e s  p r e g n a n t .  H e r  d i l e m m a  i s  w h e t h e r  t o  

m a r r y . r a i s e  t h e  c h i l d  as  a s i n g l e  p a r e n t ,  o r  o p e n l y  l i v e  w i t h  h e r  

b o y f r i e n d ,  M i c h a e 1 , w i t h o u t  m a r r i a g e .  She l o o k s  a t  t h e  p a i n f u l  

e x p e r i e n c e s  h e r  awn m o t h e r  h a s  had  w i t h  mar  r  i age  , a nd  r e m e m b e r s  t h e  

s a c r i f i c e s  h e r  m o t h e r  made b e c a u s e  o f  h e r  f a m i l y .  She a l s o  l o o k s
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a t  t h e  in d e p e n d e n t  l i f e  t h a t  N o r a  h a s  c h o s e n :

L ik e  e ve ryo n e , D a isy  w an ts  e v e ry th in g ,  a l l  th e  p le a s u re s  and rew ards 

o f  e x is te n c e :  s a fe ty  and freedom , t r u s t  and p a s s io n , f s m i ly  and work 

and lo v e . Who w o u ld n 't?  B u t how c o u ld  she p u l l  i t  o f f ?  (Shulman 

1987 :299)

As D a i s y  c o n s i d e r s  h e r  o p t i o n s ,  s h e  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  t h e  d re a m  o f  

h a v i n g  i t  a l l  i s  a m y t h :

M ost p e o p le  m a rry . Some do i t  b l i n d l y :  th e y  s te p  o u t  t o  th e  end o f  

th e  ro c k s ,  h o ld  t h e i r  noses, squeeze t h e i r  eyes c lo s e d  and le a p .

O th e rs  go s l o w l y ,  one s te p  a t  a t im e  -  th e  c o u r ts h ip ,  th e  a f f a i r ,  

t h e  shared  a p a rtm e n t, th e  engagement, perhaps a pregnancy -  u n t i l  

th e y  fe e l th e y  have no c h o ic e  l e f t ,  . .Some choose c h a s t i t y ,  some 

f i d e l i t y ,  some a d u lte r y ,  some polygam y. Bu t a l l  s e t t l e  f o r  le s s  

th a n  a l l  (Shulman 1987:301) .

The  c h o i c e  i s  no  l o n g e r  s i m p l e .  The  r u l e s  h a v e  c h a n g e d  f o r  w om en, 

and  a l t h o u g h  t h e r e  a r e  a t  l e a s t  now c h o i c e s  t o  be  m a de ,  t h e  d r e a m  

o f  " h a v i n g  i t  a l l "  i s  n o t  a r e a l i t y :

D a isy  can m arry  l i k e  her  m other and he r m o th e r 's  m other and a l l  he r 

a n c e s to rs .  Or she can re fu s e  th e  bondage o f  th e  p a s t and go he r own 

way. Or she c o u ld  m arry  M ichae l in  eve ry  sense b u t  th e  l e g a l .  T h is  

p re s e n te d  a n o th e r p o s s i b i l i t y  -  a s e c re t  m a rr ia g e  (Shulman
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1987 :300 ).

D a i s y  a n d  M i c h a e l  a r e  s e c r e t l y  m a r r i e d ,  a n d  s o  t o  t h e  o u t s i d e  

w o r l d  t h e y  a r e  t w o  s i n g l e  p e o p l e  l i v i n g  t o g e t h e r  a n d  r a i s i n g  a 

c h i l d .  W h a t e v e r  a d v a n t a g e  D a i s y  s e e s  i n  t h i s  a r r a n g e m e n t  i s  n o t  

m ade c l e a r ,  b u t  s h e  f e e l s  t h a t  s h e  h a s  a t  l e a s t  e x e r c i s e d  an 

a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  t r a d i t i o n a l  e x p e c t a t i o n s .

R o s e m a r y  a nd  H a r o l d  a r e  d i v o r c e d  a nd  go i n  d i f f e r e n t  

d i r e c t i o n s .  R o s e m a r y  f e e l s  s a t i s f a c t i o n  i n  h a v i n g  s t a y e d  i n  t h e  

m a r r i a g e  u n t i l  h e r  c h i l d r e n  r e a c h e d  a d u l t h o o d  a nd  w e r e  on  t h e i r  

o w n .  Sh e  now f e e l s  f r e e  t o  l i v e  i n  a l i f e s t y l e  o f  h e r  own c h o i c e :  

s h e  t e a c h e s ,  t r a v e l s  a n d  h a s  s h o r t  a nd  l o n g  t e r m  l o v e  a f f a i r s  -  

t h e  c h o i c e  i s  h e r s .

N o r a ’ s l o v e r  d i e s  a n d  l e a v e s  h e r  w i t h  f e e l i n g s  o f  a n g e r ,  g u i l t  

and  d e s p e r a t i o n ;  b u t  t h e s e  f e e l i n g s  p a s s  and  s h e  c o n t i n u e s  t o  e n j o y  

t h e  l i f e  o f  f r e e d o m  t h a t  s h e  h a s  c h o s e n  f o r  h e r s e l f .

As D a i s y  r e a l i z e s ,  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r  a nd  h e r  a n c e s t o r s  d i d  n o t  

h a v e  t h e  a l t e r n a t i v e s  i n  t h e i r  l i v e s  t h a t  a r e  now p o s s i b l e .  T h e s e  

t h r e e  women ,  -  R o s e m a r y ,  N o r a  and  D a i s y  -  a r e  a b l e  t o  make  c h o i c e s  

i n  t h e i r  l i v e s ,  f i n d i n g  a p e r s o n a l  f r e e d o m  d e n i e d  t o  so  m any women 

b e f o r e  t h e m .

P e r s o n a l  f r e e d o m  i n  s e x u a l  p r e f e r e n c e s  bec ame  m o r e  o f  a 

r e a l i t y  f o l l o w i n g  W o r l d  War  I I .  The  s l o w  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  an u r b a n  

g a y  s u b c u l t u r e  i n  t h e  t w e n t i e s  and  t h i r t i e s  t o u c h e d  t h e  l i v e s  o f  

o n l y  a f e w ,  a n d  m o s t  h o m o s e x u a l s  r e m a i n e d  i s o l a t e d  i n  a h o s t i l e  

c u l t u r e .  B u t  j u s t  as h e t e r o s e x u a l  women a nd  men f o u n d  t h a t  t h e  w a r
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r e d u c e d  t h e  a u t h o r i t y  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  s t a n d a r d s ,  h o m o s e x u a l s ,  t o o ,  

d i s c o v e r e d  t h a t  t h e  w a r  c r e a t e d  a s i t u a t i o n  i n  w h i c h  a h o m o s e x u a l  

i d e n t i t y  c o u l d  be  r e c o g n i z e d  ( E v a n s  1 9 8 9 : 2 2 8 ) .

T h e  w o m e n ' s  m o v e m e n t o f  t h e  s i x t i e s  p r o v i d e d  a m eans o f  

e x a m i n i n g  s o c i a l  r e a l i t i e s  o f  a l l  women -  h e t e r o s e x u a l  a n d  

h o m o s e x u a l  -  w h i c h  r e s u l t e d  i n  a " s i s t e r h o o d "  a l l o w i n g  m any women 

t o  c l a i m  t h e i r  i d e n t i t y  as  l e s b i a n s .  H o w e v e r ,  w i t h i n  t h e  r a d i c a l  

b r a n c h  o f  t h e  m o v e m e n t ,  t h e  m a t t e r  o f  s e x u a l  p r e f e r e n c e  c r e a t e d  

d i s s e n s i o n  w i t h i n  t h e  m e m b e r s h i p .  L e s b i a n  f e m i n i s t s  a r g u e d  t h a t  

l e s b i a n i s m  r e p r e s e n t e d  t h e  m o s t  c o m p l e t e  f o r m  o f  f e m a l e  a u to n o m y  

a nd  t h e y  t o o k  t h e  p o s i t i o n  t h a t  t h e  e x p l o i t a t i o n  o f  h o m o p h o b ia  w as 

a m eans  o f  u n d e r m i n i n g  f e m i n i s m :

As lo n g  as th e  la b e l "d y k e " can be used t o  f r ig h t e n  women in to  a 

le s s  m i l i t a n t  s ta n d , keep h e r se p a ra te  from  he r s i s t e r s ,  keep he r 

fro m  g iv in g  p rim acy  to  a n y th in g  o th e r  th a n  men and fa m ily  -  th e n  to  

t h a t  e x te n t  she is  c o n t r o l le d  by th e  m ale c u l tu r e  (Evans 1989:294) .

L e s b i a n s  b e g a n  t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  t h e y  h a d  t o  s t r u g g l e  f o r  a new 

i d e n t i t y  a g a i n s t  c u l t u r a l  p r e j u d i c e  and  b e g a n  t o  l o o k  f o r  i d e n t i t y  

t h e m s e l v e s  w i t h i n  a l e s b i a n  c o m m u n i t y .  As a g r o u p  t h e y  w e r e  a b l e  

t o  s t a r t  m o v i n g  b e y o n d  t h e  f e a r  o f  b e i n g  d i s c o v e r e d  and  r e j e c t e d ,  

a nd  t h e y  b e g a n  r e j e c t i n g  t h e  s e l f - h a t r e d  a n d  i n v i s i b i l i t y  i n f l i c t e d  

by  a c u l t u r e  t h a t  c a l l e d  t h e m  a b n o r m a l .  As l e s b i a n s  b e ca m e  m o r e  

c o m f o r t a b l e  w i t h  t h e i r  p u b l i c  r o l e ,  t h e y  w e r e  a b l e  t o  p r o c l a i m  a nd  

d e f e n d  t h e i r  l o v e  f o r  o t h e r  women w i t h o u t  f e e l i n g s  o f  g u i l t .
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T h e  th e m e  o f  o p e n n e s s  a b o u t  s e x u a l  p r e f e r e n c e  i s  t h e  t o p i c  o f  

May S a r t o n ' s  1989  n o v e l ,  T h e  E d u c a t i o n  o f  H a r r i e t  H a t f i e l d . I t  i s  

a s t o r y  a b o u t  H a r r i e t  H a t f i e l d ,  who a t  s i x t y  y e a r s  o f  a g e  f i n d s  

h e r s e l f  a l o n e .  H e r  f r i e n d  o f  t h i r t y  y e a r s ,  V i c k y ,  h a s  d i e d  a n d  

l e f t  h e r  e n o u g h  m o n e y  t o  l i v e  c o m f o r t a b l y  as  s h e  c h o o s e s .  T he  t w o  

women h a d  l i v e d  t o g e t h e r  f o r  m any y e a r s  i n  a B o s t o n  s u b u r b ;  t h e y  

had  b e e n  f r i e n d s ,  l o v e r s ,  c o m p a n i o n s ,  b u t  h a d  n e v e r  c o n s i d e r e d  

o p e n l y  a d m i t t i n g  t h a t  t h e y  h a d  a l e s b i a n  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  n o t  e v e n  t o  

t h e i r  f a m i l i e s .  I t  was  a s s u m e d  by  e v e r y o n e ,  b u t  n e v e r  d i s c u s s e d .  

S u ch  t h i n g s  w e r e  k e p t  q u i e t .  V i c k y  was  a s u c c e s s f u l ,  w e l l  know n  

p u b l i s h e r  who m o v e d  i n  i n t e l l e c t u a l  c i r c l e s .  She was a s t r o n g ,  

o p i n i o n a t e d  woman a n d  H a r r i e t  was  w i l l i n g  t o  a l l o w  h e r  t o  h a v e  t h e  

d o m i n a n t  r o l e  i n  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p .  H a r r i e t  was t h e  h o m e m a k e r ,  

g a r d e n e r ,  k e e p e r  o f  t h e i r  p r i v a t e  l i v e s .

A f t e r  V i c k y  s u d d e n l y  d i e s ,  H a r r i e t  f e e l s  a c e r t a i n  l i b e r a t i o n  

f r o m  h e r  s e l f - i m p o s e d  c o n f i n e m e n t .  She h a d  b e e n  t e r r i b l y  h a p p y  

w i t h  V i c k y ,  b u t  now s h e  f e e l s  a d e s i r e  t o  make  c h a n g e s  i n  h e r  l i f e .  

She h a s  a l w a y s  b e e n  i n v o l v e d  w i t h  b o o k s  a n d  s o  d e c i d e s  t o  o p e n  a 

b o o k s t o r e  f o r  women .  She l e a v e s  h e r  c o m f o r t a b l e  home w i t h  i t s  

g a r d e n s  a n d  s e r v a n t s  a n d  f i n d s  an o l d  V i c t o r i a n  h o u s e  i n  t h e  r u n ­

d o w n ,  b l u e  c o l l a r  n e i g h b o r h o o d  o f  S o m e r v i l l e .  W i t h  t h e  h e l p  o f  a 

f e w  f r i e n d s ,  s h e  o p e n s  h e r  b o o k s t o r e ,  H a t f i e l d  H o u s e :  A B o o k s t o r e  

f o r  W o m e n .

H a r r i e t  f e e l s  a l o t  o f  t r e p i d a t i o n  a b o u t  t a k i n g  o n  s u c h  an 

e n d e a v o r ,  b u t  i s  e x c i t e d  a t  t h e  p r o s p e c t  o f  p r o v i d i n g  a p l a c e  f o r  

women f r o m  a l l  w a l k s  o f  l i f e  t o  m e e t  and  e n j o y  e a c h  o t h e r  w h i l e
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t h e y  b r o w s e  i n  t h e  b o o k s t o r e .  S i n c e  H a r r i e t  h a s  n e v e r  o p e n l y  

a d m i t t e d  o r  d i s c u s s e d  h e r  h o m o s e x u a l i t y  w i t h  o t h e r s ,  i t  d o e s n ' t  

o c c u r  t o  h e r  t h a t  t h e  n e i g h b o r h o o d  w i l l  o b j e c t  t o  h e r  s t o r e .

Women f r o m  m any d i f f e r e n t  b a c k g r o u n d s  v i s i t  t h e  b o o k s t o r e :  

W h i t e s ,  B l a c k s ,  H i s p a n i c s ,  i m m i g r a n t s ,  w e a l t h y  a n d  p o o r ,  m a r r i e d  

and  s i n g l e ,  y o u n g  a n d  o l d .  Some a r e  h e t e r o s e x u a l  and  som e a r e  

h o m o s e x u a l ,  b u t  H a r r i e t  p a y s  l i t t l e  a t t e n t i o n  u n t i l  s h e  d i s c o v e r s  

t h e  o p e n n e s s  o f  som e o f  t h e  y o u n g e r  w om en. When t w o  y o u n g  women 

v i s i t  t h e  s t o r e ,  o n e  o f  th e m  i n t r o d u c e s  h e r s e l f  as  T e d d y :  " I ' m  

g o i n g  f o r  e n g i n e e r i n g  a t  M . I . T . ”  P o i n t i n g  a t  h e r  f r i e n d ,  T e d d y  

s a y s :  " S h e ' s  my l o v e r ;  s h e  h a s  a j o b  w i t h  an  a r c h i t e c t ' s  o f f i c e "  

( S a r t o n  3 0 ) .  T h u s  b e g i n s  t h e  e d u c a t i o n  o f  H a r r i e t  H a t f i e l d .

S o o n  a f t e r  t h e  b o o k s t o r e  h a s  o p e n e d ,  H a r r i e t  r e c e i v e s  an

a n o n y m o u s  t h r e a t  a nd  o b s c e n i t i e s  b e g i n  t o  be  p a i n t e d  on t h e  o u t s i d e  

w i n d o w s .  I n  h e r  a n g e r  a n d  f e a r ,  s h e  a g r e e s  t o  an i n t e r v i e w  w i t h  

The B o s t o n  G l o b e  r e p o r t e r  t o  d i s c u s s  h e r  b o o k s t o r e .  She h a s

d e c i d e d  t o  be  o p e n  a n d  d i r e c t  a nd  a d m i t s  t o  t h e  r e p o r t e r  t h a t  s h e  

i s ,  i n d e e d ,  a l e s b i a n ,  b u t  t h a t  i s  c e r t a i n l y  n o t  t h e  f o c u s  o f  h e r  

s t o r e ,  o n l y  a p a r t  o f  i t .  When t h e  a r t i c l e  a p p e a r s ,  t h e  h e a d l i n e  

a n n o u n c e s  t h a t  a l e s b i a n  b o o k s t o r e  o w n e r  h a s  b e e n  t h r e a t e n e d .  

H a r r i e t  h a s  n e v e r  b e f o r e  t h o u g h t  o f  h e r s e l f  as  a m em ber o f  a 

p e r s e c u t e d  m i n o r i t y .  Now s h e  h a s  " c o m e  o u t "  and  s h e  b e co m e s  a 

t a r g e t  f o r  som e and  a h e r o i n e  f o r  o t h e r s .

The  n o v e l  d e a l s  b o t h  w i t h  p r o b l e m s  o f  h o m o s e x u a l  and

h e t e r o s e x u a l  w c r>e r . J o a n ,  a y o u n g  woman H a r r i e t  h i r e s  t o  h e l p  i n  

t h e  b o o k  s t o r e ,  n as  r e c e n t l y  b e e n  d i v o r c e d .  I t  was a n o - f a u l t
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d i v o r c e  a n d  J o a n  a d m i t s  h e r  b i t t e r n e s s :

M a r t in  g o t w hat he w anted and in  th e  p rocess  l e f t  me n e a r ly  

p e n n i le s s . . .A f te r  tw e n ty  y e a rs  o f  m a rr ia g e , b e in g  th e  housekeeper, 

co o k , c le a n in g  woman, and c h a u ffe u r  f o r  M a r t in ,  I g o t h a l f  o f  what 

o u r  house was w o rth  and t h a t  was a l l .

The re  is  a huge em phasis th e s e  days on h a p p in e ss , on b e in g  f u l f i l l e d  

-  I b e l ie v e  t h a t  is  th e  word -  w ha tever th e  c o s t t o  anyone e l s e .

P eop le  a re  g re e d ie r  abo u t sex th a n  even abou t money, as I see i t .  

E n joym en t, ta k in g  what you w a n t, has become a k in d  o f  im p e ra t iv e  

(S a r to n  1 9 8 9 :3 5 ).

T h e  tw o  women b a n d  t o g e t h e r  t o  o v e r c o m e  t h e  h a t r e d  a n d

p r e j u d i c e  t h a t  c o n f r o n t s  t h e m .  A f t e r  r e c e i v i n g  t h e  a n o n y m o u s  h a t e  

l e t t e r ,  t e l l i n g  h e r  t o  c l o s e  t h e  s t o r e  and  l e a v e ,  H a r r i e t  i s

d i s t u r b e d  by  t h e  h a t r e d :

. . . i t  i s  i l lu m in a t in g  in  a way. I have neve r f e l t  l i k e  a le p e r  

b e fo re ,  an o u tc a s t .  B u t huge numbers o f  p e o p le  in  o u r s o c ie ty  do, 

o f  c o u rs e . . .S o  a t  la s t  I can laugh a t  m y s e lf and th e  w ho le  s tu p id  

w o r ld .  I d on ’ t  k n o w . . . I p ro b a b ly  asked f o r  t h i s  w ith o u t  even 

know ing w hat I was d o in g . A women's b o o k s to re  is  g o in g  to  a t t r a c t

a l l  s o r ts  o f  women. T ha t is  what I w anted, a f t e r  a l l . . .  I t ' s  t h e

young who have no d o u b ts , you see. They in tro d u c e  a f r ie n d  as t h e i r  

lo v e r .  I m ust say i t  does amaze me. I t  even shocks me (S a rto n  

1989 :77) .
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Y e t ,  i n  r e f l e c t i o n ,  H a r r i e t  c a n  s e e  t h a t  t h e  d o o r  i s  s t a r t i n g  t o  

o p e n  f o r  women t o  h a v e  c h o i c e s  a n d  t o  be  a b l e  t o  mak e  t h o s e  c h o i c e s  

o p e n  1y :

I l i k e  h o n e s ty . . .  I l i k e  i t  t h a t  th e y  in c lu d e  me. And t h a t 's  w hat 

I w ant o f  t h i s  p la c e :  an open doo r and no ju d g n e n ta l v a lu e s  (S a r to n  

1989 :77 ) .

H a r r i e t  h a s  m any f r i e n d s  w i t h  d i v e r s e  b a c k g r o u n d s .  A w i d o w  

w i t h  whom s h e  h a s  h a d  a l o n g - l a s t i n g  f r i e n d s h i p  a s k s  H a r r i e t  why  

women l o v e  women a n d  H a r r i e t  g r a p p l e s  w i t h  an a n s w e r :

For  a woman, a n o th e r woman i s  n o t p r i m a r i l y  a sexua l o b je c t ,  whereas 

f o r  a man she o f te n  is .  A woman w ants t o  be re c o g n iz e d  as a person  

f i r s t ,  t o  be u n d e rs to o d  and c h e r is h e d  f o r  what she i s ,  and 

e s p e c i a l l y  perhaps in  m id d le  age she may f i n d  t h i s  k in d  o f  

u n d e rs ta n d in g  and re c o g n it io n  from  a n o th e r woman, a woman she 

a d n ire s  as I a d n ire d  V ic k y  (S a rto n  1989 :170).

T h e  t u r n i n g  p o i n t  f o r  H a r r i e t ' s  a c c e p t a n c e  i n  t h e  n e i g h b o r h o o d  

i s  o n e  e v e n i n g  when  som eon e  s h o o t s  and  k i l l s  h e r  f a i t h f u l  d o g  as  

t h e y  a r e  o u t  w a l k i n g .  I t  i s  t h e  d o g ' s  d e a t h  t h a t  b r i n g s  H a r r i e t ' s  

d e t r a c t o r s  t o  t h e  r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  t h i n g s  h a v e  g o n e  t o o  f a r  a n d  

t h a t  t h e  r e s u l t s  o f  t h e  h a t r e d  a r e  f a r  w o r s e  t h a n  t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  

a w o m e n ' s  b o o k s t o r e  i n  t h e  n e i g h b o r h o o d .  H a r r i e t  d o e s n ' t  b a c k  away
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f r o m  h e r  g o a l  o f  f u r n i s h i n g  a p l a c e  f o r  women t o  c o n g r e g a t e  a n d  

d i s c u s s  t h e i r  l i v e s  a n d  m a k e  f r i e n d s .  N e i t h e r  do  t h o s e  p e o p l e  who 

f e a r  a d i f f e r e n t  l i f e s t y l e  c h a n g e  t h e i r  a t t i t u d e ,  b u t  t h e y  do  

b e co m e  m o r e  t o l e r a n t .

T h r o u g h  t h e  c h a n g e s  t h a t  t a k e  p l a c e  i n  h e r  l i f e ,  H a r r ie t  goes 

f r o m  b e i n g  r e s e r v e d  a n d  r e t i c e n t  t o  an  i n v o l v e d  a nd  d e t e r m i n e d  

woman w ho r e a l i z e s  t h a t  s h e  h a s  t h e  c h o i c e  t o  f a c e  t h e  c h a l l e n g e s  

t h a t  com e a b o u t  b e c a u s e  o f  h e r  d e c i s i o n  t o  becom e i n v o l v e d  i n  l i f e :

Many women have t o  concea l t h e i r  p r iv a te  l i v e s ,  f o r  fe a r  o f  b e in g  

f i r e d ,  so i t  i s  t im e  someone l i k e  me, who c a n ' t  be f i r e d ,  come o u t 

w i th  who and w hat I am. Homophobia seems t o  be based on some way- 

o u t  image o f  a le s b ia n  as a g i r l  i n  t ro u s e rs  and a m an's s h i r t  who 

p ic k s  up women in  gay b a rs ! . . .  I want i t  known th a t  an e l d e r l y  woman, 

as you see I am, can be a le s b ia n  a n d . . . a  d is t in g u is h e d  member o f  

s o c ie ty .  I s n ' t  i t  t im e  a w hole submerged p a r t  o f  re s p e c ta b le  

s o c ie ty  cane o u t in to  th e  open? (S a rto n  1989:102)

A l l  women -  B l a c k ,  W h i t e ,  N a t i v e - A m e r i c a n , H i s p a n i c  -  

an i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  t h r o u g h  o p p r e s s i o n  as  women and  t h r o u g h  

d e n i e d  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  d e v e l o p i n g  t h e i r  p o t e n t i a l  as  

p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  s o c i e t y .  The y e a r n i n g  i n  women f o r  

p 0 ^  ^ i z a t i o n  a nd  p e r s o n a l  g r o w t h  i s  s e e n  mo r e  and  mo r e  i n  t h e  

o f  women t h r o u g h  s o n t e m p o r a r y  l i t e r a t u r e ,  as  e x p r e s s e d  i n  

p i e r c y ' s  p oe m ,  " T h e  L o n g i n g s  o f  Women" :
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But  we a r e  many and hungry

and o u r  te e th  though  s m a ll a re  s h a rp .

I f  we move to g e th e r

th e r e  i s  no w a l l  we ca n n o t e rode

d u s t - g r a in  by speck , and th e  l io n

when he l i e s  down is  p re y

t o  th e  army o f  a n ts .

(P ie rc y ,  My M o th e r 's  Body 1988 :95)
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CONCLUSION

T h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  h a s  s e e n  t r e m e n d o u s  c h a n g e s  i n  t h e  r o l e s  

o f  A m e r i c a n  w om en, b o t h  i n  t h e  p u b l i c  a n d  p r i v a t e  s p h e r e s .  I n  

e x a m i n i n g  t h e  i m a g e s  o f  women t h r o u g h  l i t e r a t u r e ,  o n e  c a n  s e e  

p e r i o d s  o f  c o m p l a c e n c y  as  w e l l  a s  p e r i o d s  o f  e n e r g y  a n d  i n n o v a t i o n  

i n  t h e i r  s t r u g g l e  f o r  p e r s o n a l  f r e e d o m .

An i n d e s t r u c t i b l e  e l e m e n t  i n  e a c h  o f  t h e s e  r o l e s  h a s  b e e n  t h e  

l i n k  o f  " s i s t e r h o o d " ,  a c o n n e c t e d n e s s  s h a r e d  by  a l l  w om en. I t  h a s  

b e e n  t h r o u g h  t h e  c o m b i n e d ,  d e t e r m i n e d  e f f o r t s  o f  women t h a t  c h a n g e  

cam e a b o u t .  F r o m  t h e  t u r n  o f  t h e  c e n t u r y  w hen women b e g a n  t o  w r i t e  

a b o u t  " t h e  woman q u e s t i o n " ,  t h r o u g h  t h e  e a r l y  d e c a d e s  wh en  women 

s t r u g g l e d  t o  d e f i n e  t h e i r  p u b l i c  r o l e s ,  t o  r e c e n t  y e a r s ,  A m e r i c a n  

women h a v e  t r i e d  t o  e x p a n d  t h e  b o u n d a r i e s  o f  t h e i r  l i v e s .

I n  t h e  s e v e n t i e s  and  e i g h t i e s ,  t h r o u g h  a new a w a r e n e s s  o f  

e x p e r i e n c e s  a nd  p e r s p e c t i v e s ,  women e x p l o r e d  c h a n g e s  a n d  

a l t e r n a t i v e s  t o  t h e i r  l i v e s ,  s e a r c h i n g  f o r  w a y s  o f  o v e r c o m i n g  

s o c i e t a l  b a r r i e r s .  New r e a l i t i e s  d e e p l y  a f f e c t e d  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e s  

and  e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f  a l l  women d u r i n g  t h i s  p e r i o d .  F e m a l e s  w e r e  

s t i l l  f i n d i n g  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  i n  t h e  w o r k p l a c e ;  m any women p u t  o f f  

m a r r i a g e  a nd  c h i l d b e a r i n g ;  t h e y  b e g a n  " d r e s s i n g  f o r  s u c c e s s "  a n d  

l o o k i n g  f o r  w a y s  t o  " h a v e  i t  a l l . "  M any f o u n d  t h e  l i f e  o f  

s u p e r w o m a n  e x t r e m e l y  s t r e s s f u l  as t h e y  t r i e d  t o  m e e t  t h e  s t a n d a r d s  

o f  s u c c e s s  f o r  b p r o f e s s i o n a l s  a nd  h o u s e w i v e s  ( E v a n s  1 9 8 9 : 3 1 1 ) .

W h i l e  t w o - ■ i n  some p r o f e s s i o n a l  f a m i l i e s  b r o u g h t  a b o u t  a h i g h e r
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s t a n d a r d  o f  l i v i n g ,  t h e  n u m b e rs  o f  lo w  in c o m e  f e m a l e  h e a d s  o f  

h o u s e h o l d s  g r e w  i n  t h e  1 9 8 0 s .  D u r i n g  t h e  1 9 8 0 s ,  w o m e n ' s  a c t i o n s  

p o w e r f u l l y  r e s h a p e d  t h e  s t r u c t u r e  a n d  m e a n i n g  o f  f a m i l y  a n d  p r i v a t e  

l i f e ,  a s  w e l l  a s  c h a n g e s  i n  p u b l i c  l i f e .

F r o m  t h e  b e g i n n i n g ,  women h a v e  b r o u g h t  a b o u t  r e f o r m  and  

r e d e f i n i t i o n  o f  p u b l i c  p o l i c y  w i t h  t h e i r  s p i r i t  o f  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  

a nd  t e n a c i t y .  T h e y  h a v e  a l o n g  h i s t o r y  on  w h i c h  t o  b u i l d  i n  t h e i r  

c o n t i n u i n g  s t r u g g l e  " t o  c l a i m  f o r  t h e m s e l v e s  t h e  s t a t u s  o f  f u l l  

p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  A m e r i c a n  d re a m "  ( E v a n s  

1 9 8 9 : 3 1 4 ) .
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