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Summary:

Research on minority aging has been done extensively in many fields sociobsyy,
psychology, economics, medicine, and so forth. However, the research islgtill lacthe
literary field and, consequently, minority aging has too often been a misgpe in
contemporary literary theory. Although historians, sociologists, and psychslbgige largely
overlooked the important roles that elderly blacks can play in society, the authiot®of f
show that they are central in the community. The dissertation studies tlag/alsrof the
elderly by examining the ways that age and aging are representedcamAdmerican fiction.
The goal is to highlight the positive aspects of aging and to see how the eldeklydra able
to survive their hard conditions with dignity. Depictions are believed to réfledgtnages,
ideals and values of the African American society that contradict tltkansitheme of ageism
and the negative stereotyping of the elderly. The dissertation samples nolvetk Byni
Morrison and Ernest J. Gaines where the topics of aging and old age are evidenabatl not
dominant. Some of the characters are old, positive and negative depictions being equally
divided among them. Issues such as class, gender, race/ethnicity and cultur¢hiefooncept
of aging in these novels, and the theme of old age is pursued fully and tied precisely t
Morrison and Gaines whose works are considered a new “act of emancipatiarculture

some still consider to be “enslaved.”
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They hugged the memories of ilinesses to their bosoms. They licked
their lips and clucked their tongues in fond remembrance of pains they
had endured. They had been young once . . . then they had grown . . .
then they were old. Their bodies honed; their odor sour. Squatting in a
cane field, stopping in a cotton field, kneeling by a river bank, they had
carried a world on their heads. They had given over the lives of their
own children and tendered their grandchildren. With relief they wrapped
their heads in rags, and their breasts in flannel; eased their feet into felt.
They were through with lust and lactation, beyond tears and terror. They
alone could walk the roads of Mississippi, the lanes of Georgia, the
fields of Alabama unmolested. They were old enough to be irritable
when and where they chose, tired enough to look forward to death,
disinterested enough to accept the idea of pain. They were in fact and at
last free. And the lives of those old Black women were synthesized in
their eyes — a puree of tragedy and humor, wickedness and serenity,

truth and fantasy.

— From Toni Morrison’sThe Bluest Eye—




CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

We must dare to think "unthinkable" thoughts. We must learn to
explore all the options and possibilities that confront us in a complex
and rapidly changing world. We must learn to welcome and not to
fear the voices of dissent. We must dare to think about

"unthinkable things," because when things become unthinkable,
thinking stops and action becomes mindless.

James William Fulbright

The ancient story goes that Eos forgot to seek immortal youth in her husband when she
asked Zeus for an immortal life for him. The fate of Tithonus as a dry olchg@s=r chirping
endlessly is a reminder that longevity without well-being is a price tootbigay for survival.

The myth of Eos and Tithonus is analogous to the story of elderly African-Aamsnehose
well-being is often threatened in mainstream society. The myth can alsacbeeegrmas a
reflection on the experience of aging among African-Americans: Whdike to be Black and
old in America? Are there any cultural factors that make growing idtagé a price too high

to pay for survival? In truth, in his book, Why Survive: Being Old in AmefRwbert Butler

comments, “it is easier to manage the problem of death than the problem of liaimglas
person. . . . Death is a dramatic, one time crisis while old age is a day-by-daeaiyyear
confrontation with powerful external and internal forces” (1).

The Census Bureau’s latest population projections illustrate that the futustadere

of the population will be older than it is now. Life expectancy is projected to iechess 76.0



years in 1993 to 82.6 years in 2050. In 2050, life expectancy in the low assumption would be
75.3 years and in the high assumption would be 87.5 years. Blacks have a lower lifeneypecta
than Whites, due to their socioeconomic disadvantages. The Black population will imwrease
20 million by 2030. The Black population will double its present size to 62 million by 2050.
As generations grow older and as the elderly constitute such a large portion of the
American society, more attention is given to revising the current imaggedfiadividuals in
America. Allegedly, most elderly are stereotyped more as liabithes assets, under-
represented in many fields, and negatively stereotyped, or worse, omitteddmmltogether.
African-American writers provide an array of elderly Black chanmactvho, albeit not idealized,
are genuine and true reflections of a long past history of abuse and guffenn Morrison and
Ernest J. Gaines are perfect examples of the twentieth-centuryrAkrmoarican writers who
find it necessary to expose the (mis)representations of the elderly andgbapable impact of
slavery in their narrative3.he two authors argue that such narratives are progressive in their
effect and are also vital for recovering from the wounds of shame and the tiafumsiery.
During the past decade, literary studies of aging have flourished, makragure a
fertile ground for research. These studies include not only literary worksaasudramas, novels
and short stories, but also theoretical treatises (to analyze the treatragimgoh literary and
popular cultural forums) and books that investigate the topic of aging in literahise
dissertation examines aging in the African-American context as prddgnddorrison and
Gaines in their work. This chapter explains the genesis of the new genre of the
Vollendungsroman or the narrative of old age. | start with a definition of terms and ag
ideologies that will lead us to a clear understanding of the narrative and th@behés

protagonists — elderly Blacks. In what way do culture and ethnicity thwart on@nhging?



What are the many roles of the aged and do they vary due to race and gender? €he chapt
discusses the most intriguing issue, which will be the main focus of this dissertiat
(mis)representation of aged Blacks, primarily females, due to the misalgmatween them
and the social structures.

This study focuses on specific textual representations of African-Aamegiging and
the aged characters. Chapters Two, Three, and Four present close readitgdgfNtorrison
and Gaines that contain elderly characters who demonstrate positive viewsgod@grary to
the existing ideologies. These narratives are representatives of mantertethat present a
similar preoccupation. These novels provoke new avenues for age studies, andatttershar
them are shaped by cultural constructions. As Margaret Gullette has abséwye ideology
assalils its victim in narratives and images” (79). Not only do represemstatitine aged in
fiction reflect how the authors view old age, but they also lead the seiaxhard new ideas that
augment old age redefinition. Though | have limited extensive analysis to aéyothr

Gaines’s novels—The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pitt(h8i1), A Gathering of Old Men

(1983), and A Lesson before Dyit©093) —and five of Morrison’s—The Bluest E{®70),

Sula(1974), Song of Solomofi1977), Tar Baby1981), and Belove(987) —I have found a

wealth of material with which to work.

The Importance of the Study

In the twenty-first century, elderly black folks constitute a large @oxi the American
society. Authors of black fiction have thus found it important to represent them imvtivir
My theme is the politics of representations of age, which is a necessagrgqtimesfor age
studies in the African-American context. My intention is to designategesl“ar “old” or the

more euphemistic “elderly” those people who are sixty-five years obagielef-



Many elderly blacks grew up in rural areas principally in the Deep South vinegre t
were objects of discrimination and prejudice throughout their lives. They haledeald age
in the post-civil rights movement era where they seem to continue to be an ugedvile
minority group. In fact, what make this dissertation particularly integgate its subjects: the
elderly. No one in the literary research field seems to be breaking new grahrideablack
elderly. The goal here is to create an authentic picture of the pros and cahagd aimong
blacks, shattering stereotypes and misconceptions in the process. hiterksyare analyzed in
order to identify and deconstruct the hegemonic ideologies of elderly BlacksAmerecan
society. This dissertatioroncerns elderly African-Americans; thus, a cultural/historical
perspective is vital to understanding their particular experience in thedl8tages. Not only do
we need to know what happened in the remote past, but we also need to use that knowledge to
make the future of the aging population more predictable and promising. Textualsawalysi
also be a fertile ground for understanding literature written on aging, aro@robed further
by the way gerontophobleas permeated every aspect of modern American culture, particularly
among women. Gender, race, and age are aspects of inequality in the UniethStatee great
disadvantage to the Black race. This study will challenge us to think macallriabout the

power of ageism and how age ideology has permeated the American soleiegg.at

The Rationale for Morrison and Gaines

From among many African-American writers of fiction, Morrison and Gashesv
much interest in old age issues. Morrison has been identified as a realist. idBonepif older
characters provide detailed and telling portraits of the African-Amesgaerience. Gaines’s
portraits of older Black women reveal a sense of individuality and strengthlingleith the

world. From the neo-slave narratives of Toni Morrison to the historicallyteeptarels of



Ernest Gaines, old age is well-presented in figures such as ancestorspeloliey;, archetypes
whose perspectives in life contribute much to our understanding and appreciatioerkyf
blacks. The two writers focus their literary efforts on black historydmpdstructing and
reconstructing the past. By so doing, they distinguish themselves fronmt garnerations of
Black writers — Richard Wright, James Baldwin, Ralph Ellison, for instandeosewvritings
were a means of strategically advancing the race. A conventional appocaahors such as
Toni Morrison and Ernest Gaines might not respond to their serious engagements with
discourses on aging and often fails to realize the authors’ perspectives on &&.c8ames’s
works are mostly infused with a remarkable gallery of older figureosedl communities.

Literature often uncovers representations of elderly African-Araesievhose influence
in the community has been overlooked. Richard C. Fallis, in “Grow Old Along withudes
Robert Browning’s line “the best is yet to be” to dispute the idea that fictioaiosrittle about
the old (Browning 338). Fallis writes, “The images of older people in . . . Aareliterature
are so numerous and varied, even when they play secondary roles, that they coulsienwadl de
a book-length anthology unto themselves” (36). Fallis further notes the imgyessphasis in
recent years on fully rounded, fairly realistic images of older peopietiorf. While
stereotyped figures remain, “the ability to bring aging characters tonber of awareness,” he
contends, “is the most striking thing about recent fiction” (41). A true understandirfgaeEm
American identity requires us to pay greater attention to these elderactdrar

The treatment of the elderly in Morrison and Gaines is particularphgrand
sustained. Morrison and Gaines are varied and effective in their individual¢readf the
elderly. Both writers introduce an extensive and consistent cast of oldsfiguteeir literature

and are successful in making the elderly Blacks central charactéhgugth Gaines writes



often of elderly Black men and women, he seldom emphasizes both in one novel. He

foregrounds his depiction of the aged Black female in two novels: The Autobiogrbphsgs

Jane Pittmamnd A Lesson before Dyinglderly black male characters dominate in A

Gathering of Old MenThese three novels are Gaines’s major works and will be the focus of my

analysis in this dissertation. The older women in Morrison’s work bring theafftraditions to

the scene. Pilate and Circe in Song of Solomamt Jimmy and M’dear in The Bluest Eye

Eva Peace in Suland Baby Suggs in Belovede unique and are the focal points of my
analysis of Morrison. Morrison creates portraits of these elderly woméeasdact in power
and determination to their conditions in ways that protect their clan and thenaeivet.
While she belongs to a feminist tradition, Morrison also features an eldadi Blale,

Soaphead Church, in The Bluest Bgesxplore broad social concerns.

Since the elderly are dominant figures in folklore and since they are rewered s
extensively, Gaines explains that folklore has become part of his peigoaald an integral
part of his work as well. In his short story “A Long Day in November,” he speakaditidn
and superstition as possible means to deal with failures and frustrationss;- tétien
everything else fails, we go back to old things and become almost primitive &&inYet,
unlike Morrison, Gaines explains that he hardly deals with myth and mythicaktéa; and he
bases his characters on real, mostly older, people like his Aunt Augusteen. Morrisevemhow
is fascinated with older people in their insistence to remain true to draditd the past.
Community elders in Morrison’s fiction are the essential link between the peuwptbeir
ancestors. In her novels, she singles out “the ancestors” as deities gmf@mbers who have
passed away, yet remain accessible to the living. Honoring the ancestoessengal

characteristic of Morrison’s fiction. The elders in the community makiin that the younger



generations understand the importance of the ancestors as well as modessfathem. The
connection between ancestors and younger individuals ensures the well-beincpofitingnity

at large. In Belove®aby Suggs comes to Denver Suggs as a spirit, an ancestor, and
encourages her to move past the boundaries of the yard that have kept her captigaand to
her mother. In Tar Bahyor Son, the impoverished strong-minded Black man in the story, the
horsemen of Isle des Chevaliers symbolize the ancestral force with whoosheamnect in
order to define himself. Morrison’s novels demonstrate the need for a healtigotion

between ancestor and individual to ensure the psychological health and theingetftibe
community at large. | will discuss the ancestor figure in more detail in ChEptee.

Issues of race, history and community deeply preoccupy Morrison and Gainesal Cruci
to the concept of a community is the cultural realithafding. There is usually evidence of
male as well as female bonding in the communities created by the two wntar&athering
of Old Men for example, the community of elderly Black males takes a stand in a naleeydis
of courage and fortitude that none of them would seemingly have ever done alone. Gaines'’s
women also provide the nurture that enables individual and communal survival. Morrison, on
the other hand, creates what Martin Luther King, Jr., envisioned as the "belovedmigmith
She redefines the concept of nation-building and encourages her readersdagine more
inclusive communities that defy the dominant conception of race and natindas\e.

Morrison and Gaines are widely celebrated African-American wrifidne texts they
have authored are now canonized, which testifies to their excellence and dedc#tie Black
cause. What they write is the drama of the subject in culture: namely, yeenwahich
individuals live out their lives in relation to culture and community. Both writersot allow

the invisibility often attributed to older Black people to dictate their ideatgad, they control



the representations of older people through the many roles they assigit hlegrexplore how
gender shapes the experience of older Black women in the African-Amedoanunity and
how their political involvement is intended to achieve certain social effects.rébellion
against the social injustices toward older Blacks enhances their true value.

Morrison and Gaines both paint a stark picture of reality in their novels. However,
perhaps due to some underlying optimism on his part, Gaines alleviates thenbaggnts with
humor, whereas Morrison’s use of comedy is stark and seemingly bleak. Morrisgmiwthe
mode of tragedy, whereas Gaines creates humor in the midst of misery, anelr |lsuigiegral
to his depiction of the deep ironies in race relations. While Morrison honors the ancebns i
fiction, Gaines’s central characters display qualities of Afridarerican folklore and the
heroic possibilities open to them as they become effective agents oEchasugiety.

It comes as no surprise to see both writers referenced in a serious study as
contemporaries to the “giant of Southern, American, and modern literature &twHaulknef.

In her study, William Faulkner’s Legachlargaret Donovan Bauer examines echoes of

Faulkner in works by Morrison and Gaines among others. Bauer, however, discavers tha
“black writers, women writers, and blue-collar writers of the South . . . provide new
perspectives on southern history"(30). While Faulkner "marginalizes and/otifedgesfrican-
Americans and women" (3), Morrison and Gaines both have created a body of &teratur

which women characters are central, not peripheral. In The Autobiographg®ofllbtie

Pittman Miss Jane’s role, for example, is certainly more than Faulkner’'s Daskynily

servant (or Mammy) in The Sound and the Fwhp has no voice in the novel. Unlike Dilsey,

Jane plays the Griot and ultimately survives. Bauer describes Jane’s paseixtreanely

powerful. In her assessment she writes, “Faulkner’'s women do not have even this roeth voi



(5). Likewise, it is the woman (Pilate) in Song of Solomdo is determined to effect change

in others by teaching them to recognize “the presence of the past” (Hutched@al2) praises
Morrison and Gaines and confirms Hutcheon’s claim that “[N]o narrative camdie!ial
‘master’ narrative: there are no natural hierarchies; there arehmdg who construct” (13).
This said, my dissertation will carefully examine how Gaines and BMorm@econstruct and
reconstruct (elderly) characters, themes, and conflicts and therebypeyplesuated by
mainstream writers who claim the maste&atus.

Morrison and Gaines are thus a good match for my project, partly because both have a
significant number of Black elderly people in their fiction and partly bez@oth have rarely
been singled out or explored in relation to the topic of aging as explained in the oéview
literature. Some particularly relevant texts are selected in oréeptore the various
assumptions and dimensions that surround the concept of aging among elderly/ARIduks.
heart of my project is a desire to recognize the positive role played bly &thsks in facing
the disruptions and challenging the ideologies of age and race in Americag. ddoison
and Gaines are a must-read for new insight into old age, but more precisel\yetheijeas |
like to read and think about. They are the ones who seriously engage Americancad A
American life and culture. This assessment is, of course, itself ultinsatiejective and

historical.

The Vollendungsroman

Part of my intention in this dissertation is to situate Morrison and Gaines within t
context of the genre of the Vollendungroman. This requires us to have a brief innodo¢he
genre, its diverse aspects, and its characteristics. The novel of old age iefdrred to as the

Vollendungsroman (from the German “winding up”), a discernable type of {itpraduction
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that is centrally concerned with the aged. Constance Rooke points out that agedrsharacte
contemporary fiction play more important roles than they did in the nineteenthycelmttihis
new genre, the characters “seek some kind of affirmation in the face offRzsKe 248). In
other words, authors, Rooke argues, do not ignore the realities of aging; insteadgtjesy a
world in which aged individuals might find new roles to play and thus defy the old gfmsot
and the skepticism with which contemporary theory has taught us to view anyéfelf-
representation in literature.

Identity politics plays a crucial role in the Vollendungsroman and in thatliter of old
age. Elderly characters hold onto the social identity they have constructéieyears. The
danger of the loss of identity is best exemplified in characters sudtakespeare’s Lear in

King Learand the more contemporary David Malouf's Ovid in An Imaginary.lGfee of the

great lessons of the Vollendungsroman suggested by Rooke is that “we arainllteases;
the fiction of old age . . . reminds us that the ‘joke’ is on us too” (249). The older person rebels
against the loss and is determined to regain his or her hold on things, claim a new identity, and
confront an age ideology that is becoming so cruel.

Two dominant themes that are of much importance in the novel of old age are the
invisibility or marginalization of the old people and also their reduction to sypentThese
two themes provide a clear understanding of aging, particularly in theAfAmerican
context. However, the elderly are not marginal figures but strong chanradtemplex
personalities. Using the new genre, Morrison and Gaines seek to revisaoheot the
stereotypical representations of old age and to overcome the prejudices against older

individuals.
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Typical to the genre of Vollendungsroman is the act of speech. All the speech is
performed out loud by the old protagonist. Baby Suggs’s speech in Betogestiong example
since it is the story of a life. Rooke argues, “Storytelling is understood as dregreat
devices by which we assert both individuality and our place in the community” (252-bf&)
review is thus one of the most common themes of the Vollendungsroman. The imagery is
particularly interesting. Certain images recur and may suggest the aishetypes which arise
naturally out of the experience of aging. Examples of prominent fictions of olarad®illiam
Faulkner’s “A Rose for Emily,” Elizabeth Taylor’'s “Mice and Birds @aly,” Doris Lessing’s

“An Old Woman and Her Cat,” Margaret Laurence’s The Stone Aiagel David Malouf's An

Imaginary Life

The task of the Vollendungsroman genre is felt more strongly when marked by a
traumatic event that involves the deconstruction of the self. Because the mast iAfrican-
American narratives is traumatic and its difficulties and injusticesreanto haunt the black
community, the novel of old age offers empowerment and, in the African-Americaxtont
is reminiscent of the so-called trauma narratives of post-World Wdri¢h address the
psychic disruption of the afflicted Africans or African-Americans, abtggof slavery and a

result of the Africans’ dislocation apart from their tradition. Accordm@éameron C. Clark,

such trauma narratives gained popularity in the 1980s and 1990s with the emergenceaof traum

studies as “a valid disciplinary field of academic study” (4). Clarkesdghat the confusions of
the present are the result of the terrible events that took place in the pasiotget continued
to have impact at present precisely because their power has been denied-Afrexecans

were traumatized with their sense of powerlessness that eventualkgchtireir psyches.
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Hence, the role of narrative as a means of reflecting on an eventful pastreeee appropriate
to our study and may ideally bring about empathy and understanding toward ethdedgters.

Similar to the Vollendungsroman is the trauma narrative. Using traumaiveaas a
framework for reading Morrison and Gaines is most appropriate in the Afggerican
context . Of course, thinking of trauma as a serious product of black experience®ecom
particularly relevant when discussing the neo-slave narratives of Tonisglowr the
autobiography by Ernest Gaines. Barbara Hill Rigney describes Mogisbaracters as “both
subjects oindsubject tohistory. . . . [In her terms, history itself may be no more than a brutal
fantasy, a nightmare half remembered, in which fact and symbol become indsstaiget
(61). Morrison and Gaines are willing to expose the past, believing that harkeoknimp ltiae
past can give hope, which is the cathartic or therapeutic side of the traunya lthe@vides
release of tension caused by their overwhelming experiences.

Although the works in this dissertation do not fully represent the winding dovine or
Vollendungsroman described by Rooke, they educate scholars about the nature afhcdgisg
discontents. The new genre not only enjoys the validation of widespread sctegarly, but

can also be considered a standard for other literary forms deallmgldiage.

Theorizing Age: Perspectives on Aging

The study of aging among Blacks has lagged behind other sociological narcdtive
race, class, and gender and has not been theorized adequately. Anne Wyattrgrdamae
Rossen contend that “aging is a missing trope in contemporary literary ti{2pryet, the
study has as one of its main goals to expose the silences that most conventionahapproa
maintain in this regard. Theories of aging are most relevant to bladafistnce they may

explain the relationship between people’s subjective experiences and thetivebgonditions
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in the African-American context. Margaret Gullette contends that agingot have a single,

ahistorical meaning. In her book Aged by Culiigiee argues that age and aging are cultural

constructs and could, therefore, be critiqued and de-constructed. She writes, “Qrace we
distinguish between the culture’s master narrative of aging and our own vevgsomsy
conclude that its threats to being and becoming are resistible” (138). Normdat\@gies of
culture about aging, according to Gullette, must be deconstructed — a distiniseprethis
dissertation— before stories of the elderly can ever be entirely freewfatuinpositions or
before their age identities become complete. This study unmasks and confrogss old a
stereotypes by examining their origins that date back to slavery and arguitanthathen we
understand the culturally constructed nature of age can we expose its ubiquitoesldmg st
influence” (Heath 24).

Age theory enhances our understanding of key concepts related to age and the aged in
works of art. While the aging phenomenon is not a modern circumstance, it has become more
persistent in the twentieth century — a concern of both society and fiction. Fretarthaf the
1970s, there has been a significant increase in life expectancy which invitgéterary
scholars to focus their research on aging. The concept of “age” is relafitwtealy Black
characters discussed in this dissertation are thus given the status of S&d’dmatheir lives’
hard circumstances. We may, however, identify sixty as the age most comssndiated with
the onset of old age.

Aging is thus a category that is a discursive and ideological constrtics tysen to
theorization. In the 1990s, there has been a shift fiterary gerontologyowardage studie$.
Literary gerontology studies primarily the elderly through literatur@ uses humanistic

approaches. With the evolving age studies there has developed the “Feminist dige” Tiie
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latter views age as a set of historical and cultural concepts (like gendeepuseful for
investigating the origin of age stereotypes and ideologies. Examplesmoattyescholars who

have contributed to age studies are Margaret Gullette (Aged by Gukatkleen Woodward

(Aging and Its DiscontenfsAnne Wyatt-Brown(Aging and Gend@ramong otherdf being

aged by culture changes identity, how does this affect essentialism antetieeycavoman”
and her “subjectivity”?

When nineteenth century feminism urged women to speak for themselves, they
responded through all forms of literature with the purpose of liberating thesisetaé
histories, autobiography, fiction, and so on. In the 1980s, there was a shift in focustorthe
protagonists identified as “old.” Criticism too concerned images of old women indodlvi
works. Studies of the fiction of female subjectivity have appeared and contestedster
narrative of age ideology in counterculture terms such as Constance Rooke’s
Vollendungsroman, or “novel of completion”; or Barbara Frey Waxman’s Refantan, or
“novel of ripening’— a concept of age continuum (Waxman 2). Instead of condemning the aged
for being subjects of aging discourses, feminist age theorists have helped itherdiszursive
conditions for older women, believing that their subjectivity, as feminist Salhmson has
suggested, is not a "being" but a "doing," both product and process at once (11). More on the

concept of women’s subjectivity is in order.

Ageism and American Age Culture ldeology

Scholars explore attitudes toward aging depicted in the writings of varidusesuhnd
epochs and attempt to provide alternatives to the late-twentieth-century attititke toward
the aged and the obsession with youth. In this study, elderly Blacks chaherggeism that

determines the way elderly men and women are often viewed in mainstreaty. SJdwaerm
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“ageism” was first introduced by Robert Butler in 1969 as one form of bigotijasito racism
and sexism, both of which were widespread in the United States at that time dBfitles
ageism as “a process of systematic stereotyping and discriminatiostgggople because they
are old” (35). Webster’s Dictionary defines it as “prejudice and discrioimagainst an age

group, and especially the elderly” (63). Erdman Palmore, in his book Ageism: Pasitive

Negative argues that ageism can mean any prejudice or discrimination against aougge g
an inappropriate negative treatment of members of that age group (6).

When ageism combines with sexism and racism, there is “triple jeoparalg/i
constitutes the highest threat to older Black females, more than to anyeme thle American
society. The three “-isms” combine to intensify the problems of the eldedisband of
females in particular. While no consistent image of elderly blacks is dommtd literature,
this study, established in the works of Morrison and Gaines, depicts cleadigtbarse of
aging in the African-American tradition. It holds truths and views that explious aspects in
the lives of elderly African-Americans and presents the particularsl afgd in the context of
historical and cultural backgrounds and thus defies ageism. It deconstructs dogenant a
ideologies and the ageist attitudes in mainstream culture. The stadyugtgests ways of
moving beyond age ideology to create an anti-ageism movement that would fight the
disempowerment and marginalization of elderly people. “Age is a cause,’t&slgs, “like
race and gender, rightfully allies itself with principles of narratieedom, economic justice,
and human rights” (196).

Attitudes toward old age reflected in literature have been a major dbcesearch of
humanists in the United States since the 1970s. The research was prompted in 1972 by the

appearance in English translation of Simone de Beauvoir's The Coming ¢1942), which
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was a relentless indictment, based primarily on literary sources, oéiMvasiciety’s
indifference and cruelty toward old people. Beauvoir deals with the challengiee aged and
finds society’s attitudes toward the old deeply ambivalent. Her book sets out toHareak t
“conspiracy of silence” surrounding the elderly: “As far as old people are cauctris society
is not only guilty but downright criminal. Sheltering behind the myths of expansion and
affluence, it treats the old as outcasts” (2). To defeat the conspiracyddaaus suggests, “I
shall compel my readers to hear them. | shall describe the position thattesletb the old and
the way they live: | shall tell what in fact happens inside their minds anchéeaits; and what |
say will not be distorted by the myths and the clichés of bourgeois culture” (@Jld \ike to
think that Morrison and Gaines, like Beauvoir, have chosen to wrestle with ageism and continue
to challenge those myths and clichés perpetuated against the elderly ittegaainSmerican
society.

More recently, historians have suggested that negative attitudes toward oldler pe
have developed as medical science and social reformers came to view ddaatisesmse and a
social problem. These attitudes bring about such adversities as margorglizawerlessness,
inferior status, as well as stigmatization. Contemporary literatitea continues to rely upon
old negative stereotypes and "inherited clichés" concerning the eldertk. figigon writers
now lend humanistic and historical perspectives to provide literary repagean of older
Blacks that would replace those representations society once embraced.

Feminists, for instance, consider empowered older Black women to be crones, an
emblem of successful aging. These crones are endowed with unique chacacteast
distinguish and empower them to transcend the limitations that ageism amd isepcse.

While the discussion on status or identity may present itself differenti/lictie feminist
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scholars theorizing about black politics or issues, the case presenuiftsedhtly for aging. A
White feminist scholar, for example, can never know what it means to be a poanAfric
American female, but she can know what it is like to grow older.

Thomas Cole in his introduction to the Oxford Book of Aging remarks that American
society is “culturally illiterate about aging” (gtd. in Woodard xv). Whileif@sm is always
concerned with the status of women in a patriarchal society, few crgigs that age should
take priority over gender. Margaret Gullette suggests that our attitudasitaging are “a
curious cultural case, in which intellectual men and women of mature age thorowgsity
themselves in an ideology that dooms them to increasing mental extinction” (28mMafa, to
echo Cole, “culturally illiterate about aging,” carry on what Beauvois¢allconspiracy of
silence” (2), and are in accord with what Baba Copper calls “the politicalsyri®unding
ageism” (125), seeing it as evidence of simply more female conformity vtiiarphal values.

The resistance of those elderly blacks to life’s challenges has over thatgersebeen a
concern. In this study, there is more focus on older Black women than on men or theaslderly
a whole simply because the majority of elderly characters featuredwotke of both authors
are women whose life experiences influence their perception of life daldragge. One of the
main concerns of older black women is the maintenance of family ties and foaringir
young throughout old age. This dissertation includes a number of perspectives omctire Afr
American culture as it influences the experience of growing old. One ofdstesignificant
descriptions of being an aging female in the African-American sociepnigined in the phrase
“quadruple jeopardy* that is, to be old, poor, female, and of minority status. While
emphasizing the hardships suffered by aging Black women, | will also foche skills and

strengths they have developed for survival.
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Ageism is circumvented by resistance. Older people have the choiceativeaa
means to get beyond existing ideology critiques. A fictional autobiography suchenarrative

that Morrison and Gaines employ in Beloveewl The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman

respectively. Telling one’s life story or autobiography strengthens tiheyseighlighting the
positives of lifelong experiences and surviving the pressures that have ledf thesaged
African-Americans to a distorted self-perception in their latersygsutobiographies illustrate
the role of aging in relation to identity politics. Following Gullette, wsiteften contend that an
autobiography transcends ideology critiques: “It's a step in the transformuti
consciousness,” Gullette argues (137). In this sense, telling their $teceses liberating to
the elderly from the stigma of old age and its overtones.

Among the many writers that have contributed much to understanding the liability
ageism is Audre Lorde. In her speech "Age, Race, Class and Sex: WenhefimRg

Difference," published in Sister Outsider: Essays and Spedabre®e views ageism as one

form of difference, and hence oppression. Her approach to human liberation censisrasagg
a liability. She says,
If the younger members of a community view the older members as
contemptible or suspect or excess, they will never be able to join
hands and examine the living memories of the community, nor ask
the all important question: "Why?" This gives rise to historical amnesia
that keeps us working to invent the wheel every time we have to go to

the store for bread. (164)

To Lorde, a liability of ageism is its use to divide and conquer. Lorde adsaristhe

generation gap is left intact, the knowledge possessed by older peop&wailih rsubliminal,
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and the oppression they face daily will remain unchallenged. Her speech atsAcamements
upon the dangers of essentialism/difference that can be threatening to cérmwhesen, for
“without community there is no liberation” (164). Lorde, therefore, endeavors to baify t
audiences by focusing on a shared opposition to such distortions and misnamingsras ageis
She says, “But our future survival is predicated upon our ability to relate withihtgqua.
We must root out internalized patterns of oppression within ourselves if we are to mord bey
the most superficial aspects of social change” (122). A surge of litecaiaahiés Lorde’s insight
into the concept ddifferenceacross many social variables including.age

In the African-American context, ideology often results from lack ofevaied most
likely is caused by racism. Age studies have often struggled to give voiceageth@nd bring

their unacknowledged experiences to life. Simone de Beauvoir, the godmother of agge studi

asserts in The Coming of Adleat age is truly a terrain for power and ideology. Gullette in

Aged by Cultureargues that age is culturally constructed and that age study should concern

itself with deconstructing age and noting cultural differentiations with disg®nce age
ideology is the beast we are after,” Gullette comments, “aging —kesjd¢inder and race —
becomes less totalizing and we come to realize that there is an advantdgd 1igre

In many literary genres, for example, we often notice the lack of imagpsiarful,
adventurous and wise older women and the prevalence of depictions of marginalizdde@nfee
foolish, and wicked older womeBY interrogating such ideologies, we might loosen the hold of
insidious cultural messages that too often appear to be natural and innocent. The task of
ideology critique is fundamental as it is to make the familiar seem a bitstmarge and
thereby to make us consistently examine any beliefs that have mystebheasme common

among peopleChapter Two of this dissertation gives an account of some such age ideologies
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where we witness how Black artists endeavor to defy them and create nethadleest
identify those elderly characters.

One sure method used by Black writers to deconstruct age ideologies is ligtgiybe
“age autobiography.” The elderly are determined not to accept or ermhyrsegative
stereotypes of them. Instead, they create a truer version of theithiatespeaks of their old and
new selves. Gullette goes a step further and suggests that writing amnt@lgiegraphy would
be grounds for developing a new identity which she calls “age identity” ama g@lgssible
resource for narrative (128, 137). Telling one’s narrative with all the posfelenig
experiences defies existing ideologies on aging. An age autobiographgtisens the self and
is considered “a step in the transformation of consciousness” (137). Furthergeore, a
autobiographies help strengthen other elderly people in general: they mdiatmrage and
standards of strong older Black people who manage to survive. The heroes in these
autobiographies become role models that show the many possibilities open to oldermpeopl
general and to Black elderly in particular.

Since | will be reading Morrison and Gaines in terms of older femaleeggigentation
and the claim for subjectivity, | draw on feminist age theory to be able to extmih&o
writers’ work. In the process | will recognize women'’s strategiesssert their competency and
also to understand the nature of their resistance. The protagonists in theseNextssoh and
Gaines speak against a history of essentialist notions of age, gendecearichraugh their
strategic engagement in discourses of ageism, sexism, and racism,xhegdi¢gires work
toward a new self-representation that deconstructs the normative ideologiésrdlack

people, primarily women, in American society.
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Cultural Mythologies of Gender and Age

Black novelists work against “identity politics.” Their protagonists haveatdesor
fixed “identity”; rather, they attempt to speak their subjectivity both withohagainst the
regime which places them in positions that deny them their subjectivity. Theqristagn
these works step outside representational structures and create an "“itleattitelps dismantle
ideologies that enforce their inferior statu#ser. Those ideologies, according to Hortense
Spillers, “demonstrate a sort of telegraphic coding of which there is no egdpmthe agents
buried beneath them to come clean” (65). Our purpose here is to expose such “telegraphic
coding” in order to consider the ways in which American culture has made it impdesithle
older Blacks— as agents — to “come clean.”

In African-American novels, gender ideologies, like age ideologies;dturally
constructed. Such ideologies served to make the abuse and the oppression of African-
Americans during slavery and on into the twentieth century appear normal. Hiteerién’s
“fear of woman’s emasculating sexual powers,” to borrow a phrase from beBok&hite
(61), produced the Black woman as Jezebel — a cultural construction — to keep male slaves
vulnerable or, according to Sally Robinson, “feminized” (144). Such representationynot onl
degrades the Black man, but leads ultimately to devaluation of the Black womalh asise
section will discuss gender as an essential prerequisite for tteetdrart claim for subjectivity
and will contribute much to our understanding of the development of the Tar women in Chapter
Four.

American writers have sought the rewriting of the Black experientetie desire to
humanize the Black slave and to prevent White brutality against him or her. The dierdter

in the Black community has as its analogue in the mid to late twentieth cérgunyth of the
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“Black matriarchy.” The publication of Daniel P. Moynihan’s The Negro Barihe Case for

National Actionin 1965, commonly known as “The Moynihan Report,” is instrumental in

perpetuating the notion of the Black matriarch or the emasculating sapphire oyhindh
Report ascribes the failure of Black American manhood to emasculation at the htreds of
black woman. No longer Jezebel or Mammy, the Black woman becomes Sapphire: “a
domineering Black woman who consumes men. . . . Sapphire emasculates men by the
aggressive usurpation of their role as head of the family” (White 165-66). Tine 6§
Sapphire has become so damaging to the black male ego that the myth of blackhmdtaar
obscured the real power relations in the American culture.

Black feminists argue against misrepresenting the Black woman and woskrantie
the myth that the Black society is matriarchal. Jean Carey Bond ancd@Beery write, “[T]he
so-called Black matriarch is a kind of folk character largely fashionedHaie®/out of half-
truths and lies about the involuntary condition of Black women” (116). The authors thus
critique the Moynihan Report for its sustaining White male dominance at the exjpdiaek
male-female relations. On the other hand, Robert Staples points out that the engtime
example of what Malcolm X called “making the victim criminal” (StaBSWhile Staples’s
comment is useful, Michele Wallace introduces the concept of “Black Macho” and the
important role a Black woman can play in the Black struggle for racial liber&Vallace says
that the Black man’s acceptance of Moynihan’s Report may suggest thati4temes of
anything so subversive astiong Black womaprecluded the existence of a strong Black man
or, indeed, any Blackanat all’ (Wallace 31; emphasis added).

It is clear now the Moynihan Report sustains White male dominance and gender

differentiation within the Black community, which remain the privileges ofitinéte
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perspective. Just as slaves were regarded as genyesteissthe Black woman in the twentieth
century considered, a strategy that has always already determirggahttez politics within
ethnic communities. Such complex relations | have sketched out served as thef targetical
critique in Morrison’s and Gaines’s novels. Because the narratives unfold ingestsime,
the authors are able to deconstruct such a discursive cultural construction otthieBlale,
primarily the elderly.

With this brief background, | argue that Morrison’s and Gaines’s sole pupose i
engendering the subject; that is, they deconstruct the dominant age ideologyrettai
African-Americans and thus claim their subjectivity. Stanley CroutbJss that Gaines is a
Black writer who avoids reductive representation of Black women. Crouch ar¢lses: “

Morrison higher intentions when she appropriated the conventions of a holocaust taled Belove

might stand next to, or outdistance Ernest Gaines’s The Autobiography of Misstiaae P
Crouch continues to say that the latter “does not subscribe to the belief thigpasEsaution

can build moral character or heighten political insight” (43).

Review of Literature

Literature has been influential in forming current views of aging.dfiafiritten in the
twentieth-century is often silent on the subject of aging where the pratagorarely an old
man or woman and the older characters are often facing decline and deterioratieneiilow
Rausali Murphy Baum in her article, “Work, Contentment, and Identity in Aging &dam
Literature,” observes that “the aging women in twentieth-centunpifiet primarily in works
written by women — frequently live with contentment and a sense of acsbmpint and
continue to develop and realize identities in their later years” (90). A nushberary works

written by women, according to Baum, focuses upon aging women and successfubatjin
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discovery and identity formation are dominant themes for women writers, whichsstiggage
“growing older afflicts women much more than it does men” (Sontag 22). The ddtene
portrayal of the elderly males and females demonstrates how ageism ioiédly s
constructed.

It is interesting to realize that the best-known aging figures in lilera@re males whose
lives are coming apart. | immediately recall such protagonists asvGAstaenbach in Thomas

Mann’s Death in VeniceWilly Loman in Arthur Miller's Death of a Salesmadncle lke in

William Faulkner's Go Down, Mose®ick Diver in F. Scott Fitzgerald's Tender Is tRight,

and Samuel Beckett's Malone in Malone Me(@f course, old age brings to mind the famous

elderly figure King Lear of Shakespeare if we move away from fictnahthe twenty-first
century). An exception to these aging characters experiencing dedlineest Hemingway’s

Santiago in The Old Man and the SEaamples of famous aging women portrayed in literature

are Miss Pickthorn in May Sarton’s fable Miss Pickthorn and Mr. ldadeWhite in Alice

Walker’s “Fame.” Other examples that contribute much to the subject of aginge Margaret

Laurence (The Stone Agelohn Updike_(Poorhouse Faibon Robertson (Praise the Human

Seasojy May Sarton (Mrs. Stevens Hears the Mermaids)S{agne Stone (Darling | Am

Growing OId, and Elizabeth Savage (Happy Ending

Literary interest in the subject of aging in Black fiction existed dyg aa the
nineteenth century with renowned authors such as Frederick Douglass artlJaaobs. Their
narratives give a central place in their autobiographies to their graneimetho actively
demonstrate positive aspects of old age. Douglass openly expresses hftedgep toward

his grandmother in My Bondage and My Freedbmwrites, “If any one thing in my

experience, more than another, served to deepen my conviction of the infernakcludract
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slavery, and to fill me with unutterable loathing of slaveholders, it was theiirgasd¢itude to
my poor old grandmother” (180). Douglass further explains his disgust at the stearshol
ingratitude and barbarity when they abandon her and virtually turn her out to die:
When weighed down by the pains and aches of old age, when the head
inclines to the feet, when the beginning and ending of human existence meet,
and helpless infancy and painful old age combine together . . . my grand-Mother,
the devoted mother of twelve children, is left alone, in yonder little hut, before a
few dim embers. (181)
Douglass shows how the picture of the abandoned grandmother is indeed a bleak one. He
suggests instead that she — a model of endurance and strength — can become a source of
empowerment for younger generations.

Harriet Jacobs, in Incidents in the Life of a Slave ,@rhlso strongly influenced by her

maternal grandmother, Aunt Martha. The grandmother tries to assimilatedontieant white
culture, which nevertheless continues to exclude her. Featuring her grandidatbes is able
to accommodate as well as to criticize the differences between worddfednt races and
social standings. Martha is a positive force in Jacobs’s (Linda’s) life emmblal of honesty and
decency. Loving and family-oriented, she represents an ideal of domfessicdi maternal love.
She also works tirelessly to buy her children’s and grandchildren’s freggtdimes her
maternal power, however, threatens to suffocate her loved ones, a situatiorsveimaitar to

Janie’s grandmother in Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watclitig G

In her novel, Hurston depicts Janie’s grandmother as occupying an equally important
role. Physically ravaged by age, oppressed, and impoverished, Nanny derives herqgrower f

her ability to manipulate the system. She has raised and shelterednuelagighter Janie.
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When Janie begins to consider her dreams and desires, Nanny has a differenthasion. S
compels Janie to marry an older man whose sixty acres and a mule makigiblen Eor
Nanny the marriage represents an opportunity for Janie to sit on the pedestaid ésr
southern white women and above the drudgery that has characterized Nanayid hfi@de the
black woman “de mule uh de world” (Hurston 14). But by denying Janie the right to todlow
dreams, Nanny inhibits her quest for selfhood. Nanny’s history explains her flawged ®is a
slave herself, Nanny was impregnated by her master. In freedom, hes filed to protect her
daughter. She says, “Ah wanted to preach a great sermon about colored womemsiigh),
but they wasn’t no pulpit for me” (31-32). Elderly blacks, as represented in the ehafact
Janie’s grandmother, remain a strong social force with an uncanny abiléysbomm
themselves from objects of indifference and even ridicule to objects oflregdresteem. They
exercise power over their young and pass on advice to the upcoming generations.

Other elderly characters include Charles Chesnutt’'s Uncle Julius M¢cAdpaged ex-

slave trickster in The Conjure Womamhose conjure tales reveal moments of active black

resistance to white oppression. Julius, unable to entirely give up the mentabhalitstime

of slavery, has attached himself to the old plantation. In the stories, Unakslplurpose is to

coach John, a Midwestern businessman who has moved to the South, and his wife Annie about
Southern life and culture. On the surface he seems simple and naive, but he slycasssful

his storytelling gifts to outwit his employer. In these stories Juligsrdees the plight of slaves
whose only defense against the inhumanity of slavery lies in Aunt Peggy’s conjise spe
Because he continually disrupts the status quo with laughter, outrage and rebelhas, Je

Smith comments, “[T]he trickster in contemporary women'’s texts acts bothigaseaof

cultural strength and as a sign of diversity” (155). The trickster is a ¢iomgydfegure not only
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of cultural resistance and survival, but also of blasting stereotypesichiAmericans, which
is the focus of analysis in the next chapter.

The grandmother figure, most often religious, appears throughout Rudolph Fishér's shor
fiction as a link to the traditional values of the past and a connection repeatedtyiplace
jeopardy by the sinful nature of Harlem. Fisher often returns to the imaige elderly in
conflict with the younger generation. One such grandmother is the protagonistasw
probably Fisher's most widely anthologized story, "Miss Cynthie." The grathémfigure in
the stories guides the young protagonists to meet the challenges of modemm wizele it
becomes hard to maintain hope or a sense of integrity.

Alice Walker in her essay “In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens” demandsehaust
recoup silenced narratives of the elderly: “they are continuing presengesgteonly to walk
among us in the flesh” (117). Walker takes as her literary inheritancertiaéives written by
slaves in the eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries to speak of Black Amezingngdsthy
of God’s grace. She uses narratives to report what was real in the lives ofidedsefigures.
Inremembering mothers agdandmothers, Walker does “rip that veil drawn over proceedings
too terrible to relate” (qtd. in Zinsser 109-10). In the process of recountingptless sif our
elders, Walker believes that we may discover ourselves. She writes her famimestal
note: “In search of My Mother’s garden, | found my own” (243). While the world persei
older people as helpless and unworthy, Walker realizes that not only can we |eattmefrgm
but in the process we also discover ourselves.

Ethnic writers argue that African-American literature offevgealth of alternative views

that demonstrate the positive aspects of old age. In Paule Marshalls $wais for the Widow

for example, as the protagonist reaches old age, she decides to radically chafegsyher |
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returning to the values of her African tradition where the elderly are thet@pssof ancient
culture. Strong literary depictions of aging African-Americans ae falund in and Marian

Gray Secundy and Lois Lacivita Nixon’s Trials, Tribulations, and CelemsfThe narratives

in this anthology are inspired by the Black aging experience and explorantegespects of the
life cycle of older African-Americans. Some of the authors featuradgpamd revere the
wisdom and the enduring strength and the bravery of old people, whereas others focus on
poverty and its devastating effects on disadvantaged African-Americansr&kiad@ew
insight in the African-American experience. The anthology includésriiel and
autobiographical literature from a number of noted American writers inclédiog Walker
(“To Hell with Dying”), Gwendolyn Brooks (“The Bean Eaters”), Toni Cade Bara
(“Maggie of the Green Bottles), Paule Marshall (“To Da-duh, in Memoriakidya Angelou
(“On Aging” and “The Last Decision”), Arna Bontemps (“A Summergidy”), Eugena
Collier (“Marigolds”), and Lucille Clifton (“Miss Rosie”).
Criticism on Aging in the African-American Context

Despite the apparent interest in old age and the aged in America seen in thesesgxampl
a systematic critical analysis of the roles of older Blacks in workistadrf is lacking. In the
academic realm, some texts or treatises include Morrison or Gaineatiarréd the narrative
of old age. A quick review of literary materials will inmediately show #ealer little is
included regarding older people. Jill M. Fiore’s “Growing Old Disgracgfulh Feminist
Reading of the Crone in Contemporary Multicultural American Literatisrehe such
exception that carefully shows how empowerment in old age is contingent upon a woman'’s
ability to transcend the limitations of traditional feminine gender rolesaestablish a strong

identity of her own. Fiore believes that the crone is the true representatioragfripevoman
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in contemporary America. Her analysis includes a discussion of the spaskigcthat mark the
crone’s journey, such as defying conventional roles, establishing a communiyneinw
serving as elder to a younger counterpart, telling stories as legaclyaaing an attitude of
acceptance toward mortality. Fiore briefly references Morris@aiadisan order to address
older women’s empowerment as based on resistance to normative/ideologeabhelevrites

“If rejection of the traditional gender role is the first step toward awasgiieen acceptance of
one’s aging self is the beginning of empowerment” (18). Fiore gives rcallthenticity and
invites women to follow the path of the crone in order that they may develop a sen$ad sel
reclaim their own power.

Fiore draws on the classic work of Barbara Walker's The Crone: Woman of Age,

Wisdom, and PoweiWalker skillfully draws together the myths from many cultures, history

and changing status of elderly women. We follow the changing image frowof {hatverful,
wise healer to evil witch to useless, invisible body. The author traces theatimaaghe older
woman, the crone, becomes a fearsome image. As the wise woman become$tttheiitc
word crone goes from a complement to an insult” (122). The transition thus “estaldtished t
stereotype of malevolent old womanhood that still haunts older women today” (122). After
losing the status of “wise,” the image of aging women as evil witches, Walliges, needs to
be replaced with the archetypal Crone — “an empowering image of biolagitalfemale
wisdom and mother right . . . " (144).

In “Remembering Our Foremothers,” Karla Holloway and Stephanie Dakogioulos
draw attention to Morrison’s characterization. They both recognize the unique saergy
and aura Morrison gives to her older women characters. The critics exalden®lack women

in the context of the political and the spiritual. They are “the givers ofrdes&rategizers of
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survival” (gtd. in Bell 2). These Black foremothers are heroes as seen throughi¢ha
heritage as well as the American Black experience. Holloway and Exogoulos argue that

“older women of any ethnic background are lumped into negative categories’'iNemsions

160). The two critics thus emphasize what Stanley Crouch believes: “[I|n @alered
subculture everyone is a victim, but women, especially girls, are actuallyostedefenseless”
(203). Age within Black culture, then, is not so much a social issue as it is a arythpolitical
issue.

Very few criticisms surface on Gaines in relation to aging and the ag€dtitral

Reflections on the Fiction of Ernest J. Gain@avid C. Estes includes a number of essays

written by different authors and dealing with various issues; while not exeligsthe narrative

of old age, they can certainly be applied to the elderly. Most important of thesg issSagdra

G. Shannon’s “Strong Men Getting Stronger,” in which she highlights Gainestend®&on

to avoid reliance upon stereotypes and explains how Gaines presents his bltadtecs as
endowed with compassion, conscience and intelligence. Shannon argues that men and women
“are interspersed throughout Gaines’s fiction in varying roles. . . . They ark adtarable,

nor are they limited to degrading stereotypes” (Critical Reflecti®ag. Gaines’s elderly

characters evolve from long perpetuated myths and misconceptions depicted inuebras s

Arna Bontemps’s “A Summer’s Tragedy” and Harriet Beecher Stouhetde Tom’s Cabirio

new militants in Gaines’s A Gathering of Old Mand The Autobiography dfliss Jane

Pittman both of which are going to be the subject of analysis in later chapters. Shannon finds

that Gaines’s novels, A Gathering of Old Ménparticular, empower older people who are

troubled by discrimination throughout the United States.
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Overview of Chapters

Chapters Two, Three and Four directly apply the theoretical perspectiliasaut this
introduction. The theories are applied to works by Toni Morrison and Ernest J. Gaines in orde
to see how far their works do or do not reflect the paradigms of aging. ChapterSmfting
Images: Escaping the Stereotypes of Old Age in Black Fictredgfines the status of elderly
Blacks in society as they re-emerge empowered. In the chapter, theetdygtes of Mammy,
the Matriarch, and Uncle Tom or ageist attitudes toward the elderly stredttined. The
chapter strongly overturns the negative constructions of Black elderly in wdiksaf of
both Morrison and Gaines. It thus demonstrates how defiance of culture and cutuctiaes
sometimes enables the elderly to redefine themselves in society andgeant@entically
empowered. By gaining insight into the concept of aging in the African-Aaredontext, we
recognize that elderly Blacks have the potential to transcend traditimitakions imposed
upon the race. In Morrison’s novels, reclaiming one’s self and the belief in compauver
and solidarity fully encompass her belief in the characters’ abilityjéctrthe stereotypes

imposed on them. The analysis of literature begins with Gaines’s A Gathefid bfento

highlight the capacity of older Black characters for transfoonatirough courageous
rebellion, through which they will earn respect and dignity within themroanity. The chapter
reveals the various defense mechanisms they use as means of survivalniijgh Tthegse vary
from social participation to the internal power they acquire to promote acensienging.
The old men are carefully drawn as active participants, each driven by itectdeefend the
race regardless of his/her seemingly apparent weakness. In Morrisdrfptusl on the

characters of Eva Peace in Satal Baby Suggs in Belovedike the old men in Gaines’s

novel, Eva and Suggs discredit the stereotypes and myths concerning old Black waeggen. Th
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escape the cultural inscriptions and, at best, renegotiate definitions of spidiing the
unspeakable in their claim for subjectivity.

In Chapter Threg‘Archetypal Images of the Elderly in Morrison and Gaingis¢’
elderly characters are represented in archetypal figures. The ttine¢ypes used in this
chapter are the Ancestor, the Crone and the Shaman. The analysis dtaatdefirition of
each of the three featured archetypes followed by a literary amalfygpresentative characters
of each archetype from Morrison and Gaines. The ancestor section ilsigh&impact of the
presence or the absence of the ancestor. The Crone section explains the ragwmooét
Although it signifies the negative constructs of women in society, Morrisotsekal crone as a
paragon of strength and a distinguished model for subjectMayrison also gives her older
female characters shaman-like roles in order to enable them to confrong&tieeneultural
stereotypes and perceptions of older Black women. With the power invested in thermsshama
stand out as prominent members of the African-American community. The ligeralysis
features Morrison’s Baby Suggs, Ondine, Pilate, and Eva Peace. In Gaines, hdwever, t

chapter features Emma and Louise of Gaines’s A Lesson before. Dyiagwo seventy-year-

old women are drawn as they impact the lives of Grant and Jefferson whenrtteddsrant
to teach Jefferson a lesson in dignity before his execution. These aathedypen symbolize
ways African-Americans grapple with their problems and resist white reagse

Chapter Four, “Essentializirtge Ex-Centric: Gender Representations in Morrison and
Gaines,” considers the representation of gender and aging in BlagR.fithe chapter explores
disruptions and instead suggests the new concept of gender-blurring as aromdidhie
brutal legacy of slavery in the African-American context. To illustia¢edisruptive gender

identification (i.e., gender blurring), two literary figurative images at®duced: the tar
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women and the aunt. The literary analysis features Aunt Jimmy, PilateyaritbE
Morrison’s text and Miss Jane Pittman from Gaines’s. The charactectesdler this analysis
react aggressively and unexpectedly to the challenges brought to theen\bite man.

Chapter Five draws a conclusion on how Morrison and Gaines are similar andhtliffere
with regard to their treatment of aging in their fiction. Following the autlpEspectives,
however, this concluding chapter sums up the major findings of this research with clear
understanding of the strengths and advantages of older age in contrast to thertgkamed

assumption of old age vulnerability or other negative social conditions.
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Notes on Chapter One

1.

The reader can find more about the aging Black population in the United States by

visiting <http://www.census.gov/prod/2001pubs/c2kbr01-1G.pdf

Typically, age 65 is used in reference to old age, primarily due to the sistaéfit of

age 65 as a starting point for receiving Social Security benefits.

Martin Luther King speaks of his vision of a “beloved community” at an institute on
nonviolence and social change in Montgomery, Alabama, in December 1956. This
method was made famous in our generation by Mohandas K. Gandhi and was grounded
in the New Testament and in particular in Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount. King'scbelove
community is a place where value and being are basic in the meaning of Gad. In hi
speech, King said, “But we must remember . . . that a boycott is not an end uhto.itsel
But the end is reconciliation; the end is redemption, the end is the creation of the
beloved community” (King 180).

Three books pair Morrison with Faulkner: Philip Weinstein’'s 1996 What Else But

Love?: The Ordeal of Race in Faulkner and Morrjsoh997 collection of essays,

edited by Carol A. Kolmerten, Stephen M. Ross, and Judith Bryant Wittenburg, entitled

Unflinching Gaze: Morrison and Faulkner Re-Envisigreatd Patricia McKee’s 1999

Producing American Races: Henry James, William Faulkner, Toni Morrison

| use the phrase “Black fiction” interchangeably with “African-Aroan fiction” based

on what Morrison writes in “Rootedness”: “We try to incorporate, into thetitvadi

genre the novel, unorthodox novelistic characteristics — so that it is in my el B
(342). Black fiction thus maintains a vital connection to the Black cultural community

insofar as it formally appropriates the distinctive features of the laskRlral tradition.
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Some such features that Morrison specifies are “ancestral presewc& blending of

the supernatural and the mundane that she deems indicative of Black cosmology” (342).
According to Jordan Zachery, Politicians no longer have to use “Black” orc&hfri
American”; instead they rely on the terms “urban” and “inner city” to ifletite Black

race (30-31).

. Literary Gerontology includes such categories as: 1) Analysesrai|itattitudes

toward aging; 2) Humanistic approaches; 3) Psychoanalytic exploratioteraifi

works and their authors; 4) Applications of gerontological theories of autobiogsaphi

life reviews, and midlife transitions; 5) Studies in the creative process.The Coming

of Age of Literary Gerontologhy Anne Wyatt-Brown (1990). On the other hand, “Age

Studies” — named by Margaret M. Gullette in a 1993 essay entitled “Crea@ender

and Aging” — understands age as a set of historical and cultural concepts (like gender
and race) useful for investigating the origin of age stereotypes or corstaucti

. Among the most significant book-length examples are Elizabeth Spelmasseitial

Woman: Problems of Exclusion in Feminist ThoydWartha Minow’s_ Making All the

Difference: Inclusion, Exclusion, and American Lamd Patricia Hill Collins’s Black

Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowe#isent.

Linda Gordon’s essay “On ‘Difference’™ provides an historical background on the
discussions of difference in feminism during the late 1970s and early 1980s.

. Malcolm X speaks of the power of the “irresponsible” press and its image-nrakéng

it can make the criminal look like he is the victim and make the victim look like he is the
criminal, a key technique to the practice of racism in White America. Skmlktax

Speaks: Selected Speeches and Stater(t96§).
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9. Women of color are often seen as genderless because of their histoeica stdves
and later as domestic servants. They do not adhere to heterosexist notions about the

proper roles of men and women. As Michele Wallace in Black Macho and the Myth of

the Superwomahas noted, “the ability to do heavy labor was of paramount importance

on the old Southern plantation. Whereas women who were sensitive, delicate, and
fragile suffered a great deal in slavery . . . women who were physigalhgsind robust

were highly valued by the slave community” (20).
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CHAPTER TWO
SHIFTING IMAGES: ESCAPING THE STEREOTYPES OF OLD &G
Whenever a Black person was mentioned in these novels, either she was
a mammy, or he was a Tom, a good nigger; or ... a bad nigger, when a Black
woman character was young, she was either a potential mammy or a nigger

wench. For most of these writers, choosing something between was unheard of.

Ernest Gainghliss Jane and |

A vast amount of scholarship has critiqued the Black novel's tendency to subdivide
African- American identity into readily recognizable charactersye the “Mammy” and the
figure now known as the “Uncle Tom.” In Toni Morrison and Ernest J. Gaines, however, the
elderly characters do not conform to conventional definitions of minority identibsd
authors do not accept those stereotypes but instead draw attention to olderrsharecesist
outside those long-established categories. Recent narratives of agmbuigifteght the
visibility of elderly Blacks instead of reductive and naive depictions of thempuip®ose is to
help loosen the hold of subtle cultural messages of the elderly that too often céonded or
invisible.

Contemporary African-American fiction has brought into question negativansipes
and faulty conceptions about elderly Blacks. Like the negative attitudes egatygbes of race
and gender, negative feelings and thoughts about age also exist. It has been ttesterve
elderly Black characters demand new and more positive images than thidselefToms” or
“Mammies,” all of which have had a sustained and insidious impact on mainstreigty’s
views of elderly Blacks and which have, by and large, reinforced Black matgiin

American society. Instead, defiance and solidarity have become newtwapgsore in the
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lives of elderly Black characters who no longer represent societgatine views of old age,
nor do they feel demoralized or burdensome to others. On the contrary, these characters
maintain their dignity and sense of self-worth. Recent positive depicticridesty Blacks
surely defy the assumptions of their ineffectiveness or incompetence and ttatedrswy they
remain unswervingly steadfast in their pursuit of life.

A recurrent theme in the novels of both Morrison and Gaines is the stereotypical
reduction and marginalization of elderly characters. In deconstructintetieetypical view of
the elderly, Gaines and Morrison explore the various positive and idealizeesiimiagiderly
Blacks (even when they play secondary roles) that deny the negative comstrand the
various misconceptions about them. The two authors draw those elderly as dedicated,
courageous men and women who are integral parts of their communities and who are able t
maintain power and self-respect despite society’s effort to suppressriderardinue the status
guo. Morrison uses themes such as the reclamation of the alienated self, the degsatyor
and the community as chorus in an attempt to express her charactersgrgjette societal
stereotypes imposed upon them. Gaines, on the other hand, debunks some of the stereotypical
views that he personally has encountered. He seems to reinforce positis@law aging and
thus includes admirable older characters in his writing as a first stéalienging these
stereotypes and misconceptions. The two authors address the political, nationgtiuzald ¢
problems that threaten the very core of the Black community, ageism beiofjtbeen.
Readers begin to think of older blacks as militant and independent, which in turn dels rea
create or enhance the positive view of elderly Blacks.

This chapter also explores the various defense tactics which elderly Biechs a

means of surviving with dignity or aging disgracefully. The novels depatkB¢lders as active
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participants in the construction of the community, driven by the desire to defenddhe ra
regardless of their apparent weakness. By the end of the chapter, weladfpositive realities
of the black culture concerning older people rather than accepting the absurdjtgiyf r

conceived stereotypes about them.

The Problem of Essentialism: Establishing the Myths
For he [Fanon] shows clearly that this irresponsible violence of the colonizedtatai
colonizer] is neither sound and fury, nor the resurrection of savage instincts, mor eve
the effect of resentment: it is a man re-acting himself. | think we uoderstis truth at
one time, but we have forgotten it — that no gentleness can efface the marksrafesiol
only violence itself can destroy them. . . . When the peasant takes a gun
in his hands, the old myths grow dim and the prohibitions are one by one forgotten.
The rebel's weapon is the proof of his humanity.

John Paul Sartre, in Preface to Wretched of thé¥&rmtz Fanon

The problem of essentialism in African-American culture stilltsxisday. In simple
terms, essentialism is a generalization stating that certam d@falte elderly do exist regardless
of the context. Henry Louis Gates, Jr., clearly describes the dangersiloihggeositive or
negative attributes to any group. The sense of difference as defined in popg&s ofthe
term “race” has been used to describe and even inscribe differences of lahgliafsystems,
artistic traditions or even natural attributes (such as age); all av&gilag, even toxic,
stereotypes. The problem of essentializing undergirds the wish to make mizeifesistence
of ageism and all its implications. Essentialist theories of ag@aiaetiefs that social groups
possess a distinctive essence that is unchangeable and is indicative mti@tsaBelieving in

fixed group characteristics is, however, associated with negative $peteptions. The idea
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of categorization is basically psychological and does not carry anypositnegative
connotation by default. Age attitudes interplay with racial beliefs in shamcietal perceptions
and lead to prejudice.

In his approach, Gates attributes notions of ‘Blackness’ and ‘Black aessentialism
both in form and function. Gates argues for the particularism or exceptiorailithe African-
American experience that it derives from political and cultural circurastaunique to African-
Americans. He moves to the heart of his argument to say, “Literary iraegyeembinations of
words, not of absolute or fixed things” (254). He rejects the idea becausekfdBtas assumed
to document social realities” it must always be politically oriented.

We may agree that the idea of essentialism was abused during the coldoyal era
suggesting that different races were limited by their very spexsential natures and,
therefore, were not to be considered equal, which is not of primary concern to us in this
dissertation, except that my use of the term retains the original &tigtoidea of the essential
nature of things but applies it more to challenge the discourse of negatiteiciomss of
elderly Black men and women that was prevalent in the late nineteenth cerdwyrdginues
into modern times as a legacy of slavery. Understanding essentialisnelpilis be wary of
ageism and its pending negative impact on America.

To resolve such misconceptions in literature, writers commonly challengrgtiaBsm
by producing older characters with roles and abilities radical enoutgfy the stereotypes
attributed to them. Morrison and Gaines have been unequivocal on this question of essentialis
They do not want to essentialize African-American identity. Their igpsé¢ad is to seize all
unexamined assumptions against elderly Blacks by developing a histocooah&of African-

American experience that consider the politics of identity formation witi@ifrican-
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American culture at a particular historical time. So instead of reimigicultural stereotypes
about the African-American identity, the two authors, Morrison and Gainedgasastruction

as a method of argument.

Cultural Images: The History and Meanings of Black Imagery

The Mammy and Relations of Power

In the second half of the nineteenth century, the various incarnations of theymamm
figure, for example, have had a profound influence on American culture. This chapter probes
these images as they existed between the 1820s and 1935. During that time pamaahy M
(who took care of slave children while their mothers worked in the field or in the reaster
home) became the most widely recognized representation of the (oldernAdnoarican
women. Kimberly Wallace-Sanders considers the aesthetic value of reanmnthat “they
wielded considerable authority within the plantation household, and consequently ratained
measure of respect in the slave quaK@rsShe also defines the term as “a uniquely Southern
term of endearment . . . eventually replaced the slave woman’s name” (6hi3.dtudy, | use
the ‘Black mammy’ and the ‘elderly slave woman’ interchangeably.

The word "Mammy" (aka, “Auntie,” "Negro Nurse," and "Colored Nurse") was
originally part of the nineteenth-century lexicon of ante-bellum plantatiematitre and folklore
that continued to have a large effect on the American psyche. Arguably the mgeizable
stereotype of the elderly Black female in America, “Mammy” hdsiémiced a wide spectrum
of perceptions about Black women. She is a literary creation that cameisteme& from
writers who romanticized slavery and bygone days. Phil Patton, who contributeg abstor

Mammy in the September 1993 American Heritage Magaaiiemnowledged that the myth,
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born in the minds of slavery’s defenders before the Civil War, continues to have agoubl
hold on people’s imaginations as one of the most powerful American icons.
The mammy, whose image persisted from pre-Civil War to the 1960s, was the prototype
of the contented slave. Bell Hooks argues that the mammy’s greatesis/ittiee love for
White folk whom she willingly and passively served” (84). The passive, submissimmy
image was created by mainstream writers to justify slavery asvitoPerhaps, the earliest
literary representation of the mammy stereotype is found in Mary Easthant Phyllis’s
Cabin A faithful, obedient domestic servant, the mammy symbolizes “the dominant group’
perception of the ideal Black female relationship to the elite White malerp@adlins, Black

Feminist Though?2). Said to provide better care for her White employer, the mammy often

ignored the needs of her own family. She symbolizes the “good” black mothesyéor “
though she may be well loved and may wield considerable authority in her Whitly, féhe
mammy still knows her ‘place’ as an obedient servant. She has accepted her owmatibotdi
(Collins 72-73, 75).

Black feminists and scholars have identified a number of images and symbalgpire
in literature that serve as models for (older) Black women in Americar lieiseription of the
mammy figure, feminist literary critic Barbara Christian equateg#nkest mammy character
with the stereotype established later. Christian sees the mammy as ‘@ partof the
Southern fabric. Enduring, strong, and calm, her physical characterstiagrthe same”

(Black Women Novelists). The mammy image also serves to maintain oppression of gender.

Christian comments on the mammy’s gender significance: “Mammy, harmlégr position as
a slave and unable because of her all-giving nature to do harm, is needed as aa image

surrogate to contain all those fears of the physical female” (Blaoknis Criticism?2). The
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mammy image is thus asexual, typical of Morrison’s elderly female cieasave are going to
discuss throughout the dissertation. .

Mammy is a literary but also a cultural phenomenon — the African-Amerioaraw
who nursed White children and who sustained Southern households ever since slavery. The
mammy is said to have replaced the “uncle” figure at the time when Black ererbelieved to
become a threat to White womanhood. Literature has developed the Mammy figuredeas an ol
African-American female who is maternal and loyal to her white famh. ilhage of the
“Mammy” is treated in many works of literature. Models of Black mamsmare represented by

Frederick Douglass (My Bondage and My Freejland Harriet Jacobs (Incidents in the Life

of a Slave Gin. Examples also include Lutie Johnson in Ann Petry’s The Steeahny Huggs

in Kristin Hunter’'s_ God Bless the Chjli¥ildred in Alice Childress’s Like One of the Family

Rosa Lee in Barbara Woods'’s “The Final Supper”; and Granny Jane in CharledlWadde

Chesnutt’'s The Marrow of TraditiohVilliam Faulkner dedicated his 1942 story collection Go

Down, Mosesto his mammy. Dilsey in The Sound and the Fasyvell as Molly in Go Down,

Mosesand Louvinia in The Unvanquishede Faulkner’s recreations of the mammy figure. In

these works and many others, the writers provide a true, realistic porttatattSouthern
Mammy, a Black Woman defined by service, loyalty to her White family, anernaity.

Most attempts to deconstruct the contented mammy have focused on her role as the
faithful, obedient domestic servant, overlooking her role as surrogate and bilohogibar.
The ideology behind the mammy image places no value on black women as mothers of their
own children. African-American writers dismissed such stereotypesfasuths. This work
tries to do justice to the image and uncover the mammy’s real significancevétoimecause

of theories of nineteenth-century racial essentialism, African-Arrernomen were thought to
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be innately superior in their abilities as caretakers of white children1924 study by Francis
P. Gaines of Southern plantation life found that “There can be no doubt that with tharpeculi
African capacity for devotion, the old mammy dearly loved her chafgesh Wallace Sanders
8). The important point here is that “African capacity for devotion” to white adrldvas part
of the stereotype.

The imagery has been so realistic that it cannot be dismissed from the#&mer
experience since it greatly affected early-twentieth-cgrdanceptualizations of the South.
The Mammy quickly appeared in twentieth-century mé@aines’s Miss Emma and Tante

Lou in A Lesson before Dyingnd Morrison’s Pauline Breedlove_ in The Bluest Byethe

most memorable mammy characters. Both authors explore the details ohtingyrtradition

through these characters who seem to be responsible for holding the memoriedcbStheh

in their relationships with their white families. These charactergcailind the downfall of the

old South, the old ways and the old relationships. Nevertheless, throughout the novels the reader
is forced to recast the mammy from a vibrant, enduring symbol of antebelluny imyalmore

human and temporal reality. In Gaines’s A Lesson before Dtfwegauthor has replaced the fat,

healthy mammy of southern plantation lore with a frail and aging mamm fiQaines
establishes Lou’s humanity by insisting that she is vulnerable to all hunskmegs. So much
is made of Tante Lou’s and Miss Emma’s roles as the strong black womenghessyito
underestimate the meaning of their own decline and the breakdown in their ability tmeonti
enduring the fight for Jefferson.

Emma’s harsh treatment of Grant is reminiscent of Aunt Cloe smackirsgrtadir

children in_Uncle Tom’s Cabiar of Faulkner’s Dilsey in The Sound and the Fumhen

giving Benjy [the White boy] a birthday cake and thinking that Luster [herawld] is eating



45

more than his share. She warns him, “Reach it again, and | chop it right off wittethbi
butcher knife” (70). It seems that Gaines’s attempt to portray a humane,etignéimmy
character is hampered by his inability to transcend the mammy stere®aypes is unable to
save Emma from reminding us of the stereotype; her roughness with Grank @s wiéh
Jefferson parrots prototypical mammy behavior. However, allowing her toigtowld age,
Gaines de-emphasizes her relationship with the White families, which thelpeader more
fully appreciate who she is when she is with her own family where herydieit heart and
soul) belongs. It is her moments at home that truly make Emma a radical maamagteh
The aggressive quality of the Mammy manifests itself at her own house, wtheh is

case in The Bluest EyPauline Breedlove, albeit not elderly, exemplifies well the mammy

figure. At her own house, Mrs. Breedlove is a tyrant, a fact which Morrisessss through the
use of numerous graphic descriptions and disturbing language. The ideology behiadthg m
image places no value on Black women as biological mothers. We see Mdiloedaenocking
her daughter Pecola down in the kitchen of her white employers when she spilistiertyl
cobbler, but Pauline turns, immediately, to soothe the little white girl who niclenlaendolly:
“Her words were hotter and darker than the smoking berries. . . . Over her shouldett, ghie s
words to us like rotten pieces of apple” (107). Having no tenderness for her own blddiuthil
lots of “hushing and soothing the tears of the little pink-and-yellow girl” (1@&)line finds
satisfaction only in working for the Fishers, a white family that lines clean, affluent world, a
world in total contrast to the one in which Pauline exists. Polly does not l&iramfitom her
home life seep into the Fisher home. That her role as mammy detracts frgualibheof
mothering Pauline gives her own daughter is not surprising, given the hispsacatient set in

the plantation householahen Morrison introduces a mammy-type, the character internalizes
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the mammy image and becomes so true that the reader believes she hbslaoeged to her

own race or to herself in any way — a social construct that is recurririgak Berature.

The Matriarch
Closely related to the image of Mammy is that of the Matriarch, so tenrtbd sixties
by Daniel Moynihan. Barbara Christian observes that the “invidious” blackantity

mythology appeared to be but “another variation of the Mammy” (Black Women Nev)s

From the 1960s to the 1990s, the matriarch was one of the main stereotypes of Black women,
taking the place of the mammy. While the “mammy” exemplifies the Blaatken in White
households, the “matriarch” symbolizes the mother figure in the Black home.
“Bad” Black mothers hurt their families and impede racial progresagés of Black
women as matriarchs proliferated. Society represents and infiltnadgseople’s minds the
myth of Black matriarchy in the deconstruction of the black family. Gelapgatz argues,
“The problems facing communities of color no longer stem primarily fromidisetion but
from the characteristics of these communities themselves, form unredtsixual behavior
and childbirths out of wedlock, crime, welfare dependency, and perverse sense oflgnbityp i

and group entitlement” (24). Dick Hebdige in Subculture and the Meaning ofaBgyles:

“These images can gain acceptance by the wider society, and in soméygasesbers of
culture to which they are ascribed” (57-58). These discourses amongtharg/owe their
origin to the Moynihan Report.

No longer does the matriarch live in the slave quarters; instead she has a lheme of
own in the ghetto. “She is not a protector of white society,” argues JuladandZachery,
“rather, she is the purveyor of all that is threatening to white society” (42yl D. Dance in

“Black Eve or Madonna” acknowledges the role of Black matriarchs as pillaneog#t in the
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black community for centuries. Looking back over the history of the Black Aamenmther,

Dance writes, “She [the Black matriarch] emerges as a strong Biiglge that we all crossed

over on, a figure of courage, strength, and endurance unmatched in the annals of woyld hist

(131). Black men and women alike cling to the image of the infallible black ncath&cause,

according to Patricia Hill Collins, it “praises Black women'’s restein a society that

routinely paints [them] as bad mothers” (174). Mother glorification dispels tregsive

stereotypical images associated with matriarchs and instead phesefor raising their

offspring strong and courageous enough to continue to fight for social equity.
Representations of the matriarch type abound in a number of twentieth-centsiry tex

They are found in works such as Ralph Ellison’s Invisible siatch Gloria Naylor's The

Women of Brewster PlacéMary is the stereotypical Nanny figure or black matriarch in The

Invisible Man who serves as a semblance of home that helps the protagonist cope with his
sense of homelessnestands up for her beliefs, and provides perspective from an older

generation. In Naylor's The Women of Brewster P|&dattie, the matriarch has a dream in

which the seven women unite to tear down the wall that the city legislatuterptiie novel,
they speak together to tear down the definition of the African-Americanyfaneited by
Moynihan.

Morrison's depiction of matriarchy is a fundamentally profound a$tance. It is
essential and integral to black women's fight against racism and a meaehete avell-being
for themselves and their culture. Their empowerment is what makes possibétténavorld

we see. In the character of Pilate in Song of Solgvtmrison imagines an alternative to the

dominant ideals of femininity that prove so restrictive to her other womencolia.adJnique as

she is, Pilate represents the type of independent black women whom Morrisomecalls t



48

“ultimate survivors,” speaking to all Black women who “have this uncanny abilityapesan
untenable reality, mold it, sing it, reduce it to its manageable, transforssegae which is a
knowing so deep it’s like a secret” (Morrison, “A Knowing So De8p). Morrison’s tribute

reminds me of the matriarch in Sulava Peace, whosacrifice is heroic, yet deemed

necessary. She gives up a leg in order to survive and give her children lifetr&8empoulos in

“Sula and the Primacy of Woman-to-Woman Bonds” notes, “There is not even remorse for Eva,
just commitment—passionate and self-sacrificial — for life that hastgugB). To our

dismay, however, distorting the responsibilities of maternalism, Eva murelesen and

watches her daughter burn.

Whereas White males look favorably upon the mammy, Black men often subject the
matriarch to scorn and ridicule. Involved excessively in the lives of henfameinbers, the
matriarch is cast as the strong Black woman who often seeks to control bgridrderess. In
the Breedlove household, the male figures — husband and son — are either absent or
emasculated. African American writers, therefore, revive the Blacidgrather as matriarch.
Her role in the African-American community was much remarkablaid book, The Negro in

the United State<E. Franklin Fraziérspeaks of the grandmother’s position and prestige on the

plantation and in the master’s house:
The Negro grandmother’s importance is due to the fact not only that she
has been the “oldest head” in a maternal family organization but also to her
position as “granny” or midwife among a simple peasant folk. As the
repository of folk wisdom concerning the inscrutable ways of nature, the

grandmother had been depended upon by mothers. . . . Even grown men
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and women refer to her as a second mother and sometimes show the same

reference and respect for her that they accord their own mothers. (117)
When the black woman reaches that ultimate matriarchal role of the gréednsbte often
takes a new part, serving as a guardian or protector of the younger genérateriemporary
African-American fiction, the Black grandmother stands today, as of oldedsltest head” in
the maternal black family, as will be shown in the analysis of some sktegts of Morrison

and Gaines.

Uncle Tom and the Functioning of Race and Gender
A faithful companion to the Black Mammy is the long suffering, dark-skinnedeUnc

Tom, the hero of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 1852 anti-slavery novel Uncle Toimis. Bath

Uncle Tom and the Mammy are stereotypes which captured the Black edsengeslavery as
discussed in the above section. In Stowe’s novel, Tom agrees to be sold to pay Inis maste
debts. Refusing to run away, he goes off with a slave trader, preachingahotstidience and
humility, virtues that sustain him through many trials until he is finally beatdedth on
Simon Legree’s plantation as a punishment for refusing to renounce his faith iblharigi its
teachings.

For Stowe, Uncle Tom embodied all the virtues of humanity that made slavery
intolerable. James Baldwin in “Everybody’s Protest,” however, considereStpartraiture of
Uncle Tom racist: “It degrades what it means to be black in America,” Bakhgues (13).
Since the 1940s, calling an African-American “Uncle Tom” has been an insiut, iadicating
that the person is a coward who is dependent upon and subservient to Whites. Lucinda H.
MacKethan defines the stereotype as “a Black person who has no pride in his or his own

personhood, one who lives to serve masters, one who accepts and cultivates Whitespaternali
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as did the Uncle Tom of Stowe’s novel” (921). The stereotype thus strays from' Stow
intentions for a Christ-like title character, and the figure has becamneestin our popular
memory. It is thus so offensive, as explained by Joseph Furnas, that any ofdheaf
Negroes at the time of slavery would rather be called “nigger” than “Umete” Benjamin F.
Hudson, in “Another View of 'Uncle Tom," finds the term in present-day jargoaomngymous
with:
[e]verything that is base, cowardly and contemptible. It is used to designate
a person who, through fear or desire for personal gain, betrays the trust of
those whom he represents, who acquiesces to the wishes and dictates of a
more powerful group, who is generally without scruples or principles, and
who is always lacking in moral courage. He is, therefore, worthy of all of the
scorn, ridicule and contempt that is heaped upon him. (79)
As attested by Stowe, however, Tom reflects the humility of the Negkbia docile
and religious nature on which basis enslaving him is wrong. Stowe’s chaaibderiof Uncle
Tom was attacked by Whites, and a whole new genre, theTAntiovel$, started. The most

severe attack on the figure was written by Furnas in Goodbye to UncleFlionas charges

that the portrayal of Blacks in Uncle Tom’s Cabdraws on degrading racial stereotypes that

have continued down to modern times. He publicly stated that “The devil could have forged no
shrewder weapon for the Negro’s worst enemy” than Uncle Tom (51). Singlas are found

in Time on the Cross: The Economics of American Negro Sla%rgial scientists and authors

Robert William Fogel and Stanley L. Engerman marvel at the exceptional pdvdeology to
obliterate reality and accuse Stowe of having misrepresented slavegiamustinctive

gualities because of racist myopia and of disseminating a stereotypertiaties to haunt
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Blacks today and reigns supreme (215). To use the title “Uncle Tom” in this depnaaimer

is unfair to the figure that Stowe created. Yet whatever Stowe meant witharacter in 1952,
the name of Uncle Tom cannot be separated from the many dangerous messages that his
meekness and simplistic acquiescence carry. Given the basic Christias, Vigue/ncle Tom

would be a credit to any race in all contexts.

Morrison and Gaines: Breaking the Myths

Morrison and Gaines go considerably far in their critique of the stereafigmssed
above in relation to old people. In order to establish a positive self-image foolthezi
characters, they skillfully depict the interplay of race and identity in fHeak-American
psyche. For Gaines, this initiative follows a thorough understanding of cultsrakiie
provokes a sense of appreciation for the rich tradition of African-AmericaureuFor
Morrison, the core of Black identity is revived not by creating new myths brgdiscovering
the old ones. The characters derive their wholeness by rejecting Huoy fatld materialism of
the mainstream culture, by embracing the African-American past, aindibiing that one’s
identity is grounded in cultural and ancestral truths.

Morrison is fully prepared to deconstruct those mythological conceptions adfyelder
Blacks. While the reader hardly recognizes the presence of the mamnnynintimgy, it is still

featured in her first novel, The Bluest Eyethe character of Pauline Breedlove. While Pauline

does not represent the category of older people, nevertheless she is presentsatypistr
semblance. Morrison’s elderly characters, however, drastically departlie stereotypical
mammies since they embrace increasing degrees of militancy. Ondiae Baby for example,

confronts and scolds the White mistress for not raising her son properly.
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Gaines also finds many novels, short stories, and plays — all written teywriiers
[Twain and Faulkner] — untrue and unreal to his own experience. Nonetheless, he does not care
for the way Black characters are drawn. In “Miss Jane and |,” he egpteVhenever a Black
person was mentioned in these novels, either she was a mammy, or he was a Tom, a good
nigger; or . . . a bad nigger. When a Black woman character was young, shéeras eit
potential mammy or a nigger wench” (26). Gaines introduces Miss Janeitabéys
representative slave mother who challenges the stereotypes that iappeuisiana plantation
fiction. Miss Jane is a mother whom Blacks can be proud of because of Higrtoyeer
children as well as to the whole Black community. Her depiction thus countgrsrthats of

mammy defined in most literature.

Identity and the Struggle for Ethnic Survival_.in A Gathering of Old Men

| am an invisible man. No, | am not a spook like those who haunted Edgar Allan
Poe; nor am | one of your Hollywood-movie ectoplasms. | am a man of substance,
of flesh and bone, fiber and liquids — and | might even be said to possess a mind. |
am invisible; understand, simply because people refuse to see me . . . That
invisibility to which | refer occurs because of a peculiar disposition of the aye
those with whom | come in contact. A matter of the construction ofitivesr

eyes, thoseyeswith which they look through their physical eyes upon reality.

Ralph Ellison,Invisible Man

The invisibility Ralph Ellison so effectively denounces has tragicallyanited the
ways many scholars have revisited history in antebellum America frometr@URon to the

Civil War. The invisibility of older Blacks has typically resulted frasreological and racial
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biases. While Gaines reminds the reader of Ellison’s concept of invisibiéyld men in A
Gatheringare nevertheless determined to be heard, seen, recognized and challenged as
individuals who can take a stand, not as stereotyped or insignificant.

Clearly, many studies have analyzed Blacks collectively in relationverglan the
South or segregation in the North. Gaines clearly deconstructs these $tudi#983 interview
with Mary Ellen Doyle, Gaines objects to Richard Wright's Native &the blueprint for
Black literature: “There are other things to write about,” he says (gt.vire 1&0). Gaines
contends that Harlem and Chicago had been much richer resources a hundredorears bef
Wright's book and the 1940s. The protest theme would have been only one of many literary
endeavors that Black writers could pursue.

This section begins my analysis of Ernest Gaines’s A Gathering of Olq1988) to

illustrate how the novel clearly opposes the ageist myths and stereotypeskiBlerica.
Gaines’s portrayals of positive role models provide alternative images toinatinegative
stereotypes often attributed to elderly Blacks. The novel offers healthg bld Black folks
who survive the violent, yet cathartic, encounter with the repressed pastdranda
frustrations.
In general, Gaines's novels and short stories focus on the people and the folklore and the
society of rural life in Louisiana. His tales are set in old plantatisissarratives retell post-
Civil War African-American history. With his personalized tales — tabdnfthe perspective of

one character — Gaines seeks to record their previously overlooked exgerii@athering of

Old Men set in rural Louisiana of the 1970s, centers on eighteen African Americans irOthe
and 80s armed with shotguns to claim responsibility for the murder of a Cajun shaeeanop

the quarters, thereby thwarting the local sheriff's murder investigaticshar@l lost in time,
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there seems to be little or no hope of survival or amelioration in this Southerrtiptantae

old men are perceived as too far from being militants. In an attempt ®foetder

promulgation of this fallacy, Gaines places them at the very center sthigenofvel and
powerfully challenges the notion of these men’s alleged impotence.Gaiuesions the
possibility of positive change for his characters, even those who are caught in thkfficak
circumstances. Sandra G. Shannon, in "Strong Men Getting Stronger,” writ&Sdhees has
developed a reputation for giving voice and significance to the least likelydodigi— those
who are too quickly viewed as irrelevant, apathetic, or simply undeserving of remot(i95-
96). Gaines gives voice to the “undeserving” old men — who gather with their sole porpose t
gain voice. Gaines uncovers the worth of these old people, too long marginalized andddevalue
and, in so doing, further reminds us that the Black movement is for self-assertionrditg ide
awareness.

Elderly Blacks in Gaines’s fiction feel competent that they aretaldefend their rights
and protect the rights of their own. Their exposure to the many negativegbesethroughout
the years has led them to internalize such misconceptions to the extentaztheify. They
wish to see themselves able to engage in a positively valued behaviorlllpisssible to avoid
being reduced to a negative stereotype and move toward self-actualization. hty oiaj
elderly Blacks maintain positive feelings of self-worth by drawisparp distinction between
their inner self and the societal views of aging. There is also the potensaime to behave in
a way that epitomizes the prevailing stereotype, but they may, howeverethaedt provoke

anxiety, which Gaines tries to overcome in A Gathering of Old.Men

The plot of A Gatherings not complicated. Beau Boutan, a Cajun farmer on the

Marshall plantation, lies dead in the yard of Mathu, an old black man known for fighting W
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racism. Candy Marshall, surrogate daughter of Mathu and the partial awchgesaeral
overseer of the plantation, believes that Mathu killed Beau. To protect him, Candy deaides
the best course of action would be to send for the Black men in the vicinity to com#htésMa
with as many twelve-gauge shotguns and empty shells as possible. With numer@msime
guns at the crime scene, Candy believes that the local Sheriff will notebaallve the crime.
All of these men, though in their seventies and their eighties, are reasly tioeir lives and
confess to a crime they did not commit.

The real story of A Gathering the old men's retelling and reinterpreting of their
experiences. They explain that they killed Beau because of what they HWavedsuf a sister
raped, a son executed for a crime he did not commit, and a brother killed for beedtgran
a race. By giving them a voice, Gaines illustrates the redemptiveebétize spirit of these
old men, which he presented by contrasting their prior passive acceptancetatfutheso of
the old South with their total embrace of the change. Inspired by their past 8@xperience,
they redefine the new era in redemptive and self-affirming ways.

The question of identity formation is at stake. So much has been said about the
"identity” problems created for those who suffer the degrading conditions to mhaith
elderly blacks are exposed that it makes consideration of this matteatimgén this study.
The reader perceives the internal personas of these highly-spirited oy narrate their
stories. Because the concept of identity speaks to the condition of many AfrieamcAns
throughout history, | will explain its dimensions in relation to race and gesdeela The
term “identity” may translate into “invisible,” as used by Ellison in InvisimMan Margaret

Gullette in_Aged by Cultureses a similar term “identity stripping” to refer to persons who are

perceived with little or no attention and, therefore, suffer from communalategle
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marginalization. In A Gatherind.ou Dimes realizes the change that occurs to Mathu. He says
to Candy, his fiancée, concerning old Mathu, “That old man is free of you now. Hétdusel

you to protect him anymore, Candy. He’s an old man and what little time he&ftgod lwants

to live it his own way” (184). Mathu helped raise Candy, the plantation owner, and thus she ha
the desire to protect him. Because Mathu experiences a renewed sensetyf dend longer
accepts Candy’s protection or even affection. At the same time, it should not be overleoked, a
we see later, that such positive identity is seen against the background of heptidicps

which restrict elderly Blacks in the use of their intellect. Identity &iram here is one aspect of
the struggle for ethnic survival. The individual is inwardly liberated from a&mominant

identity or culture, a step toward identity construction and self-awareSegset victory is here
suggested when those elderly Blacks act their liberation from the inside owtstbhies reveal

their ethnic identities that could not be erased by the trauma of slaveryson.rdibey are

indeed fascinating portraits of a few influential elderly Afridamericans who exist in

literature.

The old men in A Gathering of Old Meme seen in a positive but equally stereotyped

light. Their defiance of Mapes and the Cajuns can be perceived as to limit theduadiy.
The need to counteract ageist stereotypes remains a concern even when viewtleflyhe
appear to be positive. The belief is that stereotypes, both positive and negativéhaffecial
treatment of the elderly in society. Stereotypes are often situated geadantext over which
the author has little or no control. In the plantation culture, for instance, Blaalsnot defend
themselves or their kinfolk against the Whites’ power. Gaines’s old men ingenpoasige

alternative images to traditional negative stereotypes. Positive vexgasve stereotyping,
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however, is only a partial answer. Yet the fact remains that the old men’s upgyftiéll their
dream of sound and healthy interpersonal relationships within the Black community
Through unity, the old men strike back with vengeance and ultimately defy thesaega

stereotypes about them. Mary Ellen Doyle in Voices from the Quarters:idtnen of Ernest

Gaines argues that the novel, because of these men, is considered “a reversal gpstEreot
(178). The reader can see the fear of elderly Blacks yet sense the Blatkahgnis potential.
Such reversal can clearly be noticed in the change of attitudes of both Whiacksd
Elderly Blacks, conditioned by stereotypes, formerly viewed themselhmspasssed, helpless,
and dependent, a group of people who were always in need of protection and support. A change
of stereotype, however, entails a transformed vision and a change of minds. In thei
confrontation with Sheriff Mapes and his deputy, the old men strongly voice theiraejett
the demeaning stereotypes that have negatively influenced them for agearélheyonger
convinced that a commitment to non-violence will bring peace to the land, nor are they
convinced of the effectiveness of violence. However, left to choose between the tald, the
men choose violence and stand up to Mapes. They gather on the porch rather than crawl under
the beds, a sign of their renewed courage and hope for revival and the new sense ohdignity t
is born to them. Mat makes this statement to Chimley after learning abaus Beader. Mat
believes that Beau's murder has presented a special opportunity to both Chimleysatid-him
namely, the opportunity to redefine themselves: “I'm seventy-one, Chimlesntyeone and a
half. . . . I am too old to go crawling under that bed. I just don’t have the strength for it &b mor
(30-31).

In their twilight years, Mat and Chimley suddenly feel empowered to standtbpyas

never have before. Both now are old men who have spent much of their lives being
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psychologically and physically abused by the White racists of the South. Sudadtnihe
crisis at hand, God grants both men one last opportunity to make something of therBselves
confessing to Beau's murder, by standing up for their friend Mathu, and by natgie the
Cajuns, the men throw off their identities as cowards and bravely stand up for something.
Because the men will be able to salvage their dignity before dying, Mewd®that Beau's
murder is a blessing from God. Both Mat and Chimley rejoice in getting theectmsbow the
men that they truly are strong. After Mat arranges everything, heés &fila, eyes him
suspiciously and demands to know what is happening. Mat refuses to tell her and inststs tha
is men's business. Ella tells Mat that he is crazy and that he is not goingspiatds with
anger and tells his wife that he is finally standing up for something like afteath& years of
abuse, toiling in the fields:

He works in mysterious ways. Give an old nigger like me one more

chance to do something with his life. He gived me that chance, and

I’'m taking it, I'm going to Marshall. Even if | have to die at Marshall.

| know I'm old, maybe even crazy, but I'm going anyhow. And it ain’t

nothing you can do about it. Pray if you want to. Pray for all us old

fools. But don'’t try to stop me. So help me, God, woman, don'’t try to

stop me. (38)
The change happens when the old men realize or confess their own fearful concepts of both
races. The point of the novel is that Whites see Blacks through the sterdayigieéich
Blacks have been conditioned to accept; what they do not see, however, is the Blaglksirea
of the Whites. This blindness leaves them vulnerable to the Blacks’ use of knowledpéeof W

expectations. This fact costs Beau his life and shocks all the Whites in that Huety must
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alter their view of elderly Black people. Whereas Myrtle used to cldllg men in the quarters
“frightened little bedbugs” (15), unable to view them as men in the quarters, shencewgse
their docility sharply altered as she witnesses their transformatiofillhber with awe and
foreboding: “I had never seen anything like this in all my life before armshit/too sure | was
seeing it now” (15).

Mathu is introduced as defiant and unable to succumb to any dehumanization imposed
by society upon his race. Mathu remembers the plantation history, which is an eshpkesh
suffering and shame and also a potential for future change. In his asesdiaen dignity, he
poses great threat to mainstream society. He greatly influences hisopesrslt Because of
him, they take the stance they feel they should have taken many yearsiage.g@drays the
old men in their gathering “with shotguns . . . standing, squatting, sitting. . . . AndgV/&§D-
60) as an invincible wall — an indication of solidarity and determination.

Charlie Biggs is best characterized in the novel as Big Charlie. Thetwhaation
conjures the stereotypical image of the Black brute. Regardless of hiskdgeyéfs the
guintessence of what you would picture as the super, big buck nigger” (186). Degraded by
social conditions, Charlie’s might is insignificant and is met with scorn araikgdinative
enough to kill and destroy his oppressor. Mathu instills in Charlie the lesson thatshould
stand up for his freedom and fight misuse rather than flee. Mathu inspires Ghptltean end
to his escapist methods and come to the conclusion that “they comes a day when a rhan must
a man” (189). When Charlie kills Beau, he becomes the man he ever wants to be, and he
demands the respect he feels is his due. He believes it is never too late éc@gition and

overcome all the heavy burdens of subjugation and oppression.
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Besides the reversal of age stereotypes, there is also a “role revdesgl Ellen Doyle
comments on the storyline, “That is an immense change from blindness to vision, and from
vision to voice and action” (180). A complete reversal of expectations beyond belief and a
unexpected change have happened. The old men represent such a reversal. When Black old
Tucker dares Mapes to kick him and Deputy Griffin to stop his defiant talk, it fnGwiiom
Mapes puts down; it is Tucker who says to Griffin, “You through, boy?” (95). Tuckemserea
at Griffin and calls him “boy,” a stereotypical White-to-Black addrédso, the women come
and speak just as defiantly to Reverend Jameson and to Mapes and his deputy. Dagg] C. Est
in “Gaines’s Humor: Race and Laughter,” sees that Griffin and Reverendalameasure the
growth of the men and the humiliation and defeat of the White power (243-44). The shift in
dominant voices has been made more significant in the novel than the essential actiors, whic
“the gathering” itself. Obviously there has been a change in minds andtameshange in
personal and power relationships.

Gaines’s old men, in accepting the responsibility for the murder of Beau Boutan, aff
not only their ability to speak up but also their ability to act. Considered cowandsrtties
lives, they all defy the Sheriff and the Boutans in taking the blame for the nairfleau
Boutan. Gaines underscores the repressive nature of the past by notingptaCiharlie
Biggs, the Black old man who killed Beau in self-defense, fifty years totdssenanhood. By
giving voice to the long-silenced old man Charlie, Gaines deconstructs longstsiedewypes
of older Blacks as cowardly and submissive. His transformation rightlfi¢estnost strongly to
his redefinition of Black manhood. On a textual level, Charlie's transformdtercammitting

the act is compared to that of Richard Wright's Bigger Thomas in NativdrSiaet, the name
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that Charlie asks everyone to call him in this chapter, “Mr. Biggs,” sug@ésght’s Bigger
Thomas.

The author not only invites the reader to re-examine the heroism among eldeky, Bla
but he also challenges an era in literary history when most depictions tde¢Hg i general,
regardless of their gender, race or ethnicity, suffer from the numbiegstif negative images
and stereotypes. Elderly Blacks in particular are twice as yoked, aefbtiecthe narrative
suggests a revival of Black consciousness prompted by the efforts of menrat tieheir
lives. The theme of resistance dates back to several French existentidksin Paul Sartre
(1905-1980), Albert Camus (1913-1960), and Simone de Beauvoir (1908-1987) — whose
outlook was shaped by their involvement in the resistance to Nazi occupation during Véorld W
Il. For the old men in A Gathering is only through resistance that they can claim their
freedom and give their lives meaning and value. Camus claims that peo@&eaanritrol by
rebelling against what they take to be evil and threatening by raigisgioasness among the
oppressed, a point made by Albert Camus in The Rébeés the end justify the means? That
is possible. But what will justify the end? To that question, which historical thowsygde
pending, Rebellion replies: the means” (292). Camus’ The Rgoels the concept of “man in
revolt” through literature and history, offering his own perspective on the idesdigiety. The
values that Camus advances are those central to human fulfillment: freedoity, ahg
beauty.

The old men realize they can only live fulfilling lives if they are capable aiung
these interests without servitude and falsehood. However, the White Cajuns ntepreséhe
novel by Mapes and his Deputy Griffin, strive to keep the status quo through unequadlpoliti

power, but they also want the old men to want to live no better than their ancestorghdbtou
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history, African Americans have passionately pursued justice through oelbmtlly to threaten
their own survival. The old men have come to believe that their efforts to solve suvteapr
may create new ones. While hoping to moderate the desires of the superior ivbitdd men
discover that a peaceful and nonviolent approach proves ineffective. Since no solaetions ar
possible and action is quite impossible, the old men, following Sartre, “end up dweliivegri
human degradation and taking pure subjectivity as their starting point” (Sa@®).3Their
subjectivism is their own choice because they become fully convinced thaiatiegt do
otherwise The old men’s subjectivistholds the mere fact that they are content with their
status, which they believe to be good. It gives a weak basis for dealingamie empirical
problems in their community like racism, ageism and clasSism.

Gaines contradicts the pessimistic view of living in defeat with no hope for lvithg
dignity. He underscores the symbolic changes in the old characters, who, aftierCha
courageous act of murdering Boutan, are transformed into men capable of invidlaeche
commitment. They are no longer the old Tommers, but they can live their livedigiity in
solidarity with their fellow men. Gaines presents his older characters\agereotypical and
even heroic, who can control their own destiny and even become positive models for future
generations. With the old men’s display of courage, White Cajuns are left wand@#/]hat
them niggers been drinking to make them all so brave?” (204). In the courtroom, Lou Dimes
narrates:

You've never seen a sadder bunch of killers in all your life — on either side.
Everybody had something wrong with him — scratches, bruises, cuts, gashes.
They had cut themselves on barbed wire, tin cans, broken bottles — you name it.

Some had sprained their ankles jumping over ditches; others had sprained their
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wrists falling down on the ground. And some had run into each other. Everybody
was either limping, his arm in a sling, or there was a bandage around his head or
some other part of his body. (211)
Whereas there is irony in Lou Dimes’ description of the old warriors, they have t
opportunity to assert their humanity and their personalities. Their revolution elaemedhe
respect they are due and, as Valerie Babb comments, they “[I]n so doodyfts¢ conventions
of their social system on end” (130-31). The new dignity they have seized gasrte
creation of new independent selves. At the end of the book, the old men become proud and their
stance has purged them of the impotency they have nurtured for long. More importaasy, it
purged them of the self-loathing they have harbored. By confronting their past,ahagerto
restructure their present and find hope for a better future.

To return to my initial statement above, | wish to explain how A Gathering of Old Men

emphasizes the positive aspects of growing older, or what age crititsucaessful aging.” In
the novel, elderly Blacks are able to maintain a positive sense of subjeetiveeing and
ultimately achieve what Erik Erikson refers to as “ego intedii®$6): to maintain a positive
sense of self despite their exposure to negative stereotypes or theiveahitory of social

injustice. The plot of A Gathering of Old Mgmedicts radical social change. Doyle in Voices

from the Quarterargues that “the novel presented Gaines with a special challenge in that its

protagonist is not a single but a collective person, a group of men” (189). The wlitia’of a
collective protagonist in the novel requires a group of militants with a staglee. Gaines is
careful not to present the old men as “all alike” but as individuals, which he coresdergial
for social change. The core issue is “the inaccurate labeling becaugehgpmogeneity is

assumed and individuality is not taken into account” (Braithwait 317). More chaligng
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however, is seeking to support the varied personal traits of the nineteen old thercogtent
of their characters. In the novel they are all able to assert their inditycarad their militancy
as they stand together in unity, suggesting a promising social order to come.

In their gathering, the men glimpse a possible new self-image: “Now wi'ea ald,
we get to be brave” (32). They start to motivate each other to take action arieefirithst
chance.” By so doing, they are also able to defy all of society’s expadaticluding those of
their wives. To their wives, however, when they suddenly display their feelingsyarfd
anger, they appear “old fools” “gone crazy” (36-7). Even to the White folks — Candy, Miss
Merle, Mapes, his deputies, and all the Boutans — “it is a reversal of expestadyond
belief,” says Doyle_(Voice&81). In their desire to defeat the old picture of submissiveness and
acquiescence, these old men do not even allow religion to discourage or dissuaderthem fr
change. They have become the conscience of their people. Doyle ardweesgdiment of
Reverend Jameson is not presented as necessarily admirable but more esasiige with
the desire to cast off all past symbols of subservience” (182). The women alsoijammetinén
solidarity against the Whites. Both men and women speak up just as defiantly to Reverend
Jameson the one Black character who seems unwilling to accept the possibilivange in
the new social order — and to Mapes and his deputy. They tell Jameson to shut up and go back
home, even physically threatening him. Such words and such disrespectful behaver from
Black person to a minister, highly unusual, embody their new stand against oppression and
injustice. Not even religion can change their ruthless minds.

The end of the novel counters almost all the assumptions about elderly Blacks in the
qguarters. The assumption that Mathu is the murderer of Beau Boutan is wroraallyoni

Charlie, the man who has long been considered the weakest of all, killed Beau. He @kghts ba
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against Beau’s abuses; he decides not to flee and returns to confess what he had done. No longe
scared of Luke Will, he fights against the would-be executioner. Charbe'sformation

indeed redefines Black manhood. The community is astonished at his transformasgras f

the murderer of Beau Boutan, and next as the fiercest fighter in the finabshwah Luke

Will. Ever since Charlie returned from the swamp, he has acted like a man who knowas no fe

His bravery impresses everyone so much that others want it too. All the people @amehtom

Charlie for his bravery, courage, and manhood by laying their hands on his body.

Charlie is the tragic hero in the novel. In making a choice and sticking by it, he
fearlessly exercises his free will and innate power. In depictirtgatien in which Charlie runs
away, Gaines establishes a flaw in the individual character and in the meamiyhasizes his
predestined and inescapable quality at the novel's conclusion. For much of teadoanhter,
Charlie behaves like any of the other old men who stand up to Mapes. He is fiaalgssaoth
defined and consumed by fate. He is destined to die as the result of freeherlitihain fear or
necessity, the reality that gains him the status of a tragic hero, and ordthiee than the
others, has obtained the inner harmony unrealized by the other old men even though death was
his reward for a lesson well learned. Having Charlie die such a heroic daaths Gakes him
part of the “gathering of the old men”: with his death, he bestows honor unto all the other old
men as well. Gaines’s elderly characters vividly transcend the AfAcaerican experience and
stand for all humanity. The author successfully creates fiction that is both persdna
universal while maintaining dignity and self-esteem as his constant theme.

The old men in Gaines’s novel are immensely successful in the development of a
positive self-image and confidence. In the novel Gaines depicts those old memngelesisi

pent-up anger at the Cajuns/whites who refuse to acknowledge their humanityidemeity
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crisis” has already become more of an illusion of modern myopia than it is adtue @f the
self-image of Blacks. In order to redeem their humanity and bring ordeeitdifelong chaos
and turmoil, they are prone to act in a masculine manner since they had been fobeadon a
their virtues of gentleness and tolerance and needed to be human.

Jean Paul Sartre, in his preface to Wretched of the Bgrfinantz Fanon, offers a

relevant statement that may contribute to our understanding of A Gatherildgno¢io

“...[T]his irresistible violence is neither sound and fury, nor the resurrection gjesavatincts,
nor even the effect of resentment: it is man recreating himself. . . . When thet pakss a gun
in his handsthe old myths grow dimnd the prohibitions are one by one forgatten The
rebel’s weapon is the proof of his humanity” (18; emphasis added). Thergsttteheart of
the matter: “There are no masculine and feminine virtues. There are ordy vines” (21-
22).

In sum, the hero’s [Charlie’s] return to the scene and his ultimate degttopaetions
of man’s plight in life. The event of Beau’s murder is a major factor in the old mews
awareness of themselves. We are left in a state of mind that chaescteg tone of the
narrative. But more important, to see the effect of the events on those old memrlisie fe
impact of the book’s theme with dramatic force. When transformed into narratoesydrow
their spirit and dreams of willful action become evid@htrough their gathering and
storytelling, they are able to obtain a measure of respect and security.

Gaines integrates Black history with storytelling and thus controls the’sipagloramic
scope and creates a kind of morality play in which Charlie is the tragic hera@ndfahe
other old men is an Everyman figure. Gaines’s novel provides a much needed atierpoft

the psychology of those elderly men and the negative images that have becomsuangonti
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controversy. Not only does Gaines’s work provide a credible rationale for thévedugzttavior
of the black man, but it also stands with that of Toni Morrison, defying the myths abokit Blac
males by exploring the racial past and its effect on the charactere Wihovel ends with

renewal, it is not necessarily a promise for a better future.

Transcending Age Stereotypes in Saihl Beloved

As | see it, it is through the process of making artistic forms — plays,
poems, novels — out of one’s experiences that one becomes a writer,
and it is through this process, this struggle, that the writer helps give
meaning to the experience of the group.
Ralph Ellison, “Shadow and Act”
Art has little or no significance unless it is related to life and the seuwggleople. As
often represented in Toni Morrison’s fiction, an older woman character comba¢ssippr
social forces and resorts to violence, not in the interest of feminism, but rasr@lyurvival
tactic. Morrison clearly depicts the characters of Sethe and Baby @g&jgsed, and Eva
Peace and Ceceil (S)ilamong others, for the same reason. Maternal violence proves liberating
to these characters as well as to the reader. In their violence, the wnessehat living
conditions around them have already become intolerable and a nonviolent attitude would no
longer serve them. They have to be proactive and not p&ddiegison’s goal is to
demonstrate the ways in which societal mores lead to such crimes.
Amid such violence, Morrison brings dignity to suffering and to old age, the corenidea i
Fiore’s “Growing Old Disgracefully.” In the African-American cemt, it is acceptable to suffer
because it promises salvation and ultimately brings about change in one’s$esteamdc

perspective in life. Because of their strengths and long suffering, not only @k anew
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the sacrifices that our grandmothers made for us, but also to the whole worlsod@iows
that neither age nor illness should deter anyone from living a full, producevé lié author
invites such older characters into her fiction with the potential to transformduodivi
consciousness as well as to assert the transformative power of the rituzddirng into her
narrative.

Like Gaines’s A Gathering of Old MeMorrison’s Belovedas a very specific political

and moral purpose. Morrison writes Belowedntensify the moral indignation of the world
against the institution of slavery. Morrison is often recognized for her focuzswesk
characters whom she calls “the ones who make up their lives” or “find out who #iey ar
(Stepto 20). The latter notion — finding out who they are — suggests modernist aughentici
while the former —making up their identity —points the reader toward postmodernictedt
blackness. Kimberly Chabot Davis, focusing on Beloways that “the novel exhibits a
postmodern skepticism of sweeping historical narratives,” but “retainsramadfAmerican and
modernist political commitment to the crucial importance of deep culturalomyg (242).
Morrison creates an active character and believes that culturdfia peeverful form of
identity, and it is the essential difference that distinguishes Blacks\ivhites.

Older women in Morrison’s fiction are also empowered by bitter circamess. In Sula
while Eva feels proud in having been able to bear the burden and survive the horrifiogast, s
can’t help feeling the bitter grudge. Further, the roughness of her IKkesn&r insensitive and
even intolerant to others’ vulnerabilities or even to Hannah'’s plea for love. The older
generations, she believes, perceive such quests as Hannah's to be fabéistish. In one
instance, when Hannah asks her mother Eva — who literally sacrificed a sugiport her

children — whether she ever loved her, Eva responds,
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You settin’ here with your healthgss self and ax me did |

love you? Them big old eyes in your head would a been two
holes full of maggots if I hadn’t. . . . Wasn't nobody playin’ in
1895. Just cause you got it good now, you think it was always
this good? 1895 was a Killer, girl. Things were bad. Niggers was
dying like flies. . . . What you talkin’ about here, girl? | stayed

alive for you, can’t you get that through your thick head. (68-69)

It is evident then that Eva believes that mother love involves sacrifice rasmeptre
affection. She contends that material conditions often interfere with the alagpmession of
love: “No time. . . . Not none” (69). The burden of history falls inevitably on the black woman
as mother: “Everybody all right . . . . ‘cept Mamma. Mamma the only one ainiglat! (68).

In Circles of Sorrow, Lines of Struggl&urleen Grewal comments, “Each generation’s struggle

is different and relatively incomprehensible to the next” (51). A survivor ligEsel displays
no sign of vulnerability or regret when she decides to torch her son Plum or when gteswatc
her daughter Hagar burn.

Eva, the matriarch in the Peace family and a symbol of black folk wisdom, nejsrese
the binary division of good and evil in the novel. The reader is totally ambivalent as to how t
respond to her abandonment of her children, her loss of a leg, and her torching of Plum.
Because the business of survival is an everyday concern for Eva and all blaak wahee
1920s, should we admire her ability to survive, or should we condemn her monstrous actions
regardless of her good intentions? In my opinion, Eva’s sacrifice is heroic shthdevises

her own means of coping.
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When we first meet Eva, the grandmother, we might at first mistake her fodthargr
stereotype of Black women in literature. Yet shortly afterward wézeetilat any comparison
with the “mammy” or the “loose woman” image is immediately put to rest. Ewan® Imeans
stereotypical, unlike many of those we find in literature burdened by theylefadistorted
life of slavery; they are weak, dependent and incapable of leading an &etlfaktyle. Eva is
the matriarch who is willing to save her children at all costs. In her,é938yContemporary
Fables of Toni Morrison,” Barbara Christian writes, “Far from being théotegsted, kind,
religious, forever coping, asexual, loving-white-folks mammy, Eva egant, independent,
decidedly a man-lover who loves and hates intensely” (31). In the character ofd€ea Pe
Christian argues, “silence, subjection, humiliation, and submissiveness chaiggeato f
constructs toward self-esteem” (31). Morrison offers her readers an erhetipedaence of the
power that elderly black people can achieve when they transcend theircensiahints and
structural conditions. Having embraced their integalger blacks do not fear death and instead
defend their own lives against all prevalent threats including racial, physiadonomic
threats. Most important, through Morrison’s characterization of grandmother Bvasdh
weaves in a specific pattern the community’s belief system, which Evaathiarch, is to
impose onto other characterBhe cursed label of “pariah” is given to one whose behavior
seems so different from, so at odds with, the pattern.

Morrison describes Eva as “creator and sovereign” (30), which ignite the’seade
curiosity to examine the nature of Eva’s character. Later in the noveljitha gives an
elaborate description of Eva’s acts of self-mutilation, torching her son andimgther
daughter burn, all of which, although gruesome, represent the harsh reality ofslw# live

African-Americans. The physical brutality against herself orkiiesymbolizes the anguish of a
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society long tormented by painful memories of slavery. Being the nwdtiiathe novel, she is
domineering and she has no reason to be otherwise. In her essay, “Sula and thedPrimacy

Woman to Woman Bonds,” Demetrakopoulos thinks of Eva as

[a] portrait of archetypal feminine strengths that goes beyond the
author’s intentions. Eva has built a life and home as best she could
when the only act of free will open to her was self-mutilation or
letting her babies die. . .. In spite of it all, her character is one of self
protectiveness, gracious regality, magnanimity, deep intelligence,

and great courage. And her sharp tongue is salt with wisdom. (61)

Not only is Eva Peace a complex, non-stereotypical character, but her mondtisus ac
indeed a sacrifice as well as an act of selflessness. Her reactionwadelbgtood to be an
innate response to the harsh conditions and clear evidence of her genuinelguaityld age,
Eva grows more twisted but more complete nevertheless. Completing threddlage is
crucial to Morrison while depicting Eva. “She must be seen as a full, individuated ecoohg!
woman,” argues Demetrakopoulos (63). Eva Peace is often stereotyped as the glevotivén
and yet represents the wise grandmother. She reigns at home in full mdtgbmgha

Regarding Eva, Maggie Galehouse in “New World Woman” writes,

Eva had been the reigning matriarch of her own family/community for years
and she is powerful and independent and fierce in her role. Even though she
is not part of a couple herself, to simply reject the notion out-of-hand is
incomprehensible, even to her. It is an accepted template for women'’s lives,

even though it is, more often than not, a failed or malfunctioning model. (353)
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Another case in which Morrison deconstructs stereotypes is Baby Suggs.oMierris
primary representative of strong elderly black women. Morrison introducesdnacter of
Baby Suggs in BelovedUnlike Eva Peace, Baby Suggs manifests a different approach in
dealing with the problems she faces in her old age. Though a minor character in the novel
Grandmother Baby Suggs is most memorable for the role she plays in the book. To understand
Baby'’s large contribution in the novel, it is necessary to trace part of herAtslave named
Halle obtains permission from his owner to work for pay on Sundays so that, yeaktaliéie
had married Sethe, he could buy freedom for his mother, Baby Suggs, who decides that
“because slave life had busted her legs, head, eyes, hands, kidneys, womb, and tongue, she has
nothing left to make a living with but her heart — which she put to work at oBe&\(ed37).
She later becomes an “unchurched preacher, one who visited pulpits and opened her great hear
to those who could use it” (103). Baby Suggs passes on the bittersweet wisdom of her long
years in stories she tells to her granddaughter Denver and her daugdateiSiethe.

Baby Suggs’ old age defines her historical awareness and consciousnessarMorr
brings genuine historical moments to life through Baby Suggs, who succoeskfuliders the
responsibility of reflecting the past with all its harsh memories. “Bhatcalled the nastiness

of life,” Morrison tells us,

[w]as the shock she received upon learning that nobody stopped playing
checkers just because the pieces included her children. Halle, she was able
to keep the longest. . . . Her two girls, neither of whom has their adult teeth,
were sold and gone. . . . God take what He would, she said. And He did,
and He did, and He did, and then gave her Halle who gave herrfreeigen

it didn’t mean a thing. (23)
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Through the character of old Baby Suggs, the novel resembles the traditoeal sl
narratives of Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs. Besides, Babyrouggdy experienced
the past, but she also survived its cruelties and viciousness. She is a true witmessulifiple
psychological scars of slavery and its heinous reality. Controlling her sngee of Baby
Suggs’s strengths. While such a quality can be misinterpretedias dould be a typical
mammy, since mammies are known to be timid and acquiescent, controlling her cagines
contrary, Suggs’s survival mechanism. An older woman, Baby Suggs has been inatavery
has had opportunities during which to develop strategies for surviving the assaultsrupon he
injured soul and body. It's indefinite how much suffering, loss or dehumanization one can take
before breaking, but with Baby Suggs it is never the case. The fact isah&dvi imbues her
with the same characteristics inherent in many of her literary amse¥fith spiritual strength
as her primary virtue, Baby Suggs does not give up: even when she ostensibhequits,
strength remains her distinct feature

The tendency of Morrison has been not to restore the original mammy/Uncle Tom but
rather the opposite: she retains the character in harmony with the presaseskas in
defiance of the old. Besides Suggs’s apparent physical strength thatys atwiduted to
mammies, Morrison adds a metaphysical dimension, i.e. strength of imagjriather self-
determination. She assumes the role of an encourager to her black neighborshegmitie
same strength that she has had to rely on throughout her life.

It is through the character of Baby Suggs that Morrison teaches moralitfaifies the
categories of good and evil in the narrative. Old Baby Suggs marks the drafreith trauma
to recovery. Having been herself physically deformed, Baby Suggs pseacti urges her

followers, members of the black community, free or enslaved, to love themsabethe
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mainstream society will not. Because Suggs is calling for love, she h@aadé&re shaman in
Morrison’s novel — a leader and a preacher. She has become a ritual guidentp\hlei&in,
according to Stanley Crouch in his review of Belouwed987, takes place in three stages: “the
repression of memory that occurs as a result of slavery; a painful redontiigth these
memories; and lastly, the cleansing process or the rebirth of the su{#er'She conducts
her ritual of healing in a place called the “Clearing” — a metaphor tlggests a process of
cleansing and rebirth. It brings the unconscious memories into the consciousiththera
transcends their debilitating control. Baby’s ritual in the Clearimgn®del of the process of
healing that Paul D and Sethe must undergo to free their hearts, from the insideasit pain
and shame.

One distinctive feature of Suggs’s character would be her stoicism. Her citi@oes
her with wisdom and a sincere heart of love. She is known in the community as “holy.” When
the ghost that haunts the house startles her and her household, she suggests that they move
away. She thinks that almost every house in their community is packed to itswétfieseme
dead Negro’s grief. She even thinks that she has more of a challenge since she dteight
she believes, would be worrying somebody’s house into evil. Suggs’s spiritual power has
earned her the name “holy” among her people. Having been freed from 60 yeavef, she
opens her great heart to those who are in need of love. She creates a ritual of her alvn to he
former slaves, and she becomes the “unchurched preacher” (87), whose missiwals t
former slaves and enable them to reconcile with their memories.

John Duvall contends that Baby’s role as the preacher of the flesh revealsther as “
synthesis of Morrison’s previous presentations of the artist figure” (126).ddarfeatures an

artist who can truly heal the community in a way that no younger person can. This king sa
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“Baby Suggs,” according to Duvall, “weds the aesthetic to both the spiritual anthitted, e
suggesting the enlarged public role Morrison could carve out for herself in ordentoent
more broadly on racism in America” (127).

In addition to Baby’s role as a healer, she also acts as the ancestor (whéchrisnary

focus of the next chapter) in her counsel to Denver. Judylyn Ryan in Spyituadi/as

Ideology in Black Women'’s Literatur@gues that this ancestor role is what “propels the

recuperative direction of the plot” (283). Denver’s active love summons Baby Sugoding
voice to walk forward despite fear and pain. Held within the boundaries of 124 Bluestone,
Denver is trapped by fear and the judgment of the community that shuns her magheot It i
until Baby Suggs ghost appears that Denver is brave enough to wonder off the ptBperty:
you said there was no defense. ‘There ain't.’ Then what do | do? ‘Know it, and go on out the
yard. Go on™ (Belove@81). Although Baby Suggs gives up struggling at the end of her life,
her knowledge of the past and spirit make possible Denver’'s emergence into the warld. Wit
old age comes the understanding which, in time, leads to the power to endure and change
Thus Morrison, through elderly characters such as Eva Peace and Baby Sajgs,acr
powerful and intensely personal representation of slavery in Americaslwalyi she indirectly
critiques historical methods prevalent in the United States. She counterbasiedtebjective
system with a ritual method, based on healing rituals in which the acquisition oekigews a
redeeming experience. The task Morrison sets for herself is to watexiperience back into
the record to reconstruct history. She points the way to combat the peisisidettual and
spiritual oppression of African Americans and other Americans and bring abedbim to the

heart and imagination of her people, as Baby Suggs dreamed.
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The two older women who share the spotlight in this chapter — Eva Peace and Baby
Suggs — have much in common. Their breaks from the expected codes of behavior enable us to
transcend the usual depictions of older black women in African-Americanditerétereby
discrediting numerous stereotypes and myths concerning either race ovagengadicts all
traditional matriarchs, for there are no specific morals informimgébtons, yet she is
paradoxically matriarchal in the power she wields over the lives of her chiBaby Suggs
makes up part of the nurturing female ancestry that sustains Sethe and Denyeeadhing
and her spiritual vision invest the world with meaning that heals and enablesigeseyht
blacks to seek reconciliation with their memories, reconstruct the past, emdceptualize the
future. Like Eva, Baby Suggs despises rules and prohibitions that define mdémati#ad, she
preaches the guidance of a free heart and imagination:

She did not tell them to clean up their lives or to go and sin no more.
She did not tell them they were the blessed of the earth, its inheriting
meek or its glory bound pure. She told them that the only grace they
could have was the grace they could imagine. That if they could not

see it, they would not have it. (88)

For Baby Suggs there exists the helpful possibility of love that appears toeideals of self
ownership. With Suggs’s last words, “the present becomes tolerable and th@hsilde
regardless of the past (22).

In conclusion, the black mammies and the Tommers are persistent stereotypes and
imposing icons that have continued to be a ubiquitous presence in American literature in
reference to older black people, yet this study shows that the heart of theisdit anxieties

and presumptions that result from the embodiment of such myths. The two authors have given
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us some insight into those imposing icons and their powerful gaze that tells us thatehere
many layers of those figures to be uncovered. Having deconstructed the ongeantypes of
older blacks, the two authors suggest that older blacks hold onto an essence of self against
forces that would stereotype them, force them to conform, or dehumanize themlsbhey a
provide us with newly-constructed positive self-images that will testifyg@tithentic change
that has taken place in their lives and to the means by which optimism and selémoaftdn

be maintained.
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Notes on Chapter Two

1. Alongside the Mammy, Jezebel and Sapphire are the most widely recognized
stereotypes associated with U. S. Black womanhood. Both figures, however, are not
necessarily old and are, therefore, not included in my discussion of age stexebhgpe
Sapphire stereotype takes its name from the character featured on theotebsyrigis

Amos’n’Andy. See Melvin Patrick Ely’s The Adventures of Amos and Andy: a Social

History of an American Phenomen(001). Other pervasive, demeaning myths are

promiscuous Jezebel as well as the “bitchy” twentieth century Sapphire.Schola

including Patricia Morton, author of Disfigured Imad&9891), Beverly Guy-Sheftall,

author of Daughters of Sorrof994), and Michele Wallace in her essay “Negative

Images,” (1990) all contribute to my understanding of the negative charaibeszaf
black women through historical writing and the popular media.

2. Most important are Louise Beavers’s Mammy roléaat Delilahin Imitation of Life

(1934); Hattie McDaniel's in I'm No Angednd_Gone with the Windor which she won

the Oscar; Ethel Waters’s in the 1949 film Pirad in_ The Member of the Wedding

1952.

3. In The Moynihan Report, the author discusses “the tangle of pathology” in the Negro
community (a phrase borrowed from social-psychologist Kenneth Clark’stestof
Harlem ghetto life and by which he means the tendency for women to fee bet
interpersonally and economically than men and thereby to dominate famil\Ridbert
Staples also speaks of the myth of Black matriarchy. He writes: ‘iRefé¢o Black
women as matriarchs is not only in contradistinction to the empirical realiteiof
status but also is replete with historical and semantic inaccuraciestgplesSstates that

the term matriarchy was first employed in a study by J. J. Bachofen in 18flesS
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writes: “He was attempting to present a case for the high position of womenentanci
society. His conclusion was that since free sexual relations have prevaiteglttat

time and the fathers of the children were unknown, that this gave women their leading
status in the period he called “mother-right” (8-9).

. Anti-Tomliterature is pro-slavery because of its contradiction to Stowe’s work. Also

known as the Plantation Novel, the new genre became enduring in the Southern literature.

Stowe’s attack on the 1850 fugitive Slave Act in Uncle Tom’s Cealaim a central

concern. The anti-Tom novels are mostly focused on the subject of runaway sasbs. S
Meer in Uncle Tom’s Mania argues: “The novels attempt to blame whiteagitat
Black discontent, so they turn to black face for images of carefree and contevest sla

(76). Examples of the genre are Aunt Phyllis’s CdlyirMary H. Eastman, Tit for Tdty

“A lady of New Orleans,” The Ebony Idbly Mrs. G. M. Flanders, The Lofty and the

Lowly by M. J. Mcintosh, Ellenby V. G. Cowdin, and Little Eva: The Flower of the

Southby Philip J. Cozans.

. Subjectivism is the antithesis of (moral) realism. The old men in A Gatheren
subjectivists: they claim that their moral precepts should be adjusted to dramase
circumstances and the status quo independent of personal opinion. This is a cognitive
approach to moral claims. As such, it is possible for a moral claim to be trueepiatals
least in the context of those standards.

In her recent editorial “Ageism: Rhetoric and Reality,” Fay Lomax Cagk,s'If we

label attitudes as ageist if they are overly negative (‘negativerag@r overly positive
(‘positive ageism’), the term could come to signify very little” (293). EmdriRalmore

suggests that a balanced view of ageism must recognize both its negative awnel positi
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forms. Such attitude corresponds to Erick Erikson’s notion of “ego integrity” (268).
“the ego's accrued assurance of its proclivity for order and meaning.tdegdo
Erikson, the possessor of integrity is ready to defend the dignity of his ownléfesty
against all physical and economic threats. (Erikson 357).

. The word “proactive” was originally coined by the psychiatrist Victor Kranhis 1946

book, Man’s Search for Meanintp describe a person who took responsibility for his or

her life, rather than looking for causes in outside circumstances or other people. Much of
this theory was formed in Nazi concentration camps where Frankl lost his witeem
father and family, but decided that even under the worst circumstances, peopl&ean ma

and find meaning.
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CHAPTER THREE

ARCHETYPAL IMAGES OF THE ELDERLY

The heroic is hidden in the lore. The archetypes have this sort of glory,

such is the triumph of this flying African. . . . In those figures and in those

stories, the movement is away from the Br'er Rabbit stories, being the kind

of wit rather than power. . . . There are hundreds of those stories, and they

linger on. They were nourishing stories.

Conversations with Toni Morrison
In the last chapter | noted that old age among African-Americans had beeediepic

more as a stereotype than a natural stage of life. Black writers, as guanse feel that their
duty is to correct the false image of the older Black person promulgated byabsethiie
literature. Indeed few if any of these White writers even so much mentioagd problem.
Such a state of affairs could hardly be expected to continue without challéwegigction of
Toni Morrison and Ernest J. Gaines gives the older Blacks a sense of cultural wanth that
longer allows them to sit complacently still for their stereotypical aibrtunaware of its actual
dangers or deficiencies. Objections to stereotyped characterizatdnsiag voiced as
the African-American writer faces the enormously difficult chajketo create positive
characters. Timothy B. Powell's “Toni Morrison: The Struggle to DepicBlaek Figure on
the White Page” applauds Morrison for her success both in her unique chaatioreand also
in her oral narrative strategy which creates a (w)holy Black tgtt. (in Middleton xi; emphasis
added). The pun in Powell’'s phrase, argues David Middleton, “credits Morrison with
countering the negation implicit in traditional archetypal assumptions. [xigpeaking of her

fictional characters, Morrison herself once said to the Cleveland Plain D@4dlese are the
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kind of characters who never had the center stage in anybody else’s book. . . . Nawe the
there in their glory” (qtd. in MobléyFolk Roots” 2). On the other hand, Gaines shows his
concern with black history and community, and his work highlights the accompanyfinig shi
his use of characters and fictional techniques to suit his evolving vision. Fromvesks/such

as_Bloodling(1968) to his last novel, A Lesson before Dyji§93), the author re-figures black

masculinity in order to create a revised gender representationaf IB&ary subjectivityHis
protagonists depart largely from the psychologically and culturallynediBigger Thomas of
Richard Wright's 1940 classic Native Son

On a theoretical level, Black feminists also aggressively condemndhéveeimages

of older Black women to secure their rights. Trudier Harris in From Masito Militants:

Domestics in Black American Literatuexamines the difference between self-perceptions of

Black women contrary to their mainstream portray#arris’s work suggests that black women
should hold onto an essence of self against forces that would stereotype thetheforta
conform, or dehumanize them. Older black women in the literature thus find themselves
fighting just to live and/or to give life.

Older Blacks in the literature are presented as individuals as welless Black writers
manipulate popular stereotypes about older Black characters and crestd arshetypal
images that may communicate a more realistic rather than dicauitisure of them. Morrison
and Gaines demonstrate a high degree of commitment to changing the socialtanad poli
conditions of older blacks in America so that they gain recognition. Archetypgkiry is
especially appropriate when speaking of Morrison and Gaines. The termypetheas coined
by Psychologist Carl Jung and was made generally popular by Joseph Camipbestudies of

mythology.® By definition, archetypes are mythical constructs which the ancientd calle
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"goddesses" and "gods" and are viewed as figures of power and streregtérylaiithors often
use the archetypes to describe a model character. They are fictionallggenore symbolic
than real, yet they bear some significance to the stories. “It is the ti@adjth and
effectiveness of those archetypal images that make them attractivecamevherever they
appear,” says Stefan Stenudd. Some of the archetypes often used in litechidesthehero,
who pursues a great quest to realize his degtieyselfthe personality striving toward its own
completion;the motherprimarily in the sense of our need for her; #melfather primarily an
authority figure, often inducing feahe sagethe wise old man, one who has profound
knowledgethe godas the perfect image of the s¢lfe goddesgshe great Mother or Mother
Earth;the scapegoasuffering for the shortcomings of others; dhd trickstermost recurring
in African-American narratives and often a villain pushing toward chande getfect image
of the self!

Female characters — says Joanna Russ in her 1972 essay "What Can a Heteine Do?
are restricted to certain plot patterns and excluded from stories which meake t
simultaneously active and heroic. Portraying complex, strong femaiactéis at an old age
helps better express explicitly feminist concerns; Russ writekéMamething unspeakable
and you make it thinkable" (16).The new genre of the Vollendungsroman has the ptiential
represent older women following more courses of action than are allowedifiotral texts. It
is thus used as a means to move beyond representing older female charactaeac.
Likewise, the authors of fiction tend to control derogatory stereotypes of aginmgfer to
more archetypal images to produce heroes who are independent yet contemptuoss. As thi

technique is common in the genre of the Vollendungsroman, this chapter is mairilyrstruc
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around a number of older characters with the sole purpose of presenting the readeewith a
reading of the works of Morrison and Gaines as acts of resistance.

Before discussing the three archetypes — the ancestor, the crone, and tre-skizen
are the focus of this chapter, | will address some critics' views on #gtisrmKarla Holloway

and Stephanie Demetrakopoulos in New Dimensions of Spiritugdityn that much of

Morrison's work embodies a celebration of African archetyp@8), which may enable African
values to survive the chaos of Western culture. Many diverse African tradgionctures are
indeed at the core of Morrison’s fiction. Holloway’s and Demetrakopoulo®irigat approach
to literature informs their discussions on the African and Black female vhlaeslorrison
portrays. While Holloway focuses on the necessity of survival within thielwbblack women
in the face of patriarchy, Demetrakopoulos argues that Morrison brings fertiomes of
foremothers, “strong and gritty, tough and tenderly protective” (5). The fatteses primarily
on the universal feminine in Morrison’s works and admires the archetypal histbwesnen;
she metaphorically expresses her infatuation with the strong femalm tyfwerison’s fiction:

“I [Demetrakopoulos] find myself at the bank of a river drinking of the ctillestream of
feminine strength; and | knew this was what | was thirsting for withawgaously knowing
my need” (147).

Annis Pratt, in Archetypal Patterns in Women's Fictmmtends that there is not much

critical attention given to female archetypes: "Male archdistgaalternately attracted and

repelled bythe femininehad difficulty in getting enough perspective upon it to admit it into
their thinking" (7; emphasis added). Morrison disagrees with Pratt and posome talented
and independent female protagonists in her fiction. Miss Eva iniSate such example who

is very determined, resourceful, triumphant and able to speak the unspeakabkn Suc
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archetypal female figure adds prominence as well as power to the tdden®oman,

particularly in the patriarchal realm. However, such power, Pratt arguedlicts with cultural

norms, and influences the narrative structures” (16). There is also theahgtipernatural

power attributed to the older women which renders them more adequate for tiogiaffioles.

These older women are said to live in the underworld and, among other things, "heamtempla

brought by mortals against the impertinence of the young to the aged . . . and punish such

crimes by hounding the culprits relentlessly without rest or pause,” sdetRGraves (122).
Further insight into Morrison's use of archetypal imagery derives frormel€lexous’s

"The Laugh of the Medusa&.The impertinence of the main protagonist is Morrison’s exact

appeal in her fiction. It represents the irreverence that may contribliée exciting

representations of women. Cixous urges women writers to represent viviesiofagugh

women who are never broken. The Medusa, whom Graves describes in The Gree&ksVlyths
possessing "so ugly a face that all who gazed at it were petrifiedrigitt” (239), laughs at her
condemnation and refuses to be ashamed of what she is. This portrait seemanbagjuLih
my discussions of the aged, whose physical signs of aging — wrinkles and so forttamack
as ugly. Cixous does not explicitly discuss this image, but her essay iswemconcerned
with this type of feminine character facing oppression. Morrison's bertale images, |
maintain, tap into every woman that is similar to Cixous's descriptioniskwge example due
to her capacity for evil-doing and her acknowledgement of the darker sidefefrhemity.
Morrison explained this theory in conventional terms in her conversation with Roéetd $
1976: “Living a good life is more complicated than living an evil life” (qtd. in ®authrie

14). In her statement, Morrison justifies her choice of lawless and adventuresoate f
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characters, which she believes would help the characters know all there is to know about
themselves. They become experimental, perfectly willing to think the unthinkable.

An examination of how Morrison portrays older women not only shows them as
adventurers, but also as survivors. Since her characterization is based on Afdean va
Morrison’s older female characters struggle to survive in a White cuhates both ageist and
sexist. Holloway has shown that Morrison’s older women bear tremendougadfpolitical
significance as foremothers whose survival ensured the survival of others, lotheghktinto
being, and gave others strategy. These older women are “magical”’ becthesewill to
survive, because of their embodiment of the mythology and wisdom of Africa, and because
Morrison imbues them with physical qualities that are larger than life andahanhance their
survival and, by extension, the survival of the larger Black community. Countering the
mainstream depictions of older Blacks, Morrison’s novels enact a healing pderedof
through the African-American ancestors: “timeless people whoseoredhtps to the [other]
characters are benevolent, instructive, and protective” (“Rootedness” Bé3e&mns bent on
effecting a cultural cure through her neo-slave narrative genre anthadsgh the invocation
of the protective power of the timeless ancestor figures.

It becomes possible that African traditions in America can be perceivethgs be
opposite to American traditions. It is possible that age within the Black cudtoot $0 much
a social issue as with the White culture, but instead more of a political i&saerding to
Morrison, the political perspective encompasses the whole of the Black comianhits
culture in a survival mode, regardless of age. Morrison’s emphasis on survival siéieals ¢
and true womanhood lies in women’s connection to their lineage as embodied in these old

female figures. They are not as much fictive as real.
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The Ancestof

The archetypal imagery of the older people, primarily women, in Africaesfuan
literature can finally be said to include three distinct archetypes: tlestancthe crone and the
shaman. My analysis will begin with the ancestor with the purpose of freleiledy Blacks
from the social construct of the stereotype into a new phase that may peeietdas
“archetypal.” In light of the African concept of ancestry, the study of adaracters coincides
with the tradition of ancestors as culture-bearers. In African traditiansg$tors are important
because they provide access to the spirits who intrude for the benefit of socsal@odss into
people’s lives” (Peach 102). Morrison, however, modifies this use of the anaedtor
transforms it into a clever literary device that explores multiple waygich characters relate
to their predecessors and, by extension, their communities. With the ancestormmdsie
people live in harmony with each other and enjoy the collective sense of comrMuonitigon
writes: “The city is wholesome, loved when such an ancestor is on the sceng’L{iits”
39). Thus the city becomes “home” if the ancestor is a functioning source of power: “T
ancestor must defy the system . . . provide alternative wisdom, and establishraadhraad
sustain generations” (“City Limits” 43). She also identifies the uskeec@hcestral figure in
contemporary African-American literature as it signifieswumak integrity. “What beguiles me,”
Morrison writes, “is the way in which the absence or presence of the ancestarides the
success of the protagonists. For the ancestor is not only wise; he or she @#liesmaection,
racial memory over individual fulfillment” (“City Limits” 39). Morran continues to say that
“the devastation of the protagonist never takes place unless he succeeds in @noring
annihilating the ancestor” (“City Limits” 43). Building on this descoptil read the older

characters of her novels not just as elders, but rather as spectersispuatly haunting
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characters and repairing mental damage. Each specter servegige &oboithe people she

haunts, connecting individuals to cultural and personal history and generations to one another.
The "endless work" which the souls "were created to do down here in paradisaemt¢o ¢
historical and personal connection (Para@is8). Through the use of the ancestor, Morrison
draws upon a rich legacy of storytelling and mythmaking which may servenaftraing tools

that empower many African-Americans in their struggle toward seifiten.

Ralph Ellison speaks explicitly of the importance of such an ancestor irfribam
American tradition. In "The Art of Fiction," he states that the anceslps Hegreserve and
describe those rites, manners, customs and so forth, which ensure the goadkekfeoayrit; and
it projects this wisdom in symbols which express the group's will to survive" (1g2ndést
black writers the presence of the ancestor creates livable spaceity the his book Sweet
Home Charles Scruggs defines the ancestor as "the person who connects pasteartchpd

embodies a sense of historical continuity and communal wisdom" (174).

Having defined the archetypal image of the ancestor, | maintain that saokestor
role is clearly manifested in the works of Morrison and Gaines. In their wgtemloscope of
older characters is presented as archetypes, all of whom function as anocestation to their
kinship. A literary analysis of some of these elderly characteeal®their function as
ancestors: Baby Suggs (Beloye8ydney and Ondine, Therese and Gideon (Tar B&late

(Song of Solomoy and Tante Lou and Miss Emma (A Lesson before Dying

The Presence/Absence of the Ancestor in Morrison
Morrison underscores the historical context of and the necessity for the prektdmee

ancestor in her fiction. Morrison’s stance in revisiting slavery is an impétich Wwelps the
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Black community in her fiction not only to withstand but also defy the continuezkattath a
new perspective. In her preaching, old Baby Suggs of Beldwes not deny the reality of the
past — that ancient power — as an instrument of healing nor does she rejectdsethel&od-
given mediator between now and then.

Baby Suggs becomes a holy figure and preaches self-love to her people iaring,cle
where all the black people in the area come to hear her preach. Her seatmamiding with
wisdomand healing power. Baby Suggs is the grandmother in Morrison's Beldsethg
experienced life to its fullest, she sees black life as not just about suftéliang.people also
have to feedheir appetites for joy and beauty, gasping with gratitude about being elhe a
present moment. Being the ancestor and grandmdhby, Suggs have ideas that are
traditional and revolutionary at the same time. An elder and tradition-keepspesdies of the
need for self-integrity in the face of present-day challenges. Throughtanitative approach
to life, Suggs preaches wisdom and integrity in life, a means toward expressiograesf;
loving oneself, and acting maturely and responsibly despite all ofrtifefertunes.

By inspiring her people to see themselves as new creatures in body and mind, Suggs
serves the mother/god role, shaping and nurturing new life. She is the imageibbthddther
or Goddess-Queen that is found in most ancient literature. In a transformed usagerpf pow
Baby Suggs encourages her black neighbors’ strength similar to the kinehgttistshe has had
to rely upon throughout her life. In the Clearing, Baby Suggs, filled withigiheand ready to
change the world, speaks the grandmother's wisdom and instructs her people in anathprovis
sermon:

Here, she said, in this here place, we flesh that weeps, laughs;

flesh that dances on bare feet in grass. Love it; love it hard. Yonder
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they do not love your flesh. They despise it. They do not love your
eyes; they'd just as soon pick’em out. No more do they love the skin
on your back. Yonder they flay it. And O my people they do not love
the skin on your back. Yonder they flay it. (88-89)

With those deep words of bitterness, Baby Suggs launches the power to save oneself
within the confines of one's own body and mind and by so doing deny to the slaveholders what
they have claimed as property. In the Clearing, they have effectieslsed a space to re-
integrate themselves and recoup the values that can possibly sustain thesis. \Boigts are as

powerful as Ralph Ellison's critical statements in his saga, Thellevidan that serve as the

catalyst for his own metamorphosis; Ellison writes, "I am invisible sirnptause people
refuse to see me" (3). The psychological implications are profound asalaeitinors speak
consciously of the way in which blacks see themselves. The moral of these twoisitvats
self-image and self-acceptance eventually determine the waysp@neto life's duress.

Morrison attributes much importance to the ancestors in the African-Aaneric
community since they provide protection and give the people instructions for coping with
adversity. The ancestor thus becomes a guiding force and functions as titersepbAfrican
American culture. Middle-aged ex-slave PayllBys the role of the ancestor in Morrison’s
Belovedand is essential for Sethe’s peace and conifGantemplating her own life as an
enslaved woman, Sethe finds “the notion of a future with him . . . was beginning to stroke her

mind” (42). Much as Pilate, the ancestral figure in Song of Solpgigaes Milkman hope and a

future,Paul D, the ancestor in Belova@turns to offer Sethe balance and stability, a sense of
the past, the possibility of a renewed life and hope for the future. He must helpegeiheher

confidence in herself: “You your best thing, Sethe. You are” (Bel@v&). As the ancestor, his
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best understanding is achieved through historical remembrance of his sldye-fdra Sweet
Home men — and through recognition of where he and Sethe fit together in the facergf sla
and racism.

In Morrison’s_Tar Babythe ancestor is represented in the old character of Ondine as
authentic earth mother (who clearly understands the values that are the foundatamk éblk
culture) and the old mythic figures of the women of Eloe that appear laber movel. Jadine,
the young protagonist, is Morrison’s image of the new Black woman who is regesetite
novel as the antithesis of Black folk and community values. Set on a small Canslbed
called I'Arbre de la Croix — “an exotic example of the flawed garden” (Byer208) — Tar
Babydepicts a divided community that cannot provide role models for the younger generations
The novel will also explain the negative consequences of the absence of the ahaeisiey
having received her education both in America and in France (where she studied art and
modeling), becomes literally and culturally an orphan. She adopts Valeriarspgnsor’s)
Western values and attitudes instead of her “ancient properties.”

Ondine describes her own abdication of responsibility and abandoning Jadine, her niece:
"I never told you anything at all and | take full responsibility for tl§a42). In their
conversation, however, Ondine, while representing the maternal figure, defineletbka
daughter: “A daughter is a woman who cares about where she comes from andreakés c
themwho took care of her” (281; emphasis added). Jadine rebelliously answers, “I dontd want
be like you” (282). Sydney and Ondine are left puzzled: “Old Black people must be a
worrisome thing to the young ones these days. . . . | think we are going to have to bury
ourselves, Sydney” (283-84). Son, also stressing the indictment, views Jadinedffont

her roots” which would ultimately result in “an impoverished and distorted igie(it4-65).
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Morrison's insistent message is that Jadine’s prodigality results froabseace of the
ancestor — the role model in her life — which deems necessary the regeneratemearad r
within oneself and in the large community. Jadine’s orphanhood also symbolizes the alfsenc
the ancestor in her life —usually a parent or a grandparent who would pass oré her t
nurturing she needs to lead a significant and meaningful life. This anceslsw represented in
the old women of Eloe and those of the race who have contributed to Jadine’s wedfzking
toward whom she should feel the real responsibility. Now that Jadine is tanfatq
assimilate these folk values of Black culture, she feels unprotected and Tdmelyld women
of Eloe "seemed somehow in agreement with each other about her, and were all outrto get he
tie her, bind her. Grab the person she had worked hard to become and choke it off withttheir sof
loose tits" (262). These old women seem to prod her with her sense of respongithikiy t
and to the past. Nowhere are the dynamics of Morrison’s narrative more cethlithough
clearly articulated, than in the description of Jadine as she stands in thedtireles” where
the Caribbean island swamp literally entraps her:
The women hanging in the trees looked down at her . . . and stopped
murmuring. They were delighted when they first saw her, thinking a
runaway child had been restored to them. But upon looking closer they
saw differently. The girl was fighting to get away from them. The wome
hanging from the trees were . . . . arrogant — mindful as they were
of their value, their exceptional femaleness; knowing as they did that the
first world of the world had been built with their sacred properties; that
they alone could hold together the stones of pyramids and the rushes of

Moses'’s crib; knowing their steady consistency. . . . They wondered at
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the girl’s desperate past struggle down below to be free, to be something
other than they were. (Tar Bah3)

For Morrison, the women in the trees or the “night women” symbolize the older and
wiser ancestors she seeks to affirm — the mothers and grandmothers to whom siesdéeic
novel. "Mindful as they were of their value, their exceptional femalekassying as they did
that the first world of the world had been built with their sacred properties" (183 voasen
have no tolerance for Jadine, who has compromised the ancient knowledge; they spit at her,
chastise her; become the "night women" who thrust their withered breastsl&eheeapons”
(225). They are "the Diaspora mothers with pumping breasts” who "with a siagedfom
eyes that had burned away their own lashes, could discredit your eler2dBis "These are the
“tar women” | will discuss in Chapter Four, for they alone could “hold togelieestbnes of
pyramids and the rushes of Moses'’s crib” (183). Unless Jadine assimilatel$ tocthese old
archetypal mother figures in pursuit of a meaningful life, she will remairatastieluded.

These old mythic figures are conservators of tradition.

Sydney and Ondine in their old age have solidified their own sense of race, class, and

cultural roles by naming themselves "Philadelphia Negroes — the proudpk pethe race"

(61). The term has its source in the title of W. E. B. Du Bois's book, Philadelphia Negroes

Sydney assigns himself power and authority as one of the emancipated il@akBois' book.
Following Du Bois, the Childses confirm their racial pride and identity and cauehtde social
values imposed by White society, thereby setting an example for their yaosgas proud
African-Americans. Although Ondine does not know her niece very well, she is afvar
Jadine’s need for nurturing. In the story Jadine has no cultural memory; when shecatraes

Isle des Chevaliers, she seeks out her extended family, Sidney and Ondine, o destlefop a
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sense of who she is. But because she cannot create these things once she iadin@wvn, J
cannot take her place in the line of history and becomes the tragic hero in the noveltdiose f
flaw is the absence of the ancestor in her life.

By the end of the novel, the older characters of Ondine and Sydney remain fixed on the
island. Jadine is en route to Paris where she will no longer need to constantifegelkyst
her ultimate destination is “uncertain.” The African woman who sees her omdageistParis
spits on her in disgust (46), old blind Marie Therese calls her “unworthy,” and Jadie# he
feels “inauthentic” (48). Her “matrophobia” — rebellion against the impcs@dle image —
makes her vulnerable and incapable of standing on her own feet. The novel thus becomes a
warning against the negative consequences of losing one’s past and alienatifgroneshe

fountain of life, that is, the ancestor.

Another ancestor figure is Pilate Dead in Song of Solofwanrison endows the
character of Pilate with characteristics that enable her to chalemgevn brother’s, Macon
Dead'’s, rude and brutal attempts to dominate his whole household. Pilate is able to bring
stability and complete reversal to the Dead family condition where womennfetiobr
positions and are dominated by the despicable materialist father, who enjpysvidrehe
women give him. As we come to know Pilate, we recognize the broad aspectsiudizeter:
not only as the ancestor — in her retention and use of African traditions — bug #iso a
surrogate mother to her nephew Milkman. Since the maternal figure antctsta are used
interchangeably, Pilate serves as a moral guide or a vessel of cudtiuees in the novel.

Morrison depicts Pilate as the ancestor or culture-bearer who embodies ancient
properties and ancestral memory. Pilate demonstrates an inner strengiistisavhen one

lives a life fully connected to the wisdom and stories of the ancestors. Atsiigegarer, she
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possesses the power to preserve her African heritage and culture. hhgkeipithe African
culture, Pilate seeks to repair the relationship of Macon and Ruth at the latelest,
believing in the sanctity of the African family. Ruth is enslaved in a lifeegfect and abuse by
her husband. Although her family life is anything but perfect, Ruth still hah#raateristics
of a good housewife and mother. Pilate plots with Ruth, Macon’s wife, to make possible
Milkman’s birth against his father’s will. (I will consider Pilate’s aarmjg as her means to help
Ruth against Macon later in this chaptdpi)ate and Ruth represent strength, pride, and purity
for the African-American woman. They have overcome harsh realities andesliwith
dignity. Pilate’s "defect" — that is, the lack of a navel — enables her to channegjaenta
more constructive living. Pilate has learned to love and value herselfdlesgaof others'
criticisms. She demonstrates forgiveness and love starting at the home aither. br

Pilate also embraces the past and her ancestors as useful sourcematimricihat are
valuable and worthwhile. We recognize her courage and power within the Afoogext and
classical mythology. Viewed from these perspectives, we find that Rilatgh a Griot — a
storyteller — and a community elder, charged with preserving the duttaraory of her people.
As the “custodian of the culture” (Arhin 92-94), her role is to pass on stories to future
generationsJoseph Skerrett, in “Recitations to the Griot” points out the importance of
Morrison’s transformation of the native myths and folktales: “Milkman’sigare Macon and
Ruth — are not effective informants for Milkman. Their narration of their own patte
mystery of his heritage is partial, egocentric, defensive. . . . It's ordteRdr whom storytelling
is not self-dramatization, self-justification or ego action” (194-95).

Pilate’s roles as a Griot and a community elder are well demonstratedreiatemship

with her nephew Milkman. When Milkman first meets his aunt Pilate, “the tatkBtae,” he
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observes that “she was all angles . . . one foot pointed east and one pointed amestf (S
Solomon38, 36). This simply indicates that she embraces both Eastern and Westerm (@fdca
American) traditions and values. Her connection to African practices areb\@ves her a
legendary status, makes her defy virtually every stereotype of oldkntdaen, and

exemplifies Morrison's rejection of any binary thinking. She representsargtits the African
American beliefs and values to the community. While Morrison stressespbeamce of
community over self in matters of growth and identity-formation, she, on the otiekrreaeals
the troubled existence of the young because of fragmented familialtrahocelationships and
the need for an older person whom Milkman can look up to and learn from. With the help of his
Aunt Pilate, Milkman starts his journey into the depths of his ancestry, where he twome
understand his place in the world. Because she is able to preserve the aneestrgl and
culture of the black race, Pilate proves to be essential for Milkman's enotianaity and
psychological well-being. Milkman puts commitment first and shows allegitmPilate, who

persistently reiterates that “You can't fly on off and leave a body” (So&®loinon147, 332,

333). With a renewed sense of self, Milkman begins to realize how important relaticarghips
and that responsibility is a more valid way to find freedom and take flight. p8\@antz

notes, "In the end, [Pilate] bequeaths to Milkman not only his birthright but a legady whi
allows him, too, to fly" (126).

We have seen that Pilate is not only a Griot and culture bearer, but alsogawurr
mother to Milkman. Unsatisfied with his parents’ guidance, Milkman seeks out thestotins
his old aunt Pilate. An experienced older woman, she provides Milkman with the means to
transcend his narrow vision of the Dead family narrative. Not only does Pilate besome hi

guide, but also the mother who could nurture him and preserve his life. At the end of the novel,
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he grows up to become an adult: capable and loving. Her role is to educate him into the culture,
advise and guide him in his quest for a new identity. Although she makes him wholepshe is i
no way perfect, for she is neglectful in her relationship with her simple-ohishaieéghter, Reba,
and her granddaughter, Hagar. A feminist herself, Morrison is concerned abouieboth t
negative and positive images imposed by society on black women and endeavors to replace
them with what she believes would be an ideal standard. Her portrayals of nap¢gheften
gritty and sometimes disturbing. Unlike her black male counterparts, Mosgidepictions
suggest that she feels that the black mother does not need protecting; thdrefdoessnot
romanticize her mother figures.

Many supernatural powers are attributed to the maternal type. Theaksests her
connection to their ancestral past and signifies both continuity and tra@itiate. was
"believed to have the power to step out of her skin, set a bush afire from fifty yards;raad t

man into a ripe rutabaga — all on account of the fact that she had no navel" (Song of Solomon

94). Yet, because of her physical defect, she is feared, shunned, and treated iasaibit It is
also Pilate who represents the ancestral past, and Morrison herselfeddnitdie as the

ancestor figure in Song of Solomamanne M. Braxton in her essay “Ancestral Presence: The

Outraged Mother Figure in Contemporary Afro-American Writing” veiitéilate embodies the
heroism, self-sacrifice, and the supernatural attributes of her histamdahythical

counterparts” (307). With the strengths of both the maternal and the ancestercliiliEnges

her granddaughter’s boyfriend. She speaks to him in the language of an outodigexd ome

from the heart. While holding a knife to the edge of his heart and her arm around his neck, she

says to him,
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Women are foolish, you know, and mamas are the most foolish of all.
And you know how mamas are, don't you? You got a mama, ain't you?
Sure you have, so you know what I'm talking about. . . . We do the best
we can, but we ain't got the strength you men got. . . . You know what

| mean? I'd hate to pull this knife out and have you try some other time
to act mean to my little girl. Cause one thing | know for whatever she
done, she's been goodytou. Still, I'd hate to push it in more and have

your mama feel like 1 do now. . .. (94)

The outraged mother bravely defends her child; lacking the physical strengtiotioes

deter her from defending her loved ones even at the cost of her own safety. Song ohSolom

idealizes strong women and condemns with disapproval those female characterpevitbote
men for survival. Old as she is, Pilate is no excepfibat she lacks a navel is a testimony to
Morrison’s desire to invest her character with the power to “literally inergelf” (Tate 128).
Pilate reinvents herself and her life. She chooses how to live her existerec€aiapbell in

Mythic Black Fiction: The Transformation of Histonptes that Morrison dares to move into a

mythic realm where her characters are “not merely superhuman but supé&ribddia
Morrison also endows Pilate with an uncanny willpower over others. Pilatesisoaieind off
her brother’s attacks on his wife Ruth and also scare off the young man bhlyidgughter

Reba. Such is the nature of the Black mother in Song of Solorhemnovel idealizes strong

women, and thus Morrison elevates Pilate to an excellent role model. Surviving lyrher o
means and wits, Pilate shows strength and lives up to her namesake, Ponéus/ifalat

presides over Jesus’ crucifixion.
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In Morrison’s Song of Solomgrthe reader also meets the ageless woman €indey

causes a detour in the narrative and acts as Milkman’s informant and helps hirtruetbiss
past. Pilate and Circe are the guides for Milkman through history. Like tleafGreat
Mother, both women are identified with nature, significantly living on the edge and
marginalized, Circe in an abandoned mansion and Pilate as a pariah in her comrhesgy
women represent the ancestors who preserve the oral African tradition and theryoang
protagonist. While Pilate establishes herself in the novel as a strong fevhase deeds and
stories bring healing and knowledge to her community” (Mobley 2), Circe sgiiife mythic
narrative of the hero’s quest. On one level, she functions as she does in the Gihgssetls
the hero Milkman (Odysseus) on his path to symbolic rebirth. It is Circe to whyss€s
returns after his visit to the Underworld, so in a sense she too functions as a midvgfe in hi
rebirth. Her nurturance extends to her capacity of serving as a guargiaremtor: she not
only tells Odysseus that he must make his trip to Hades, but also, once he retuanss et
he must do for the remainder of his voyage. Milkman similarly learns important atform
from Circe: the names of his ancestors and their history.

Milkman meets Circe when he visits Danville in search of the gold. His gitdnedfs
friends have assumed that she is dead, since she was “a hundred when | was a boy"g237). Th
accent on her extreme old age is suggestive of the antiquity of the tale from wicelnsCi
imported (book 10 of the OdysgeMilkman’s meeting with her is, however, a transformative
experience. Now that he knows his ancestry, Milkman'’s view of the world and alhims
changes. It is during the nighttime hunting expedition with the elders of the towMiltkman
experiences his epiphany in the woods and he comes to understand how thoughtlessly he had

treated various women in his life and how valuable his cultural heritage is tobéesafe
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identity. Circe stands tall in this part of the story. In his optimistic reaafihgr role, Philip

Page in Dangerous Freedom: Fusion and Fragmentation in Toni Morrison’s Sloggésts

that Milkman “reaches the womb of his family [the cave] by embracingthiéying but
guiding Circe who models Milkman’s quest by fusing Western and Africaefisan cultural
traditions, life and death, and present and past” (100). From Page’s critsja @ere,
Milkman is able to put together the two cultural traditions, African and Europearnrnoimaat

the end of the tale, where the old is disassembled and the new takes its place.

“Because | Said So™:

The Ancestor in Gaines and the Challenge of History

Gaines shares with Morrison the same interest in the ancestor, painting in &ligtgbl
older women characters who are strong and independent. Gaines’s fgunae &éire further
dedicated to the safety and the well-being of their men. Their task isifraitg conflicts and
tension as is always demonstrated so clearly in Gaines's fiction irabandrin A Lesson
before Dyingin particular. The story of A Lessamfolds with the young black male Grant
Wiggins much agitated by the sadistic behavior of his great aunt Tante drmte. Jou
continues to have considerable influence on her adult nephew, Grant Wiggins. édteinge
his college education, Grant returns to the quarters to teach and live with his dimesiAshe
attempts to control him with “her looks." Grant says, "She looked at me thewiaguasitor
must have glared at its poor victims" (99). Regardless, Grant feelstrasgestuty toward his
aunt, but he becomes agitated when she forces him to visit the young Black gefigrson
regularly during the months prior to his execution.

Contrary to the typical aunt figure in Gaines's fiction, Tante Lou succeeoising

Grant to comply with her demands. Earlier "aunt” figures seldom retaintkiridaof power



101

over their already grown-up "boys." She is also Miss Emma’s best friend, maoiked with
her in the big Pichot house as a washerwoman. Both women keep Grant in line witetheir
nature and devout faith.

Although in her seventies, Miss Emma strikes a formidable appearance. She weighs
nearly two hundred pounds and commands respect from everyone she knows. Even her late
husband called her Miss Emma. Miss Emma used to cook for the plantation owner, Henri
Pichot. She knows that Jefferson has limited intelligence but wants him to leaad &k
write before he dies. More important, she wants him to understand that he is a man and not the
"hog" that his defense attorney says he is. A religious woman, Miss Emmaaqragffdérson’'s
soul and relies on Reverend Ambrose for spiritual guidance for her and Jefferson.

The grandmother figure in Gaines’s fiction is never passive or acquiescehgyetre
assertive and even aggressive. Miss Emma and Tante Lou remind their empfdlie service
they have provided them: “I done done a lot for this family over the years”:[tlelsheriff]
what | done done for this family, Mr. Henri. Tell him to ask his wife all | done donhis
family over the years” (22-23). She thus demands favors in exchangeifoeidrs of service.
“Let the teacher go to him, Mr. Henri” (22). Realizing that her request isiahuse not likely
to be granted under normal circumstances. Miss Emma promises to return the next day t
beseech him once more for permission for Grant to visit Jefferson. She will nailige ea
dismissed. Miss Emma threatens, “I'll be up here again tomorrow, Mr. Héelnoe bn my
knees next time you see me, Mr. Henri” (23). Miss Emma subverts the notion of léssself
mammy who happily and faithfully performs services for her employers beozalang them
happy brings her great joy. She expects to be repaid for her years oéséFis family owes

me that much, Mr. Henri. And | want it. | want somebody do something for me onddnaé
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close my eyes. Somebody got do something for me one time ‘fore | close sp\wyelenri”
(22).

The power Tante Lou wields over Grant is based in history. Tante Lou has experienced
the dynamics of race and even gender politics in this world, and thus she &spifasnht may
achieve enough success in life so that he will never experience any suchagsjudéspite his
education and the tangible difference in lifestyle or aspiration it hasdginkim, he finds it
easier to do as he is told and not to rebel or openly express himself. Instead, laagouts
succumbs to their manipulation. Grant feels weighed down by the racism trextdaved
blacks in 1948 Louisiana, but he has no plan and little desire to effect change. He isethnvinc
however, that they understand the personal and social history of which he is a part teuch bet
than he does. With a commanding voice, the two elderly women overpower Grant, and he
becomes defenseless.

Gaines emphatically describes the impact of these two strong-willedvaddeen on
Grant. He observes, "Both are large women,” but his godmother is larger. Shedasagiea
height, five four, five five, but weighs nearly two hundred pounds: “Once she and my aunt had
found their places . . . his godmother became as immobile as a great stone or as on&of our oa
or cypress stumps” (3). The image of the women being as immobile as oak os sypngss
evokes the imagery in the Christian song entitled “I Cannot Be Moved,” which aldestb
Gaines’s story, “Just like a Tree" in Bloodli(l968). This story portrays the strong old black
female character of Aunt Fe. When Gaines uses the tree analoggsheotimecessarily allude
to its immovability; rather, he presents these Southern women as he knows thaketrul

nurturing and caring, typical of his beloved great aunt Miss Augusteen.
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It is not only the women’s nurturing ability that grants them respect, butisigreeir

willpower. At various points throughout the narrative, Grant gives the readerghession that

the two women, Tante Lou and Miss Emma, achieve what they want through strong will, a

the case when they force him to drive them to Pichot’'s house. The converskiwhésveen

Tante Lou and Miss Emma explains how Tante Lou's commanding voice, when combimed wit

Miss Emma's, enables them to achieve their objective. They command Grantitwisitand

listen to what they have to say:

'Sit down for what?' | asked her.

‘Just sit down,' she said.

| settled back on the chair, but not all the way back was ready to get up at any
moment.

'He don't have to do it," Miss Emma said, looking beyond me again.

'Do what?' | asked her.

‘You don't have to do it,” she said again. It was dry, mechanical, unemotional, but |
could tell by her face and by my aunt's face that they were not about to give up on
what they had in mind.

'What do you want me to do?' | asked her. 'What can | do? It's only a matter of
weeks about to give up on what they had in mind.

"You going with us up the quarter, 'my aunt said, as though | hadn't said a word.
"You going up there with us, Grant, or you don't sleep in this house tonight.’

| stood back from the table and looked at both of them. | clamped my jaws so tight
the veins in my neck felt as if they would burst. | wanted to scream at my aunt; |

was screaming inside. | had told her many, many times how much | hated this plac
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and all I wanted to do was get away. | had told her | was no teacher, | hated
teaching, and | was just running in place here. But she had not heard me before, and
| knew that no matter how loud | screamed, she would not hear me now. I'm getting
my coat, and I'll be ready to go,’ she said. 'Emma?’ (13-15)
While the narrative voice suggests the struggle for identity that Grant wedetbe two
elderly women insist that Grant is good enough to enact change by institeggty and
honor. The two elderly women are ambassadors for justice and Wigging isstreiment to
accomplish the mission. He is, therefore, kept in line with their stern nature and @e¥out
believing that he is obligated to help Jefferson. The excerpt shows the iateosens that
Wiggins feels in relationship to the older women in his life and his knowledge oftaeae.
The attitude, however, is justifiable by their sense of responsibility tolwand t
offspring and also by their constant need to protect themselves from vulneraldiiggnany
outward expressions of love that might cause them to make wrong decisions basedarsemoti
The natural emotional responses provoked are so well-contained that they begerharman
in their stance — a phenomenon entitled “gender blurring” — the topic of discussion irtthe ne
chapter. These old women characters manage to wrap themselves with arrigidigyodnd
callousness — superficial as it may be at times — that wards off atrohped.
The two women seem to derive their strength from religion. In their old agsfjtttiee
pattern of generations of long-suffering historical Black women whaoorelyre Lord to take
away their burdens. The spiritual strength they embrace comes from Hhgewatso to the
White man’s advantage that African-Americans believe in religion asdhlgi source of power
so as to enforce limitations on them while sustaining the ideology of White sugyteffnam

Reverend Ambrose's perspective, therefore, the agony that Miss Emmareqsedencerning
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Jefferson is God's way of "testing" her (123). Yet for all the novel’s rebggmbolism, Grant
has no faith in religion. He sees the church as “playing the role of making peopbacent
with their lot on earth and offering them rewards in the hereafter. The msreseeseen as the
major perpetrators of this belief, as well as the major beneficiariestléShHaamilton 208)His
cynicism and his belief that religion is a sham inform his attitude and deeftlizis aunt and
antagonize Reverend Ambrose. Yet, at the book’s climax, Grant admits, {lhaian
[Ambrose] is much braver than I” (253), and he has his students pray in the hours before
Jefferson’s execution. Reverend Ambrose and Grant Wiggins work togetlgamas af change
to determine how best to help young Jefferson.

Miss Emma, like Ondine in Morrison’s Tar Baby the maternal type in A Lessdn
spite of her seeming grumpiness, Miss Emma provides him with the proper nomtishme
physically and spiritually. Trying to reconcile with Grant, Miss Emma hyrabknowledges
her ignorance or lack of education when she relies on Grant to teach Jeffeises.aBades to
the fact that, regardless of such lack, she excels in what she does. Cookss itieabne
strength she can offer him. Thus she hopes that this one skill will indeed begpteasin
Jefferson in his current circumstance, proof of her mothering instinct anditst qithe
maternal archetype.

Tante Lou and Miss Emma certainly do not allow him the space that manhood would
presumably require. Furthermore, Grant even voices a serious accusatish Bgaie Lou. By
forcing him to go alone to the jail to visit Jefferson, she becomes in |gatjuehite men who
would emasculate black males; he says to Tante Lou,

Everything you sent me to school for, you're stripping me of it, | told my aunt.

... The humiliation | had to go through, going into that man's kitchen. The hours
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| had to wait while they ate and drank and socialized before they would even see
me. Now going up to that jail. To watch them put their dirty hands on that food.
To search my body each time as if I'm some kind of common criminal. Maybe
today they'll want to look intsmmymouth, or my nostrils, or make me strip;
anything to humiliate me, all the things you wanted me to escape by going to
school. Years ago, Professor Antoine told me that if | stayed here, they were
going to break me down to the nigger | was born to be. But he didn't tell me that
my aunt would help them do it. (79)

Perhaps this is Grant's first and only opportunity to voice his anger and hi®rejedtis

Great-Aunt's humiliating behavior that strips him of his identity. By so doing,ames pb

chastise her and make her feel guilty for mistreating him or for sendmtprieach Jefferson.

He wants desperately for Tante Lou and the other women to see him in anfjiffevee manly

light, one in which they have not allowed him to exist. His love affair with Viviarsie@

further toward self-indulgence and an assurance of manhood.

Following Jung, | assume that Lou represents the maternal archetypevétia in

Grant's personal unconscious or is actualized in his mind. She invokes in him innate

anticipations when he is in proximity to her. When they begin the journey to Bibbase,

Grant comments, "My aunt never said a thing, but | could feel her eyes on the bachexfkmy

| could hear them bouncing on the back seat, but they never said a word" (17). The state of

being reserved or in control of oneself in conversation as identified with thes®lalcle

characters is strikingly clear here. Tante Lou does not feel the neathdoadé on her motives

or the decision that she has made. She appears distant and unaffectionate, iyehessuee

her love for Grant through what she does for him — cooking and providing shelter, focénsta
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The old woman cannot afford the luxury of pampering a child, when other critical meeds a
present.

The Great Aunt imposes her will on Grant and is enabled by his personality quirks and
his own apathy. He is unable to stand up to her or to claim his own space to be on the
plantation. He has grown comfortable in his indolence and in his ability to ateiclizams
without any expectation that they will become reality. It is to TantesLanadit that she forces
him to visit Jefferson, for that is the one experience in his life that finally sruve toward
true self-realization. In this context, one of Tante Lou's comments, "Mtigaing to run away
from this, Grant" (123), takes on a new significance. Grant's response to her poswdéds a
probable reason why he tolerates his aunt's cruel behavior:

We black men have failed to protect our women since the time of slavery.
We stay here in the South and are broken, or we run away and leave them
alone to look after the children and themselves. So each time a male child is
born, they hope he will be the one to change this vicious circle — which he
never does. Because even though he wants to change it, and maybe even tries
to change it, it is too heavy a burden because of all the others who have run
away and left their burdens behind. (166-67)
Having the opportunity to teach Jefferson, Grant will not run away and instead stand up to the
challenge on behalf of the entire black race. It will also be an opportunity thegsuit
ultimately in saving both Jefferson and himself too. Gaines finally aedtefély posits that the
old black woman's intentions are essentially good and that there is no need totenakers

to the character type.
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By making the old woman the centerpiece of his plot, Gaines deconstructs ttieenega
representations of aged African-American women. He intends to make the old aunt a
authoritative, yet not malicious, figure. For both literary and personalngdsis plan to
construct a tale about a young man who is inspired by his old aunt to defend the blagk race
well-conceived. Yet the conflict between the moral vision in the story and isisnae attitude
toward old age causes some creative difficulties that he cannot overamimegii with, being
a Black man in the South maims him and drastically limits his chance of acleigtvémhis
understanding, any encounter with White people is bound to end in an insult to his intelligence
and his humanity. On the other hand, he even feels trapped by his own people — his aunt Lou
and those of her generation — and by the responsibilities of having to uphold his position in a
community that does not appreciate education. As Reverend Ambrose explaingnpdyis s
trying to keep himself above the complications of hypocrisy, to avoid telliiegtlaat is
necessary to save someone’s feelings.

The archetype of ancestor given to old Black women in Morrison and Gaines can be
viewed not only as an aesthetic resolution but also an effort to overcome lainglant or
contradictory attitudes toward old age. The two authors enable the ancdstar tvitness to
the history and the wisdom preserved in the folklore and oral literature of blagkoams,
commonly referred to as the “mother wit.” Morrison and Gaines borrow from archetypa
imagery as well as the mood and the mind of common folk to create innovative fiction and
contemporary myths to sustain a struggling people. By so doing, they nurture a traditisn t
as mythical and real as life itself. The next section discusses treefggore to demonstrate the
strength that lies in the old women'’s reaction to their conditions in ways thatfpiteir clan

and their families.
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The Crone

A second archetype which is significant in the portrayal of elderly Blackomi$dn
and Gaines is the “crone.” Morrison’s emphasis on older women, not as victims, lvahgs st
survivors, harkens back to the mythological image of the crone — the goddess atdgey w
and power. The term used metaphorically here refers to older women living arigfie-tatking
that only a certain type of woman seems to attempt. As | researcheeintiierm “Crone,” |
was surprised to learn of its original meaning which is so different fromrtera definition.
The most commonly accepted current definition of a crone is the “withered old Wdrased
solely on the physical attributes of the female. The fourteenth century idefioitthe word, on
the other hand, meant "mischievous and feisty wise worh@ihe shift in meaning across the
centuries, which seems to have disempowered the female self, is found to beitigeatd not
straightforward or deceitful.

Older African-American Women have lived to be Crones. Mary Daly writesyGfan
becomes a crone as a result of surviving early stages of the Otherworld knarbgrefore
having discovered depths of courage, strength and wisdom in her Selft\Mii&) Daly
apparently argues here is that the crone is the woman who has grown old didgreceful
become a powerful, strong and wise figuEemplete in her own power, the crone stands as the
model for aging women today. Internalizing the negative messages secidsyrsay render
women powerless, yet rejecting such stereotypes and old boundaries woukt sugge
empowerment in old age. This section explores characters taking on the imagadole
standards of the crone who openly have defied societal norms and become croneseWhile
“ancestor” was revered as archetype, the “crone” was used t@ertid women in past

centuries. Nevertheless, many women now try to turn that around and reclaithe thiectione.
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Instead of allowing themselves to be "old ladies" at Cronehood, these womenaodfabevie

that with age only comes wisdom. They are vibrant, life-embracing women whpooaictto be
labeled “crones.Instead of hiding in the shadows and lamenting their destinies, they celebrat
the coming of age and their survival.

Jill Fiore in her study of the crone figure contends that the crux of growing old
“disgracefully” — or becoming a crone, in short — is a choice to be made about liifsgfa
risk-taking and continual growth as opposed to “growing old gracefully,” whichesfat
“we (women) are to be silent, invisible, compliant, and selflessly availalihe toeeds of
others” (3). The archetype is presented in three major aspects — designgitedWother, and
Crone — of which the crone is most powerful. In the twentieth-century, because didsag
become a cultural taboo, dreaded and undesirable, the crone has been banished framethe cul
as well. In some measure, they are trivialized and degraded. The egpe@fgnowing older,
then, is profoundly shaped by the negative meanings that are ascribed to aging (\Woa@dwar
Fiore, following Barbara Walker and others, asserts the need for womlea a&wakened, and
to remember what the crone used to represent before she fell prey to the fpateisahal

prejudices” (Walker, The Cror8). In this section, however, | pay homage to aging Black

women in particular and redeem the title of “crone,” revealing through fedsission of
literary characters, from both Morrison and Gaines, the possibilities aeditabbing Black

women through this ancient and powerful archetype.



111

Eva Peace, the Crone Facing the Inevitable

The crone type is signified in the character of Eva Peace inBtdas arguably the
best embodiment of the crone figure with trickery as her distinguishingotéaséic. She is
known to be eccentric in the Bottom community. In her manifestation of love, shiyiitera
sacrifices her leg under a train in order to provide food for her children. Eva higslg la
disorderly house in which she plays the matriarch to a host of tenants and fambgnmsehe
controversial character reflects a West African model of a woman wiathigoowerful and
resourceful. We can understand the distortion of the mother love with some historical
background in mind of the enslaved mothers who committed infanticide rather thahdiave t
children live in slavery. While family bonds were difficult to maintain, seakvalor emerged.
There is usually the mother/grandmother who sustains the family amid &teoportrays
stability in an environment of injustice and poverty. The old Black men and womarefbat
this dissertation typically overcome the hardships of slavery and ullynaéiteb out of the
marginal lifestyle to become productive members of their society.

Morrison’s representation of Eva Peace in Sataders her as neither crazy nor evil. She
is the mother faced with what Joyce Elaine King and Carolyn Ann Mitcheldlas “dilemmas
as choice” or “caught between the rock and the hard place” (18). Thus, Eva chooseganurde
confront a situation she cannot overcome otherwise. Morrison finds this to be “nollg3révi
272), yet when asked if she [Morrison] would have killed her two sons had she beenteahfr
with a similar situation, she answered, “I've asked. | don’t know. | realtytd&now” (Moyers
272). Morrison explains to Marsha Darling, “I felt the only person who could judge her would
be the daughter she killed” (Darling 248). In the end, Morrison does not condemn EWaias eit

insane or evil.
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In her old, experienced age, Eva becomes more image than character. Reatbrglthe
from a humanistic approach, | opt to perceive Eva's actions as human. Her supevalde
entirely on acquiring a new set of values and a new perspective on life. Moresalhyli
attaches these images to Eva, who is able to sever her relationship withgrargpfiche
character of Eva, in a fundamental sense, interplays these images. Thatapgrader blurring
that occurs and the reversal of roles are the indirect consequences of steveny,
emasculation, and the psychological and physical violence that charalitefiaesome Blacks
in America. The consequential blurring of gender is the focus of ChapterStaurld old
women hold this power, such as is the case in Africa? Eva's power embodies African
spirituality. A woman of Africa and of African origin, she dared to live in &ucelwhose
survival threatens and obliterates African values. She embodies the ¢gdenta
archetypes: she is old and is like the Earth Mother who renews, sustains and sdnsseié
If there is any negativity to Eva's character, it is because she is therNigte in a hostile land,

"The Bottom." In_New Dimensions of Spiritualithemetrakopoulos argues, "The Bottom

signifies America's repression and destructiveness and unworthinessnakest the survival
of African women difficult and fraught with pain and sorrow" (70). Morrison's crocieesype
fits the gap between Eva's maternal and survival instincts. Morrison's viewanbtteeas
goddess is exceptional in Eva’s character. It is a view that brings réadectear
understanding of her role in the novel. She is the mother, the sole maker of life vaw is al
credited with the power to destroy what she makes.

Morrison uses the ancestor and the crone equally in her fiction. While the first
transcends time and links the present to the past and ancient tradition, the cron@mahe w

who has suffered so much at the hands of patriarchal mythmakers and strives to survive the
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present to ensure her own safety and the well-being of her kin. “Like the femrakEs”

Barbara Walker argues, “the crone is genetically prepared to be rédpdosiives other than
her own” (177). When the crone is recognized as a valid image, the old woman is no longer
seen as a useless object. She demands respect; her advice is sought and thewviuliyc
looks up to her and takes her seriously, not as much in Eva’s case as in Pilate’s in Song of
Solomon She represents precisely the kind of power women so desperately need today. Taking
on the crone figure, old women become stereotyped as masculine. Perhaps ourtbidy of
ancestor and the crone archetypes helps to bring these old women out of theiotlosets
suppression, invisibility, and deprivation. Taken together, Morrison’s novels diilboitray

the functions of both the ancestor as foundation and the effectiveness of the crdavibty ins

the community. Both find real comfort and real courage to face the inevitable #aid Hus

belief in life and human dignity.

Radicalized Crone-hood/Matriarchy in Gaines

In Gaines’s works, the older women often hold the family and community together a
hence, function as crones. These women provide “the steadying influence the¢ b #te
restlessness, rebelliousness, or resignation of the men in his fiction, ameyt vehio are the
catalysts for subtle but certain change” (Bdbimest Gaine0). In their advanced years, the
women are mistakenly viewed as matriarchs in control and thus push the men intaiesatbse
positions in the family. On the contrary, the men are rendered incompetent hetvibgrhen,
but, in the thinking of some, by the mainstream society in which they live. Psyditslogi
William H. Grier and Price M. Cobbs in Black Ragmunter the simplistic view of the Black
family as a matriarchy, an unfortunate theme repeated too often by schbkyswrite, “If a

man is stripped of his authority in the home by forces outside that home, the womaltynatura
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must assume the status of head of household. This is the safety factor inherent in achousehol
which includes two adults and it by no means suggests that the woman prefers iy/tl{atljva
Scholars discount the fact that Gaines’s women, regardless of their gigenif choice, would
rather not head up the households, but do so out of necessity, and they become the “Crone”
or “the man of the house.” This results from Black men abandoning their families.

The old woman or crone in Gaines’s work simply ensures the survival of future
generations of her race. William Burke’s “Bloodline: A Black Man’s Soutférsfperhaps the
most scathing discussion of Gaines’s women characters as crones. Buik&/sofeBloodline
is a misogynistic attack on women. He writes that Gaines’s first st “A Long Day in
November” and “The Sky Is Gray,” “[portray] a tough matriarchal sgaadtich all but
destroys the possibility of masculinity for black males” (546). Burke laesman attack against
Amy’s mother, Rachel, who acts as a crone and who blunts Eddie’s mascliinitgucing the
older character of Grandma Rachel, “A Long Day in November” illustragdigire conflict
between the generations. While the action of the stories revolves around two yosinpéoy
resolution of the conflict resides with their parents. Furthermore, whenrdpthemselves
are troubled in their relationship, there is the grandmother, an old woman of resolve who is
always able to give advice to her afflicted child. Rachel's interferéeever, seems to hinder
Eddie’s understanding of his marital difficulties. While he attempts to rédeamith Amy,
things get complicated by Rachel, whose old traditional values threatewvetotlse marriage
permanently. Rachel's traditionalism is exemplified in the story bydllogimg of her speech
and logic with folk cliché. For example, her objection to Eddie as a son-in-laneid baser
superstitious belief that “a yellow nigger with a gap 'tween his front é&etmo good" (14).

Amy's present problem with Eddie simply confirms Rachel's generakassetsof his
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character, an assessment which she delights in delivering proverlfaltya fool in a car and
he becomes a bigger fool” (14). Her philosophy of “live and learn” (16) eventuallyHeadts
bring up Freddie Jackson, her own choice of a husband for Amy. Rachel considers Freddie a
perfect mate in a traditional sense since he is a hard worker and landBeteuse she cannot
envision a change in Eddie's behavior that would cause Amy to resume a nlatitaigkeip
with him, Rachael feels no remorse concerning her attitude or actions toward &usefeels
perfectly justified in keeping Eddie away from Amy, even at the end of a gun. émdhe
Rachael is sufficiently moved by Eddie's drastic change: "I must be digdde’'s a man after
all" (57).

Gaines has been successful in creating older female narrators. Hisrasnmme

interviews suggest that these are versions of the older women in his life ‘@evb@igreat

importance to him in his formative years” (Gaudet, Black Wodtef). He virtually limits the
woman’s narrational voice to the elderly. He has the utmost respect for women hetdoes
not view as matriarchs. Gaines’s older female characters am lgase women in his life.
Gaines has said that he obtained his values from the old women who raised him, pgiisularl
aunt, and that his mother and his maternal grandmother were incredibly strong Womaan:
raised by older women as a child. . . . | was around older women much more thandumds ar
the men who came around the place where | lived” (Gaudet and Wooton 39). He says that
Octavia’s character takes her strength from Gaines’s mother: “I thindetisen | had in mind
as my mother was in “The Sky Is Gray.” [Octavia] was somewhat like.hean incredibly
strong person. Both she and my maternal grandmother were extremely stiplgj (feorch
Talk 65). In his interview with Tom Carter for Essence magazine, Gaines also spéaks

Great Aunt, Miss Augusteen Jefferson:
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She had great moral strength. | know the kind of burden she carried trying to
raise us and | feel any character | wrote about has to have a burden. fhe mai
character has to have a heavy burden, one that can knock the average person
down; sometimes it does but he has to get up. This is the philosophy | have, if
| have any at all, because of the struggle of my aunt, the struggle of my race,
the struggle of people in general. Any person who'’s worth a goddamn must
really struggle. (82)

In the case of women narrators, Gaines hears the voice clearly only withvolden.
Thus they are the only women he allows to take over and narrate his fiction. Gaudet
hypothesizes that “[P]erhaps the elderly women'’s roles as conservatatticé and
facilitators of community distinguish them in Gaines’s fiction as partiguégopropriate female
voices through which to present and interpret African-American life"c{fBl@omenl157).

To sum up, in Gaines'’s fiction, Older Black women gain strength and wisdom feom lif
experiences. They become crones — strong physically, emotionally, angbdlgistwhose
survival into old age leads to a secure position of prominence in the Africarieamer
community as is the case with Miss Jane Pittman. Their belief in God hetpgémain

hopeful that He will deliver a brighter day if they only hold on and continue to have faith.

The Shaman

An old person’s power and usefulness are often pondered through the archetypal
implications of the shaman, another essential later-life funtlibass familiar to some readers,
the Shaman among certain tribal peoples is a person who acts as intermeaieey lee
natural and supernatural worlds, using magic to cure iliness, foretell the frtdreontrol

spiritual forces and so on. “Shaman,” a word from the language of the Tungus peapkziaf S
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has been adopted widely by anthropologists to refer to persons in a great var@tywdstern
cultures who were previously known by such terms as “witch,” “witch-doctor, ticee
man,” “sorcerer,” ‘wizard,” “magic man,” “magician,” and “seer” (iHar and Harner 8). As
Mircea Eliade observes, the shaman is distinguished from other kinds ofanagnd
medicine men by his or her use of a state of consciousness which Eliadeastisy'g
following Western mystical tradition (86). In his trance, the shaman commanks to heal a
patient by restoring beneficial or vital power or by extracting harpduler. On the value of
Shamanism, Phil Hine writes,

In trying to regain the spirit of our collective past, we can regain

a sense of community with our ancestors, using techniques which

carry us back to forebears on the Savannah plains of Africa. This

can endow us with a sense of community that surpasses all cultural

differences. In learning to see the world as Shamans, we reconnect

with ourselves, and can adapt much easier to the world around us. (8)

Toni Morrison gives her older female characters shaman-like roles anmfasevhich

defy or deconstruct the negative value judgments and transcend cultural seaotyp
perceptions of older Black women. Shamans, because of their function and power, stand out as
the most prominent members of the African American community. According to the
shamanistic tradition, dead ancestors are considered to be very much alive bynthersrof
the community. The shamans have power to preserve the culture and heritagmofrthaity
through their ability to communicate with dead tribal ancestors as a wepalig and passing
on past culture by relating the ancestor’s wisdom and heritage to youngetigasefidis

guarantees the perpetuation of the culture through the generations. As commdaity; lib@se
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shamans are exclusively eligible to speak about the society’s past agut jieatity and to
offer means of healing, both literally and metaphorically, in times of adyersil sickness. In
African-American novels, the shaman signals the character's impaortda@® she is often a
spiritual symbol in the novel and thus becomes a distinct figure. Shamans ansjpivweg and
endowed with qualities that add to their mysterious being. The healer or thkesbstiaman
brings together Christian and African spirituality to elderly blacks aneksheth them their
spiritual needs and life. Mircea Eliade tells us that the shaman “canlbe dr@@d guide as well
as mystic and visionary” (gtd. in Spivey xiii).

In Morrison’s works, the shaman appears frequently. In The BluesMERear is a

quiet, elderly woman who serves as a doctor in the community where Cholly Bregaioe
up. Tall and impressive, she carries a hickory stick not for support but for comtramica
When Old Aunt Jimmy “felt poorly,” M’Dear is brought in. A quiet woman who lives in a
shack near the woods, she is known for her “infallibility” and venerated asipatent
midwife and decisive diagnostician” (136). In any illness that cannot be harydéedibary
means — known cures, intuition, or endurance — the word is always, “Fetch M’'Dédwati’ $hie
arrives, M'Dear quickly sets about deducing a medical history of her payiemaking full use
of all available clues. Most telling of the nature of her diagnosis is heriptest. to Aunt
Jimmy, for instance, she says, “You done caught cold in your womb; Drink pot liquor and

nothing else” (137). In a note on folk medicine in The Bluest Bgmes Wren suggests that the

importance of M’Dear’s diagnosis lies in her approach to illness which egyises “radical
departure from traditional attitudes” (173).

Besides M’'Dear, there is also Soaphead Church in The BluesHEye central to the

novel’s plot, a West Indian elderly male, whom Morrison introduces to provide Remola
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revelation. Though appearing only briefly in the novel, Church provides a remedy for the
troubled young protagonist. Exemplifying all the aforementioned shamamectérstics, he
practices conjure as his only source of power where voodoos still command greet wathin
their communities. Morrison first introduces him as “an old man” who thinks of his loeleesvi
generous and his intentions as noble. A misanthrope, his disdain for people leads him into
sorcery, which he thinks brings him freedom and satisfaction since it is the kindkathabis
dependent solely on his ability to win the trust of others and one in which the mostantimat
relationships are necessary. He thus becomes a
Reader, Adviser, and Interpreter of Dreams. His clientele was already
persuaded and therefore manageable, and he had numerous opportunities to
witness human stupidity without sharing it or being compromised by it. . . . He
had no taste for luxury — his experience in the monastery had solidified his
natural asceticism while it developed his preference for solitude. Celzcy

a haven, silence a shield. (165)

Since his early childhood education, Soaphead learned the fine art of self-deception:

He chose to remember Hamlet’'s abuse of Ophelia, but not Christ’s love
of Mary Magdalene; Hamlet'’s frivolous politics, but not Christ’s serious
anarchy. He noticed Gibbon’s acidity, but not his tolerance, Othello’s
love for the fair Desdemona, but not lago’s perverted love of Othello.
The works he admired more were Dante’s; those he despised most

were Dostoyevsky’s. (169)
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Soaphead’s perverted nature sets him apart from the more normal men and women in the
novel. With all the education he received, he has a hatred of any hint of disorderyor*deca
self-proclaimed psychic healer, Soaphead believes that the world is base ,camtidve
concludes that evil exists because God created it. Morrison produces a chathaevery
neat personality, except for one flaw: “rare but keen sexual cravings” (1&5)ntéhtions,
however, settle on those humans whose bodies are least offensive (that is, clddmgnr; chi
girls, in particular: “He was what one might call a very clean old man” (1d@é)fetishizes
young girls because they are innocent and clean.

Pregnant by her father and shunned by the Black community, twelve-yeazeolic P
Breedlove is easily deluded and believes Soaphead has the power to give her b\yétle zes
ugly little girl, asking for beauty, he feels sympathy toward thHeagu quickly becomes angry
because he is powerless to help her. For the first time he honestly wishesdheartul
miracles. With the trembling hand of an old shaman he makes a sign of the crossr .odes h
flesh crawls trying to hang on to the feeling of power he pretends to possesstteely
sympathizes with the girl because he knows she is in search of the thing th#halpeople he
meets desire — to be loved.

Soaphead is successful and able to grant requests without passing judgment on his
clients. Acts of mercy such as this are morally ambiguous at best; attweysperpetuate
deceit and are motivated not by mercy or love, but by the desire to preserve lopessikiiring
his clients’ well-being. Soaphead perceives his deception of Pecola not dsutras|
redemptive as he honors her desires with another reward, too: instead of molestiade

would most other young girls who cross his path, he lets her be. He seemgisalisfiehe acts



121

righteously toward her, both by not molesting her and by convincing her that héragges
turned blue.

But Soaphead is a religious hypocrite who ministers to the people through false
promises. He is an illustration of the perversions of a distorted, sinful imddetter to God
he explains that he has taken over where God has failed. He chastises God fatingt gra
Pecola the one thing she desires. In the meantime, he takes pride in his owiodieistow
upon the little girl and others like her the love they want. He thinks Pecola’s tréouelsie
eyes is a reasonable one because “God had done a poor job. . . . It was in fact alpdy that t
Maker had not sought [Church’s] counsel” (170). Morrison suggests eccentrittiky i
character of Soaphead. Yet, in his old age, he is far beyond the desire tatssmailalues of
the white middle class; rather, he acknowledges his black racial identity.

Soaphead’s eccentricity gets taken to task in the criticism of the novel. &obert

Rubinstein, in her discussion of The Bluest Hgentifies Soaphead as fraudulent: “He violates

Pecola’s spiritual innocence as surely as her father abuses her physicahoet (142). Jan
Furman describes the character as an “itinerant spiritualist andiffavmean being, pedophile
and con man, carrying his blackness as a burden to be borne with self-righteous indignation”
(22). Yet despite all the criticism, Soaphead has significance in theiveardathn Duvall points
out that Soaphead functions “as a significant early figure in Morrisonimpitte fashion a

usable radicalized authorial identity” (28). Such a character, others né&tethaability of self-
definition. Barbara Christian comments: “Elihu [Soaphead] is the tragiattoiiwho is both

bred to, yet aware of, the waste in the urge to actualize” (Black Womenide¥dD).

Morrison herself suggests this when she points out that Soaphead “would be wholly convinced

that if Black people were more like White people they would be better off” (qzuvall 30).
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Soaphead Church never achieves any sort of self-definition. Cheryl A. Wadisaf he
tragedy for these mulattoes is the impossibility of self definition. . . . gdyoists assume false
identities that ensure social survival but result in psychological suicide” (89)

There is also an implicitly forgiving attitude in Morrison toward Soapheadd@hur
Morrison’s construction of Soaphead uses the “tragic mulatto” because histehfleavs seem
to be the result of miscegenation, and his actions seem inevitable. He is a flaveedd®umg, a
pedophile and a con man who has not transcended life’s humiliations and is deeply searred. A
both a shaman and a social pariah, Soaphead has been accepted by, but nevezchsdimilat
the black community. His shamanism represents his direct confrontation with thesogpre
social forces inherent in white domination and is portrayed in Morrison’s novekeaational.
His mixed blood gives him a false sense of superiority, which he maintains witiodslaé
greatness.

Unlike Soaphead Church, Baby Suggs of Beloved exemplifies well the pospieeta
of aging in Morrison'’s fiction. As the elder figure in this text and the @t of her family,
Baby Suggs often reflects a wisdom and grace that not only sustains but alsmtshsce
family. She serves as the Griot, the seer/shaman, and the historicabvatrAdrican tribal
history and the life of the enslaved. In her position, she feels responsibilitydttveavhole
Black community. A formerly enslaved Southern black woman, she speaks to tlualsgird
psychological needs of the majority of the enslaved Black population.

As an elder, Baby Suggs provides wisdom and guidance for the present. “Like other
preachers, [Baby Suggs] gave the slave community a context in whankidtplace itself and
in which it could [find] refuge and a source of strength” (Peach 113-14). More importa

however, is the person of Baby Suggs, whom the text suggests to be Christ-likasTihéact



123

an allusion to Christ, the rock, in the description of Baby Suggs: “situatindfrersehuge
Hat-sided rock” (103). Her Christ-like message, “Let the children come,” €fi@)ates Mark
10:14, “Suffer little children to come unto me, and forbid them not.” Like Jesus, skehke
message to “her own” — the Black people dispersed in the land. As she preaches to the
multitudes, she bids the children to laugh, the men to dance, and the women to weep. In a
symphony of laughter, dance and weeping, the crowds respond to Baby Suggs$’sitgnéh
heart” (89). The message restores their sense of self-worth by urgm¢oth@ve their

physical bodies which have been so degraded by slavery.

Baby Suggs thus plays a distinct role as a preacher in the Clearingle-apen place
cut deep in the woods nobody knows (Belo%8&). She demonstrates her capacity for creative
and righteous acts that promote healing and assist with spiritual growth.ridenseveals
how oppression and injustice generate self-hatred and social as well asl gj@dathaln
assisting her people to love and connect the dismembered and unremembered parts of
themselves, Baby Suggs brings to their remembrance the mutilatechAfads. After a long
time of preaching to the people, “Baby Suggs, holy, believed she had lied. There grase —
imaginary or real — and no sunlit dance in a Clearing could change thatithienéalove, her
imagination and her great big heart began to collapse. . . . The White folks had twed dter
last” (207).

Old Baby Suggs is central in the lives of black people in the novel and to the plot
development as a whole. Even after her death, Sethe and Denver believe thatadile teas
effect change despite her physical absence from among them. For exanapl¢hevbaby

ghost fails to appear, Denver concludes that “Grandma Baby must be stopping i's(20).
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shaman Baby Suggs is able to confront evil, reach out to the poor and provide the needs of her
own Black folks.

Similar to the character of Baby Suggs in Beloisedld Consolata (aka, Connie) in
Paradise A centuries-old Native American prophecy speaks of “the circle of grandrsbther
coming together during these chaotic times, encouraging humanity to turn tedbgesdor
guidance and the action needed to assure humanity’s place orCearile’s ideas are
traditional and revolutionary at the same time. With her newly acquired shamarmic foav
aging Connie now transforms and takes charge of the women at the convent. Shes itenshal
into a new sense of purpose and life. Connie instructs them to paint images of theniseive
pasts, and their fears on the basement floor and walls and begins to lead therons séssi
“loud dreaming” that allow them to purge their souls by telling their staviea¢h other. From
their position on the floor, the women begin to tell their stories, which merge into one dream-
like monologue. They help each other piece together the details of their individues stori
toward a coherent narrative. Consolata thus insists on the union of the two parts into which
woman has been divided in Western culture: the sinning flesh and the perfect soul. Now the
women actively take control of their stories, and “unlike some people in Ruby, the convent
women were no longer haunted” (266). Connie’s union of the physical and spiritual waglds m
be seen as counteractive to Ruby’s emphasis on spiritual goals and its denafrtie
physical.

Shaman characteristics are also evident in the character of LoneshuPagadise
Lone serves as Ruby, Oklahoma’s only midwife until the hospital in Dembye#rest town,
ninety miles away, begins to admit blacks. Lone, a Christian who also “psatbeériends

Consolata Sosa and teaches her the power of engaging people and savingnikeearsits
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Connie and talks about magic, but Connie rejects Lone’s suggestions because df. Whmt
Soane’s drunk fifteen-year-old son Scout crashes the truck he is driving, Conitli@gstovtry
Lone’s practice. Following Lone’s directions, Connie enters the dead boy’s bodyaaischim
back to life. Connie is horrified by what she has done because she believes heaeetmms
catholic and thus sinful; Lone nevertheless insists that the shaman powdt fsoangGod.
Connie believes that the power is evil despite Lone’s insistence that “God dd@tmstakes”
(246). After she resurrects Scout, who has died in a car accident, she is entitaie begins
to consider the theological implication of her act: “The exhilaration was gow, and the
thing seemed nasty to her. Like devilment. Like evil craft. Somethinguldaaortify her to

tell Mary Magna, Jesus or the Virgin. She hadn’t known what she was doing; she was under a
spell. Lone’s spell. And told her so” (246).

Lone DuPre, on the other hand, has the gift of knowing people’s thoughts in addition to
her ability to midwife and heal. She functions as a healer in the novel by tendingrargre
women, their babies and sick people. She contributes to the overall well-beingoafrhe t
assisting countless women in the community of Ruby through pregnancy and childbirth (271).
Though not a doctor, Lone has knowledge of natural and spiritual remedies of healing. When
Connie experiences the first signs of menopause, the old midwife Lone adminestzal tea.

More than these everyday remedies, she also possesses a special powewetHo raise the
dead. This shaman character uses her healing power for the good of everyone imherigom
for more than eight decades and passes her craft to others.

The shaman is certainly used to re-establish contact with the forgotten past hisne
links the narrative with the African-American tradition and draws Connie loagkdl her own

roots in Afro-Brazilian culture. Lone knows what neither memory nor histamysay or record:
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“the trick of life and its reason” (272). While Connie realizes her lungewers and frets about
making non-catholic moves for helping people, Lone has no trouble using what she cdasiders
be God’s gift. Both can hear the unspoken and interpret what is said as well asmdiat
unstated. In addition, Connie appears to Soane as a ghost — a sign of Morrisont®ad#Hpta

the African belief system and an indication of the role of the shaman as pratettguardian.

Lone’s and Connie’s gift connects them to Pilate of Song of Sol@mdrMarie-Therese of Tar

Baby, also guardians of the African-American legacy.

In Song of SolomonMorrison uses Pilate to draw attention to the possibilities of non-

western spirituality. She is eccentric and, though part of her communitig, alse apart from

it. While respected and sometimes feared, Pilate is not beloved by the comnumitiauyall
comments, “If people turn to Pilate, it is because she has a conjure power and poticas; she ¢
defeat apparently physically stronger men, and can also make fools of teg (@1). Pilate
even claims that there is a ghost who comes to visit her at her wine housersgswe
Pilate’s unnaturalness than that stigmatized by the missing navel.feitaer speaks to her
dead father Jake/Macon, who comes to her wearing “a white shirt, a blue collabramtha
peaked cap” (150). Because she is spiritually directed, Milkman becomegsrhealsheir. At
the end of his journey, Milkman has a renewed respect for his aunt Pilate and a niew thedie
spirit world, both of which suggest the possibility that African-American may re-conceive
their masculinity in a non-patriarchal fashidimat is, in a way that does not reduce African-
American women to objects of possession. Aside from her strengths, criticsserebitate’s
flawed character, being rootless and searching for a place of belobgwig writes that Pilate
"originates nothing," lacks "conscious knowledge," and acts with "an oddlyedabhse of

mission” (“Self” 339); Bakerman describes her as a "failure” (tifed of love” 556); Scruggs
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finds her pathetic and alienated (“Nature of Desire” 320-22). Morrison's owmentary on
Pilate is much ambiguous: "l was just interested in finally placing black waerger stage in
the text, and not as the all-knowing, infallible black matriarch but as flawedthemphant
there, mean, nice, complicated woman" (Taylor-Guthrie 231). However, it would be tonjust
see Pilate as a totally negative character lest we should ignore theowayn\are often seen as

guardians of worthwhile knowledge which men need to acquire. Song of Sqlonsthiort,

casts women in a better light than men.

With such an array of old characters, Morrison is able to charge them wigh man
responsibilities: the ancestor to pass on wisdomCtbee to defend her kinship, and the shaman
to direct communal good will. No longer are we able to claim ignorance ofyeldacks and the
fact that they are integral to the health and well-being of American yocthats, in her works,
older women — be they mammies or matriarchs, Crones, ancestors or Shaneaass imaerfect
as the world in which they live.

Gaines and Morrison adopt an affirming attitude toward southern traditional casture
clearly demonstrated in the lives of these elderly types. The two autiia #frican
American culture a useful and enduring tradition which includes respedtiéns evhose
participation would restore order to a fragmented culture. The archetgsented in this
chapter represent the broad repression of African Americans and theal i&fthe victimized
status long assigned to them in the mainstream society, hence underseopogitive
resources of the traditional black community. By embracing their new rdlas their
community, they enact the changing attitudes toward the traditional Afreriéam culture and
become teachers in the fullest sense, seeking “to relieve pain, to relieVasitréverend

Ambrose in A Lesson before Dyimyts it (218).
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Notes on Chapter Three
1. An archetype is the original; the stereotype is a repeated copy of hie¢yaec with

modifications. See Catherine J. Starke, Black Portraiture in AmericaarkiStock

Characters, Archetypes and Individudter discussions on the archetypal figures in women’s

fiction, see Annis Pratt, Archetypal Patterns in Women'’s Fict@arol Pearson and

Katherine Pope, The Female Hero in American and British Literadls®e Joseph T. Skerrett,

Jr."Recitation to the Griot: Storytelling and Learning in Morrison’s Sein§olomon’ in

Conjuring: Black Women, Fiction, and Literary Traditji@d. Marjorie Pryse and Hortense J.

Spillers; and Jacqueline de Weever, “Toni Morrison’s Use of Fairy Tale, Ftakarad Myth
in Song of Solomon.” All these images acknowledge the positive cultural funolaers
Black women serve in their community in contradiction to the negative inasgesiated
with them, especially in literature written by men.

2. For the true mammy of the plantation tradition, Harris provides a litaeralysis of Charles

Chesnutt’'s The Marrow of Traditiaj1901), Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Ey#970), and

Kristin Hunter's_ God Bless the Chi[d987). Harris’s research highlights the legacy of

African-Americans who consistently sought to declare the self and sidjactivity.
3. Campbell uses myths as guidelines to connect people with their inner consssoésne

thorough treatment of Campbell’'s wisdom is found in his book, The Power of Mytleslited

transcript of the PBS interviews with Bill Moyers, and sums up Campbédlenig views on
mythology and our ties to the past.
4. Stenudd’s article “Psychoanalysis of Myth” was originally writte2006 for a seminar at the

Department of History of Ideas, Lund University.
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5. Probably the feminine present participlenaédein "to protect or rule over" (American
Heritage Dictionary). In the 20th century, feminists reassessed Medosea ances in
literature and in modern culture. The name "Medusa" itself is often used smwhglirectly
connected to the mythological figure but to connote malevolence; despite her asigins
beauty, the name in common usage came to mean monster. When considered in archetypal
structures, Medusa is the paragon of all women whom every man simultaneotssgnféa

seeks. Female Rage: Unlocking Its Secrets, Claiming Its Foywdiary Valentis and Anne

Devane, notes that "[w]hen we asked women what female rage looks like to thas, it w
always Medusa, the snaky-haired monster of myth, who came to mind . . . . In oviewnte
after another we were told that Medusa is 'the most horrific woman in the world.’
[However], none of the women we interviewed could remember the details of the(hWth”
217-18). The essay “Medusa's Head” (1922) by Sigmund Freud contributed to a body of
criticism surrounding the Medusa Myth. Also, the reader may also learnreteaiehe myth

and its symbolism @ttp://www.english.illinois.edu/maps/poets/a_f/bogan/medusamyth.htm

The petrifying image of Medusa makes an instantly recognizabledaatpopular culture.
Medusa is featured in the 1981 film “Clash of the Titans” as well as its 201@eema

6. Morrison strongly emphasizes the ancestor as the foundation, as a life-guing er force
who guides those in need of direction or guidance (back to and into the ancestralMsid)
theme is given full attention in her articles “Rootedness: The Ancestdf@asdation,” and
“City Limits, Village Values.”In both articles, Morrison emphasizes the values of community
and ancestral continuity. She does not, however, propose a total rejection of thelceal wor

Instead, she suggests possible integration of the two worlds.
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7. Although Paul D is not an elderly character in the novel, critics such as ElizatretBeaulieu
argue that Paul D represents the ancestor in the novel because he is the only sountartof
and protection to Sethe and her household (76).

8. Circe is a mythological figure, a beguiling and bewitching woman of evil powe typical of

Circe in_Song of Solomgnvhere she is depicted as being helpful and supportive to the Dead

family. Morrison does not bring out the underlying significance of the ancient ragibal
symbols.

9. The Oxford English Dictionary suggests that crone is probably ¢ayogne meaning “a
cantankerous or mischievous woman.” This meaning seems somewhat appropsiate. It i
noteworthy that Merriam-Webster gives as the etymologyariethe Greelchronios
meaning long-lasting, which in turn is frochromos meaning time. It would seem eminently
logical to think thatroneis rooted in the word for “long-lasting,” for this is what crones are.

10. The word “Shaman” usually refers to a male practitioner whereas the waichéka” refers
to a female. In many societies, for economic and social reasons that haweltitiection with
the practice of shamanism itself, most of the shamans are men. In medievaharsdd&ee
Europe, widows and elderly women similarly often became healing shamanstgatipport
themselves. The Inquisition termed them “witches,” as Christian missssr@ymmonly still
call shamans in non-Western societies. See Harner and Harner.

11.The tragic mulatto appears in slave narratives. Critics such as Barbata@GhHazel Carby,
and Hortense Spillers have analyzed the ways in which the mulatto represents, aa

allegory for the racially divided society. See Elizabeth Abel's&erSubjects in Black and

White: Race, Psychoanalysis, Feminigiso, Barbara Christian. Black Women Noveliske

Development of a Traditigri892-1976.
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CHAPTER FOUR

ESSENTIALIZING THE EX-CENTRIC:

GENDER REPRESENTATIONS IN MORRISON AND GAINES

The construction of gender is both the product and process of its representation.

—Teresa de Laureates —

When a woman chooses myth as her subject, she is faced with material that is
indifferent or, more often, actively hostile to historical considerations of gender,
claiming as it does universal, humanistic, natural, or even archetypal s@tus. T
face myth as a woman writer is putting things as their most extrementoagta

the impact point of a strong system of interpretation masked as representati
and to rehearse one’s own colonization or “iconization” through the materials
one’s culture considers powerful and primary.

Rachel DuPlessis

The black culture has its unique features. Present realities of race and geqdality
have shaped the lives of African-American men and women. Morrison and Ga&ates cr
characters who cannot be convincingly categorized as exclusively malaaef With a strong
feeling of autonomy and independence, their characters — mainly female ahd-etdaim to
destroy the male/female binary in their struggle for freedom andghest for new identities.

These elderly females are the tar women who are created with the gaseptar disrupt the
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hegemonic (Eurocentric) gender discoutskhey arebi-gendered as they defy the normative
classification.

To better understand the concept of gender within the African-American toméex
need to look briefly at some theorists’ and critics’ views on this maligdith Butler in Gender
Troubleargues that the development of the self must be accomplished within the dominant
social order. Freud believes in the power of the subconscious. Lacan contends thps conce
such as “masculinity” and “femininity” are social constructs. Lacanshatdid Freud, that
sexual identity is fluid; it can be “disrupted” by the unconscious. French fitizele Foucault
contends that power also has a role in gender relations and that deviations frormttevaor
roles threaten the status quo. Gender identification as “disruption” — aasthen the
African-American context — does not coincide with the hegemonic definitions ofdiagute.”
Gender is not biological, according to Chodorow, and “gender differences angéneege of
difference . . . are socially and psychologically created and situaked” (

Moreover, as feminists have noted, gender difference is equated with ibferidris
notion is especially important to African-Americans where the women caaithéo be doubly
otheredby virtue of being both Black and female. The development of their identity is thus
threatened and impeded. Also relevant here is Descartes’ theory oati®” which argues
that “the self is created and maintained by thought” (27), a notion that | finclybety
relevant for our discussion of strong Black women (i.e., the tar women) indglosiand
Gaines’s fiction whose behavior is taken as constitutive not of human nature but of their
experience as a whole.

The Ageism which old women experience and the inferior status they hold irysoeiet

firmly embedded in sexism as claimed by Fiore (12). This also emphagiaéaminist
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Barbara MacDonald says concerning older women as “twice unseen — unsaaeselibey are
old, unseen because they are women.” The latter also points out that older Black weomen a
“thrice unseen” (84). Hortense J. Spillers, in her study of psychoanalysisyé&tack
feminism, applies race to fiction studies in gender relations. In her “MaBady, Papa’s
Maybe,” a powerfully memorable critique of the Moynihan Report, Spillers stgddhis
problematizing of gender places her out of the traditional symbolics ofdegaater, and it is
our task to make a place for this different social subject” (404). That sociatsishihe
African-American woman, the mother, the daughter who becomes historicdlguéiurally
empowered under slavery. Spillers further explains that this subjecingendered"” insofar as
the slave's body was understood not as human, but rather as a commodity within whech gend
did not exist. The term gender-neutttals “identify the quality of enslaved existence in the
post-slavery era when identity, self-definition, and traditional gendemtitens are blurred or
slightly fading” (60). “Claiming the monstrosity, which her culture impoedsindness,
“Sapphire” might rewrite after all a radically different text foeafle empowerment” (Spillers
404). In the Sapphire prototype, the characters share traits of both gendées ed/entional
gender definitions are blurred but the effect of such blurring is unclear.

Patriarchal structures and stereotyped notions of gender, however, hidd the pas
disempowerment of many African-Americans to the extent that, albttrmay appear
subliminal. Unemployment or low incomes thwart men’s ability to fulfill theles as heads of
households and breadwinners, which disrupts men’s social value, identity andessti-&3n
the other hand, women'’s roles and responsibilities increase. Morrison and @Gshesth this
phenomenon of role reversal or, for a better term, “gender blurring” to show how tige¢ha

traditional gender roles brings condemnation upon the Black race. | borreevrthéTar



134

Women” from Morrison's novel Tar Bahyhere Morrison speaks of Jadine as having lost the
tar quality or “the ability to hold something together that otherwise wolllddart." In Jazz
Morrison presents a triad of lost characters — a male and two femalesh¥\itiale in between,
Morrison avoids what Linda Hutcheon calls “essentialzing the femalat'ig, positing the
female as “essence” (68). For her political agenda, Morrison podogy$race, a violent Black
male with a wild irrational power, in a more or less sympathetic lightlasinai her portrayal of
Son in_Tar Baby By so doing, the author follows the postmodern strategy of “[u]lndermining
the concept of a static identity” (Maxwell 217).

With collapsing traditional structures, the emergence of new social roless aod

values affects male and female gender identity. In Morrisoriés/8@ she calls attention to the

way she genders her characters in order to augment what she perséngkegacy of slavery.

Elizabeth Ann Beaulieu, in Black Women Writers and the American Neo-SkawvatNe uses

“gender-blurring” to describe the brutal experience of the charantBeloved Spillers refers

to the characters of Sethe and Paul D: the latter is endowed with chstiastérat are typical

of women, and Sethe, on the other hand, assumes a number of masculine qualities. N¢hile Set
and Paul D. are not considered elderly, their example draws attention to and eesphasiz
Beaulieu’s viewpoint. In a display of courage and physical power, Sethages to escape

Sweet Home and lead an independent life. Denver, Sethe’s daughter, later oefleet

mothefs strong characteristics:

The one who never looked away, who when a man got stomped to death by
a mare right in front of Sawysrrestaurant did not look away; and when a sow
began eating her own litter did not look away then either. And when thé&sbaby

spirit picked up her Boy and slammed him into the wall hard enough to break
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two of his legs and dislocate his eye, so hard he went into convulsions and
chewed up his tongue, still her mother had not looked away. She had taken a
hammer, knocked the dog unconscious, wiped away the blood and saliva, pushed

his eye back in his head and set his leg bones. (12)

In this passage, Sethainique behavior and fearlessness, more typical of men, proves
her gender-blurred identity. Morrison even flashes back to Sethe’s mother to datedhst
irrelevance of gender in slavery. Sethe’s mother shows her daughter awd@ecross burnt in
the skin on her rib as a mark. She explains that, if something happenes to her, Sethe can only
identify her by the mark and not by her face. Katrin Rindchen argues that Slstherkown
daughter as a result of herself being deprived of a mother. And according to Aoi3édiie’s
lack of communication with her own mother drives her into an extremely protectivet émel, a
same time, deranged motherhood" (107). Whatever the reason or the motive, the infanticide
testifies to her power of self-determination as to how to react to dangeul@htidr role as a
mother regardless of her unacknowledged femininity.

Arguments might also be made for Morrison’s gender-blurring in depictingdedye
character of Baby Suggs, whose great leadership skills are cleverhypdr The example

emphasizes Morrison’s intent to dramatize the characters’ “individuati@htaasupport our
understanding of her own perspective on slavery and identity issues. Beandeuterm
manifests itself well in Morrison’s novels, as well as in Gaines’s, whefehmele characters
are bound together, determined to live and survive with dignity under any odd or eragordi

circumstances regardless of their gender. These are the “tar wamerdrouse awe because

they are powerful in ways that women are not traditionally supposed to be.
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These tar women are descendants of the African ancestors to whom tradition looms
largest. Ancestral descent or lineage, however, does not define the quéléydestendant. By
viewing the older black women in this light—having the tar quality—Morrison and$>aine
create an aesthetic with an objective understating of racial individu@iigstions of gender
and identity surface through the authors’ dramatization of the tar women’s uimgekniggle
for racial equality in a dominant culture. Morrison explains in her intervidtv Juidith Wilson.
“If the race is to survive, it has to take care of its own — That’s not an agency(@ 1)’ She
thus emphasizes the importance of nurturing the race from within and the needdool®mor
models to counteract the negative images that often bombard the Black community.
For her vision of strong and proud women, Morrison uses the womanist perspective.
The term “womanist’ is, by definition, a person who is committed to the survival laolémess
of her entire people, male and female (Alice Walker xi). According to Walkeiterm is:
[u]sually referring to outrageous, audacious, courageous or willful behavior.
Committed to survival and wholeness of entire people, male and female. Not a
separatist, except periodically, for health. Traditionally universalist. . . .
Traditionally capable. . . . Loves struggle. Loves the folk. Loves herself.
Regardless. (xi-xii)

These traits often define Morrison’s mature and older women charactinslohg weary years

of oppression and subservience, they have realized their inner strength and resoinebe

race with contentment and self-sufficiency.

Older women have their roles, power, and subjective choices in society as they
participate in preserving the community’s values and traditions. Their, Vauever, is

determined by what they can perform of community and societal roles trallijtiexgected of



137

them. They have often performed the domestic work of making life comfoftaléhers, and
as a result, they have failed to achieve their own self-fulfillment. Youyegesrations in Sula
and_Tar Babyesent the older black women’s acceptance of their role for themsékees; t
rejection leads them to distance themselves and seek to assert a sefiskeoieskebutside of
the parameters set for women by the society at large. On her deathbed|lSMeal, “I know
what every black woman in this country is doing; dying just like me” (143). Jadirey iBaby
also admits to her aunt, “Your way is one. . . . But it's not my way; | don’t want to bgolike
... I don't want to be that kind of woman” (282). Like Sula, Jadine rebels against the ways of
her aunt and the black women of her past. She sees these women as backward.

In her essay, “Convergence of Femininity and Ethnicity in the Fiction of Toni
Morrison,” Carolyn Denard argues that while Morrison allows older Black evoiull
opportunity to voice their objections to what they view as limited, she does not condone their
existentialist position: “In fact, rather than diminish the worth of the domeséas that black
women have served, Morrison accentuates the value and the inner strength requiredo perf
them” (174). These older women are the tar women whom Morrison approves for their inner
strength and whose value and self-worth, she believes must not be minimizedext dgfin
others. Instead, they should be celebrated while they hold proudly and steadféstlydlues

of black womanhood in a way that is historically and culturally resolute.

The Myth of the Tar Woman Explained

Morrison sees great value in the employment of traditional African mVtlese,
however, prove to be problematic due to their phallocentric nature. The femaéi iahd
occupies a non-heroic status. While Morrison expresses her advocacy of Afio rogtits, she

also attempts a disruption to their phallocentric ideology and condemns the geytbsal
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failure to uphold the female as active participant in the story of Black survivakseife
actualization and cultural preservation. Michael Awkward in “Unruly and besk” argues,
“[t]he question of gender-specific) exclusion is profoundly important to Morrison’s
formulations. . . . Clearly, for Morrison Black female psychic health cannot be adhagthout
the cooperative participation of both females and males in its creation and n@tratc
Morrison thus critiques the phallocentric nature of traditional myths antesrieamale-centered
narratives with women as heroes and subjects. The tar lady in African mytisotote
example. In her conversation with Thomas Le Clair, Morrison explains, “Atioee & tar pit
was a holy place, at least an important place, because tar was used to build. . .thEdame
baby came to mean the Black woman who can hold things together” (Le Clair 27gr The t
women could likewise “hold together the stones of pyramids and the rushes ofdvtoi®ds
(Tar Baby183).

Tar seems to be of sacred quality in this interpretation. For Morrison itrexidaecause
it has played a role in building up and preserving structures that are sacredthEakioses
story is significant because Moses became the prophetic leader of an erodakafery. In
the African-American spiritual “Go Down, Moses,” the Moses myth revlalsacredness of

socio-political freedom and justice in history. In her novel Moses, Man of the MouAtaan

Neale Hurston reconstructs the myth of Moses from the African-Aareperspective.
Likewise, Morrison suggests that the tar used to preserve Moses’s liferbaseAfric, sacred
meaning. The myth thus reveals Black women'’s spiritual power and moral wisdboid
things” together. For Morrison, “the tar baby came to mean the Black womarawlinold
things together. The story was a point of departure to history and prophecy. That'snelat

by dusting off the myth, looking closely at it to see what it might conceal . . . . fiel@b).
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In this sense, the tar baby myth functions as a metaphor for Black womanhood. The tar’s
power to hold together and to preserve that which is sacred — life, family, and caynmisni
embodied in older Black women in Morrison’s fiction._In Tar Babwydine challenges Jadine
to remember her “ancient properties.” As Jadine falls into the tar pit ang thirzgtree to pull
herself out, the “swamp women” in the trees above her — mythological ancestalze-that
she resists “their sacred properties,” as discussed earlier in Chapger Ih deconstructing the
myth, Morrison reveals the moral wisdom and power of the ancestors. The powers to nurture
and hold things together are sacred properties of older Black women, not just thigddiolog
mothers. The night women appear to Jadine and “bare their breasts as symbola@éthe a
properties to nurture and bare culture” (Tar Babg-59).

Tar, which has been used by Euro-Americans to denigrate Black women, isgehosit
revised by Morrison. Although the meaning has been distorted by white culturepg ca
redefined by Black women. In Morrison’s view, Black women who neglect any thought or
remembrance of the ancient properties of Black womanhood have already lostjtredita
and are incapable of holding together that which otherwise would fall apaan 8Villis
laments that Morrison’s women lose their origin and simplicity. Willis \sritgT|hey learn
how to behave. The careful development of thrift, patience, high morals, and good mlanners
short, how to get rid of the funkiness. The dreadful funkiness of passion, the funkiness of
nature, the funkiness of the wide range of human emotions” (265-66). For Morrison, egamini
the tar baby myth unfolds the mystery of history for her readers, helps réaelaMB®men’s
power to preserve Black life and culture, and prophesies the significance oftandiexs the

uniqueness of the Black community.
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The Making of the Tar Women in Toni Morrison
Morrison contends that the old notions, myths and stereotypes must be done away with
systematically. We can see this clearly in her older characters whtvarg and indestructible,
as Mari Evans so eloquently puts it in her poem “l am a Black Woman”:
A
am a black woman
tall as a cypress
strong
beyond all definition still
defying place
and time
and circumstance
assailed
impervious
indestructible
look
on me and be

renewed. (12)

Evans’s pronouncement calls Black Americans to reconstruct their destynibe light of

black vision. Morrison’s older women are there to act as models and images for their kin to
seek their renewal and put to rest the past beliefs of their acquiescenctebactual

servitude. Through these old figures, Morrison actively brings the rich resafriee folk

heritage to the scene. Her older tar women are gender-neutral, a tradMorrison's fiction
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where older characters not only transcend societal limits but alsotshite®f both genders.
Gender blurring as evidenced in her work is a fundamental and crucial
characteristic of these tar women.

In her examination of Morrison’s characters, Trotter-White writes, ‘Grftegacters in
Morrison’s novels are affected by their status as ‘Other’ in white soaretythe ways in which
that status hinders the development of a whole and balanced self” (20). | can use White
example of “othering” as an illustration of Morrison’s argument about thessiyg of survival
in a hostile environment that drives individuals to do two things: first, to build a strong
character under pressure — that is, according to Jane Bakerman, tm ‘indroke” (60) — and,
second, to relate to oneself and others in order to diminish the consequences of these adverse
conditions. In other words, Morrison’s characters, regardless of theirrgemalgage to survive
with dignity and become socially articulate. In her first novels, olderevoappear as
convincingly triumphant. Wendy Harding and Jacky Maniite, “Black women are
represented in Morrison’s work as a kind of touchstone —a pattern for existenceversu¥i
the socio-psychic fragmentation to which black Americans are subjectedn®@). response
to the imposed limits of her society, an elderly African-American amoaefines her
originality. In her essay “What the Black Woman thinks about Women'’s Libg?tiddn
explains that “[tlhe black woman had nothing to fall back upon: not maleness, not whiteness
not ladyhood, not anything. And out of the profound desolation of her reality she may very well
have invented herself’ (63). The various oppressions - including gender, raclsandptish
elderly black women to invent or imagine a new order; these are women who haneotgtpow

strong, and whole in their struggle for existence.
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Drawing on the African myth of the “tar lady,” discussed above, Morrisodesr

characters in The Bluest Epeovide a powerful example of what Morrison considers the “tar

quality” of older Black women. She writes that they,
came edging into life from the back door. . . . They ran the houses of white
people, and they knew it. When the white men beat their men, they cleaned up
the blood and went home to receive abuse from the victim. They beat their
children with one hand and stole for them with the other. The hands that
felled trees also cut umbilical cords; the hands that wrung the necks of
chickens and butchered hogs also nudged African violets into bloom; the
arms that loaded sheaves, bales and sacks rocked babies into sleep. They
patted biscuits into flaky ovals of innocence — and shrouded the dead. They
plowed all day and came home to nestle like plums under the limbs of their
men. The legs that straddled a mule’s back were the same ones that straddled
their men’s hips. And the difference was all the difference there was. (110)
The women in the passage resolve within themselves the gender divide, yet Hedpeak
picture set before them, they do not resent the roles they serve but insteatheieatvn
positive images. Morrison’s older women are capable of making ditfeserontrary to the
stereotypical views of them. Powerful as they are, these exemplarywdomet offer a
solution to the apparent division between the sexes, for in the end they survive withontdmen a

gather in each other’'s company. A strong woman like Pilate in Song of Solsrsloown as

inferior to men, yet independent. The incredibly old woman Circe has willfullgsted the
Whites so as to destroy everything they found precious. Aunt Jimmy’s network ohvi®me

describes as truly free, and they transform their indignities into sometsatde. Aunt Jimmy
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counters the muting of the young voices in the community that “[b]lended into a threinody
nostalgia about pain” (109). Yet since Morrison is deeply concerned with the psoblem
besetting the black community as a whole, these proven survivors generelly et the
periphery of her novels; nevertheless, they exhibit traditional values of btanknihood. And
it is in the development of these tar women that Morrison engages in the kind of ethnat cultur
feminismthat she advocates.

According to Carolyn Denard, ethnic cultural feminism is “concerned mohethet
particular female cultural values of their ethnic group rather than with diegemen in
general” (171). Drawing on the novels of Toni Morrison to illustrate this approachrdena
explains that ethnic cultural feminism acknowledges the damaging effesgzisi on women
of color, both inside and outside their ethnic community, but it “does not advocate asa soluti
to their oppression [a] . .. political feminism that alienates black womentignethnic
group” (172). Furthermore, ethnic cultural feminism “celebrates the uniqueifencultural
values that Black women have developed in spite of and often because of their oppression”
(172).

Morrison’s elderly characters in The Bluest Flgewever atypical, are convincingly

gender neutral as well; not only are they true to their roles, but also asaadigggressive.

We are introduced to Cholly’s Great Aunt Jimmy, who rescued him from his mother @ho ha
placed him on a junk heap by the railroad. Aunt Jimmy beats her niece, Cholly’s mother, wit
razor strap and will not let her near the baby after that. Aunt Jimmy @iedly herself but

takes delight sometimes in telling him of how she had saved his life. The stompbdidkamy
demonstrates Morrison’s ability to move seamlessly between strong, unalicidaracters and a

broader picture of black life. Aunt Jimmy is an individual but is also a representéglderly
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black women. She has suffered violence and committed violence. Now that she is oldt she is a
last free—free to feel what she feels and go where she wants to go witirout fe

Morrison further details some physical characteristics of eldddgiis as represented in
Aunt Jimmy about which Cholly does not feel comfortable or grateful when tobegaher
“eating collards with her fingers, sucking her four gold teeth, or smelledter she wore the
asafetida bag around her neck, or when she made him sleep with her for warnntierramd
he could see her old, wrinkled breasts sagging in her nightgown — then he wondereditvhethe
would have been just as well to have died there” (132-33). The resentment that Cholly
articulates regarding his aunt’s aging physical signs reflects agetlerational conflict that
often grieves American society in general, though this is a secondaeric@aour discussion
here.

Morrison’s unusual approach to gendering becomes even more evident in the old female

character Pilate in Song of SolomoRilate is the dominant female figure in the novel. The

conventional feminine qualities she bears are obvious: she is a mother and a grandmother
nurturer, a conjurer, a practitioner of folk ways, and a storyteller. Howédwehears a man’s
name and dresses in men’s clothing. She is clearly the head of the household incid. respe
Joseph T. Skerrett, Jr. in “Recitations to the Griot,” asserts that “Pifsesonal power goes
beyond the conventions of her gender” (198). Despite her physical idiosyncnasiealues are
like those of all tar women: a caring concern for her home, family and commailititgugh
she represents love in the novel, Pilate is the community’s pariah, disliked dudatckhed a
navel, which also suggests her out-of-the-ordinary human nature.

The gender-specific question here raises doubts of a potential threat of a narrowly-

focused Black feminist criticism. Morrison rejects the feminist iofe@n exclusively female
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community as the best means for the Black female’s well-being: “Thiz disability,” she
writes, “we must be on guard against for the future — the female who reproducasalewho
reproduces the female” (“Rootedness” 344). She is in favor of male participatidp to he
provide the new Black woman with a sense of “balance” between “the best ohtbhatisv
female and the best of that which is male,” without which sound gender and ethroasedae
unlikely (Awkward, “Unruly” 489).

Conjuring is another source of empowerment to Pilate in Song of Sol68wdrugated

to exploitative conditions through the sorcery of white America,” Houston Bakéaies,
“[Pilate’s] escape is only through the wisdom of words” (95). As a conjureanwpsine uses
voodoo — her cultural heritage escape is only through the — with which she manadgslio de
forces of an oppressive culture. Pilate thus plays an important protective amcigatory role

in the novel. She is believed to have supernatural powers and abilities that supersede huma
norms. She is “believed to have the power to step out of her skin, set a bush afire from fifty

yards, and turn a man into a ripe rutabaga” (Song of Sol®@#pThis woman is highly

esteemed for her ability to transcend boundaries and even perform miraclabngf &g she
practices conjuring. Pilate’s magic involves playing to white assumptiahe afiferiority of
African-Americans. She plays the Aunt Jemima/Mammy role to relgBgman and Guitar
from their predicament. With the power of healing and preserving the past, e&eceojuan is
able to stand in opposition to all evil and expose communal guilt toward her, the old Black
female who is ostracized for her lack of a navel. Pilate at last is abtsszénd the boundaries
that most human beings cannot. She seems to possess the tar quality that elearacteri

Morrison’s female characters.
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In Morrison’s_Sulahowever, the author gives a bold, shocking, ethical portrait of the tar
women, the old and the young women assuming the traditionally male roles in a battle for
independence. Sula tells her grandmother, straight-out, to shut up. When Eva sputters that

one talks to her that way, " Don't nobody . . . ", Sula explodes,

This body does. Just ‘cause you was bad enough to cut off your own

leg you think you got a right to kick everybody with the stump."

"Who said | cut off my leg?"

"Well, you stuck it under a train to collect insurance,”

"Hold on, you lyin' heifer!"

"l aim to."

"Bible say honor thy father and thy mother that thy days may be long upon the
land thy God giveth thee."

"Mamma must have skipped that part. Her days wasn't too long:'

"Pus mouth! God's going to strike you!"

"Which God? The one watched you burn Plum?"

"Don't talk to me about no burning. You watched your own mamma. You crazy
roach! You the one should have been burnt!"

"Hellfire don't need lighting and it's already burning in you,

"Whatever's burning in me is mine!"

But | ain't. Got that? | ain't. Any more fires in this house, I'm ligihthem!"

(92-93)

The encounter between Eva and Sula is antagonistic, since Eva insinuates thasSula w

a bad daughter and even attempts to define Sula as the source of all chiheso@er hand,
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Eva's harsh experiences did not allow her to express her love in affectiayatdout she
provided what was necessary for their survival. Having the tar quality, Eva is natypesat
with self-worth, but takes care of her children and the homeless. She repoaidtigrieg run
over by a train in order to collect the insurance payments to care for hiyr. f&oi Sula to
simply condemn Eva’s actions is insignificant compared to the gravigyat dilemma.

Aunt Jimmy, Pilate and Eva are clear examples of Morrison’s tar wornas.Chdine
from Tar Baby From the above discussion of Ondine, we discover her steadfast belief in a
commitment to family and tradition as the measurement of self-worth flack #oman of any
age. She even guides Jadine through the responsibilities of a good daughter; shbesajs
she never learns hotw be a daughter, she can't never learn how to be a woman. . . . Areal
woman — good enough for a child, good enough for a man, good eeeaigifior the respect of
other women" (281). Ondine, Aunt Jimmy, and Pilate hold proudly and steadfastly tdudne va
of blackwomanhood. They are the "tar women" of whom Morrison approvewhoske value,
she believes, should not be curtailed by attention tavtbag value system or by existential
yearnings and separate self-definitions. They provide the consistency thatiealfzmilies
and communities together. Even without any endorsement from society, they keefsithre
and their energies focused on what is worthwhile and sustaining. Morrison's engphihss
selflessness artteir strength is not to romanticize their limited opportunity for advermure
fulfillment outside the boundaries of their own communities. Insteadtdtskow the value and
the difficulty of the role that they serve. Thus, her role as an ethnic fnsno deconstruct
thesemisconceptions and to seek ways to reinforce the notiomatiam, sexism and ageism

are social ills that obliterate the real value of elderly black women.
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Gender blurring is mainly a by-product of slavery, yet it cannot be found ameeg sla
themselves who are considered genderless. This is made clear in BBlevadse women are
“required by the master’'s demands to be as masculine in the performance obtkeisw
their men” has consciously caused gender blurring (11), a concept Morrison works
consciously to evoke in her novel. Morrison’s statement that “definitions belong to the
definer, not the defined” (Belovel®0), suggests that control is demonstrated not only
through the physical and economic means, but also through representation. Morrison exposes
what women face as victims of debilitating racism as analogous to whdateegs victims
of patriarchal control. While Morrison’s claims are compelling, her women|dedyein
particular, do not participate in but resist such control. Because she investehgrizhck
women with power and self-determination, they may even use violence asutiveral tactic.
Though women are often victims rather than perpetrators of violence, they learn not to be
"defenseless ducks. . . . All over the country, Black women were armed. . . . Didn’hengeryt
on God’s earth have or acquire defense? Speed, some poison in the leaf, the tongue, the tail?
A mask, flight, numbers in the millions producing numbers in the millions? A thorn here, a
spike there” (JazZ2). The narrator of Jazoncedes that the past — “an abused record with no
choice but to repeat itself” — contrasts with the portrayal of the chagdeterg “original,
complicated, changeable” (220). True Belle, Violet's grandmother andg figure in the
novel, leaves her mistress in Baltimore and comes to the rescue of ferei\gin Virginia.

She raises her grandchildren, and her love heals their home. The narrator dhserves
potential for individual recovery through the older characters and maruaks i@tle an older
character like True Belle can play to transform or reinvent the worldogmidmote hope for

all peoples. By re-envisioning the Black history, the reader experiencegauh® of those



149

elderly Blacks. Morrison thus brings into consciousness what has been repressed both i
literary representation and in historical narrative.

Morrison’s tar women are models for resistance. By using the concept af themen,
Morrison repositions America’s history to ensure proper recognition of the Bligek women
who contribute significantly to the Black community. Her primary impetadsis to challenge
negative stereotypes of black elderly women. Morrison’s work provides aites& these
negative images of black women presented to the American society and peddayuate
stereotypes. These black women, however, look to the past as a source of pride, aadare abl
recover a sense of wholeness both in themselves and in their history. With their tgy thesli

shape America’s future just as their maternal ancestors shaped Aspasta

The Making of the Tar Women in Ernest Gaines

Not only do Morrison’s texts confirm the value of elderly Black women’s expesence
but in Gaines’s texts women also stand as representatives of their race: lyas of a
oppression, submission and ignorance. He is able to transform them into agents of seitcess
determination and heroism. While literary representations of older Blacksrproalematic in
mainstream culture, Gaines’s older female characters create artdimaew identities against
an immoral and dominant social order. Gaines’s older women are self-empandridly
convey portraits of subject-hood and life-sustaining values.

Gaines’s art is understood in the context of a long literary tradition of stroradegfem
characters who function as guides or role models to others within thendxtstentially to
readers. A female prototype for these characters is the fictional “Agatet Gaines has
complex affinities with this subversive tradition of female heroism andckBéminism. While

many of the black women in the literary texts resonate with images of thenynanatriarch,
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and hot momma, in Gaines’s work they are also fully humanized with distinct ereatacs

that speak to their ideals. Also noticeable with these women is their uétetiorjof public

positions of power in relation to their men and the larger non-black world. Conducting a gende
analysis of heroic male and female behavior reveals the quality of those pethy@eéiirican-
American context. The continuing tradition of strong Black/tar women is exjpbmiew in

Gaines’s The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman

Gaines portrays his older black characters as far more complicatetie¢rererage
Louisiana women, who often feel too inferior to have a positive impact on their cotgmuni
The older characters of Miss Jane Pittman and the many elderly coajomen in his other
books are counter-examples to the Western figures. These older charactaysadbte of
challenging any race or gender ideologies that will continue to enforcertfegior status. |
will approach these texts with less concern for their aesthetics and theort@a to the
message they convey regarding the heroism of black men versus the lesslefeaty; albeit
heroic, behavior of Black females. | would argue that part of the dilemmalits redefinition
of gender roles. This gender-specific aspect of African-Americrigring highlights the
struggles that have included black women as active participants and tls@mosion being
seen and heard.

Gaines’s texts engage contemporary race and gender issues in orgéaitoragial and
social inequality in the plantation quarters. He represents black women applaegntly suffer
the fate of “double invisibility” in a male-dominated society, the factWlamounts to their
misrepresentation. Not only are they misrepresented, but they are rakso heir full
potentialities. Harry R. Phillips argues that “by introducing conservativale subjects

suffering from race and gender, the author [Gaines] mystifies Southetknviadacen’s active
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participation in public struggle” (27). A feminist reading of Gaines’s tedld/emphasize
Phillips’s view of female misrepresentation and also reinforces coaltnance. Catherine
Belsey suggests the re-visioning of or deconstructing the literary textesessary corrective

to demeaning stereotypes. Belsey notes,

The text implicitly criticizes its own ideology; it contains within ifsel

the critique of its own values, in the sense that it is available for a new
process of production of meaning by the reader, and in the process of
production it can provide knowledge of the limits of ideological

representation. (604)

Belsey carries along the primary concern of feminism — eliminat@gubjugation of women.
She establishes definitions for crucial terms as subject, identity, andggdbéi seem to cross
many boundaries. She thus finds deconstruction of the text a means to challenggette s
ideology, and produce multiplicity and diversity of possible meanings. The nagapge
according to Belsey, inform our analysis of the texts pertaining to Btacéle subjectivity —
that is, gender inequality — and the reading of the submerged Black female.

Certainly the most popular and pervasive women in Gaines's fiction are thaghues f
Stowe’s “Aunt” figure has led to America’s most famous Mammy, Scarkgtiésit nurse in

Gone with the WindHattie McDaniel's film portrayal of Margaret Mitchell’s creation the®n

recast for generations since that time on pancake boxes in the picture of éAumial’

Writing of this reincarnation, James Baldwin in Notes of a Native($885) observes, “There

was no one more forbearing than Aunt Jemima, no one stronger, more loyal, or more vase; ther
was, at the same time, no one weaker or more faithless or more vicious amdlyagrtane

more immoral” (28). Whatever the word “mammy” means in America, she is afe &nsage
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to consider. Her motherliness can only be troubling in a society that often forcecabantion
her own children or to bear children by her master who became slaves themseivas- Afr
American writers give us an African-American matriarch countegieno apply as a clearer,
more honest figure of survival and determination. This very different Mam faumes to us
as early as the narrative of the slave mother Harriet Jacobs, writinggranemother in

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Ginh 1861.Aunt Martha is the embodiment of courageous and

respectable motherhood. Her healing presence gives Linda Brent thgectmuceefy Dr. Flint's
attempts to rape her and she is able to survive.

Very similar to the matriarch in Gaines’s fiction as well as to the gdrddar ladies in
Morrison, there is the Aunt figures who often hold positions of power and respect within the
community. These older female figures seem to combine strength, humanity sdodim
life. The "aunt” who raises her great nieces and great nephews, is a coigumemfblack
fiction and in black culture; Gaines himself was reared by a great auntitl@Haunt” is
usually used for an older woman even by those who are not really related to heajlgspec
they have known her all their lives. Though generally identifying themselvesns of
relationships to men, these women in Gaines's works are not passive servantsbueatel
in the development of these men. The aunt figures are often sources of strengttdand Wwut
they can also be troubling, especially when trying to protect the boys or men figaerdaal
or nonexistent. The older women generally seem to have a confidence and senseluditplace t
the men lack within their community. They create a sense of continuity and colessive
among their people. Nevertheless, there are important limitations, in Galie®@s' in what they

can offer.
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The Aunt type appears as a significant character in almost all of Gafietisn. There

are Aunt Charlotte in Catherine Carmidunt Amalia (Malia) in “Bloodline;” Aunt Angelina

Bowie in In My Father’'s HouseAunt Caroline and Aunt Margaret in Of Love and Dusint

Fe, Aunt Lou, and Aunt Cloe in “Just Like a Tree;” Tante Lou and Miss Emma irsgohe

before Dying and Miss Jane in The Autobiography of Miss Jane PittiGaren the importance

of the exemplary role played by Miss Jane, she will be the focus of discussion intthe ne
section. The significance of historical vision for Gaines is cleatigudated in the novel.
Gaines does justice to the rich cultural repositories of lives such as Janels &otianal Miss
Jane becomes a representative of elderly Black women in the American: HiBhigyis not
only Miss Jane’s autobiography, it is theirs as well. . . . Miss Jane’s stdlrpfigheeir stories,
and their stories are Miss Jane’s” (x). Spanning a long time period in histay J&he’s story

includes elements neglected, excluded or misrepresented.

Miss Jane Pittman: An Ordinary Person Doing Extraordinary Things
The continuity of the Black struggle for freedom is beautifully written in Gésriehe

Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittmaa book that marks a significant departure from the modern

neo-slave narrative paradigm set by Morrison. The continued struggle in Gdicksh
concerns issues of racial tensions and complex characterizations. This, homakes

Gaines’s The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittraaealistic account without returning to the

bleak picture depicted by Morrison.

Gaines’s emphasis on resistance and heroism in the example of Miss Jaage &sita
figure capable of moving with power and authority is notable. Miss Jane, a truplexarthe
tar woman, ishesuperhero who arouses awe because she is powerful in ways that traditional

women are not. Jane is one-hundred-and-ten years old and is a former slave Wwied hasee
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the civil rights era. From the beginning, she is well aware of herself amg#ueto speak up
and act how she needs to, regrdless of the consequences. Although she idledVauog”
she is certainly Gaines's most famous aunt figure in his art. She staarg®f the
characteristics of the aunt figure. Keith E. Byerman describes hpedsaPs the ultimate 'aunt’
figure in Gaines's fiction," noting that she is "old and respected" and hasdgandex full range
of experiences in the world of the folk" (Fingeri@g).

Pursuing a long-standing interest in his Southern culture has led Gaines {bherite

Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittmawhile all autobiographical fiction is fraught with

possibilities, Miss Jane Pittman does provide the reader with a fictiaaastirey of the
Southern history in the United States. Her experience is that of the body @nAfmericans
who lived in the Deep South from the Civil War on. Her life spans slavery, Raottiestr two
World Wars, and the mid-twentieth-century Civil Rights movement. Thergraat stories of
achievements, courage and determination that contrast in many regards gterpiersgative
images of Black people represented in Southern literature and history.

At the opening of the novel, Mary Hodges, Miss Jane’s caretaker, refdngstary
teacher back to history books, as the latter insists on having the interview wstiadvies
“What's wrong with them books you already got?” Mary asks (vi). In repg/teacher
suggests something that | consider is the key phrase to this chapterJadéss not in them,”
he says (v; emphasis added). The conversation suggests clearly thatetlogherar
representations of the American and the Afro-American past that exsgdetlie text. But W.
Lawrence Hogue argues, “Miss Jane’s discursive formation is attgmeptpresent these other
representations as exclusions” (67). Gaines’s subtle rebuke of White poléwdest in

featuring the 110-year-old Miss Jane Pittman and placing her in the tabtmtext of the



155

1950s and the 1960s. Gaines’s narrative presents events chronologically fromlt&aCio

the African-Americans’ struggle for self-determination in the 1960s. ®terlual moments
that the novel emphasizes are all abrupt or transitional moments in the lives afualsiwho
were forced to make immediate decisions about their lives. Miss Jane Patménenced by
these people who become motivated and unafraid to face the unknown and in the process
discover their strengths and capabilities.

By involving Miss Jane, Gaines acknowledges the contribution of women in the Civil
Rights movements. He makes sure that it is not overlooked or unnoticed. ValdriarBaes
that Gaines “weaves the various outlooks discovered in his research on history imé&bizenar
that interprets history from a larger overlooked viewpoint, that of a Blac&l&rfy7). Despite
her old age, Miss Jane’s actions and heroism inspire hope and continuity in the soulsgof y
Black people. In her militant spirit, she further represents the risdtafa and political
consciousness during the Civil Rights movements. In an article entitlesl &rdeForm in
Literature,” Georg Lukacs argues that the truth of the driving forces @il slievelopment must
be given in the form of action, that this truth of social development can be measuned by t

destinies of the individual:

The world of people, their subjective sensations and thoughts show their
truthfulness or falsity, their sincerity or mendacity, their gresgrog narrowness

of mind. . . . Only through deeds people become interesting to one another. Only
through deeds do people become worthy of poetic portrayal. The basic feature of
the human character can be revealed only through deeds and actions in human

practice.  (qtd. in Hogue 67)
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When Miss Jane decides to act, her deeds and actions truly prove that she has a
rebellious spirit. We learn that as a child, forced to early maturity, Jareelfieathing and no
one. Her self-determination was shown when she keeps her new name, given beidyy a
soldier, and refuses to answer to her old name, Ticey; she announces to hss:fidjyreame
ain’t no Ticey no more, it's Miss Jane Brown” (9). By demanding to be called nobgraly
new name but also by the title “Miss,” Jane demands respect and recognitionadchgdo
Byerman, she thereby becomes “an icon of freedom, symbolic of the ways mamhidentity
can emerge out of resistance” (Finger@®).

This incident and her wild odyssey to Ohio are recognized by the now-old Mis©dane f
what they are. An individual with wit, courage and determination, Jane reftussten or to
accept the White woman’s invitation to stay in their plantation. The white womatsplea
“child, child, there ain’t no Ohio. . . . Y’all come back with me. . . . I'll treat youtfi¢30).

Jane views this plantation owner’s tears with skepticism of a survivor andstavex “l didn’t
cry, | couldn’t cry. | had seen so much beating and suffering; | had heardsabouich cruelty
in those ‘leven or twelve years of my life | hardly knowed how to cry” (24). Vase is fully
aware how White planters take measures to make sure that AfricancAnseremained in
positions of servitude and dependence.

One sure mark of heroism in Jane’s character is her refusal to "go backWaiihgly
or by force. All of the admirable characters in the novel subscribe to Jaingézisnovement:

“I knowed | had to keep going,” she says as a child. With much confidence and some common
sense, which are among her most extraordinary traits, Jane resolves on a sewnddar "I
would stay right here and do what I could for me and Ned" (70). She will move again aaly for

better chance for herself and Ned. Just like a tree, she will not be moved by akEide
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Northern freedom or by disappointment at Southern chdigeidea of "going back" seems to
her a throw-back to a past she does not approve of.

Miss Jane’s heroism follows her enslavement. Jane had been a slave in this sountry
her story is simply the story of African- Americans, multi-faceteddanersified. Jane tells Joe,
her husband, “Ain’t we all been hurt by slavery?” (77). She attempts to convince him tha
healing from the scars of slavery can only take place in a caring and lovimgunity that
acknowledges their humanity. Her journey toward freedom ironically steatseanancipation
and span her entire life. She, like other Black Americans, had to sufi@rirecjuality and
injustice until after Colonel Dye restores the pre-Reconstruction conditions plathation.

Miss Jane remembers, “It was slavery again” (70). Life has not changddafter

emancipation. Blacks are employed in agriculture or domestic service.s\White lost neither
their economic power nor their monopoly of Blacks. Thirty years later, when ¥idR@@jhts
movement draws more Blacks into the struggle for social change, Robetisarsists that

“there ain’'t go’n be no demonstrating on my place. Anybody ‘round here think he needs more
freedom than he already got is free to pack up and leave now” (220).

Miss Jane, in her wisdom, follows the example of one of the elders in her life: Big
Laura.Big Laura is one of many physically and emotionally strong black women whamdtami
the novel and is known for her strong leadership: “She was big just like her namedsslye a
was tough as any man | ever seen. She could plow, chop wood, cut and load much cane as any
man on the place” (16). Newly freed, Jane finds in Big Laura a great leadeMeghs-like
figure in the novel—and acknowledges the role she played in leading the flock tortheddr
Land, Ohio. Miss Jane says, “Big Laura never stopped. . . . She moved through theketrees |

she knowed exactly where she was going and wasn't go'n let nothing in the warltieye
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way” (19-20). Albert Wertheim argues, “For the freed slaves freedomydineiged Land, is
not the state of Ohio but a state of mind” (222). Indeed, Miss Jane never leavinghauisi
emphasizes Wertheim’s viewpoint that freedom is a state of mind. Big Lasraith a free
mind and leaves behind a legacy of courage and determination. As a heroic and courageous
figure from the past, she is murdered because she does not accept the ruliranlegecral
order and becomes a discursive fact that forms within the novel. Most importanty, trsotingt
Big Laura becomes to her son, Ned, the ancestor in whose footsteps he will continue the
struggle for freedom. Ned becomes the Christ-like figure and continues thietradistruggle
and advocates civil rights until he is murdered. It is Ned and Jimmy, Jane’schsiopse who
break with the hegemony of the dominant society in an attempt to restructure andaeizauti
the conditions of Blacks, which also made possible the mass defiance of the 1960s.

Jane holds a position of respect and prestige as she continues to be a source of guidance
to these individuals in the community whose brave actions emerge from thesrauaspires.
The portrayal of Miss Jane as nurturer, caretaker and neverthelesswaran addresses the
issue of representation of Black women in American literature, particimaffrican-

American literature. The positive depiction of Miss Jane and other Black wontenniovel,
however, has received much attention from literary critics who commend the novel for
countering the image of “mammy” that contemptuously characterize Blacien in Southern
Literature. Using Feminist Age Theory, | argue that Miss Jatta&h is an unambiguous
challenge to the old Southern stereotypes about Black women, let alone old woraenay hi
also explain how gender representation in the novel ties into the origin of the maipisitag
an African — with Africa being the motherland of all African-Americaridniswhere Miss Jane

derives her nurturing characteristic.
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Miss Jane's place in the community as an older woman and aunt figurensezhhg
such qualities as intelligence and independeheling her story gives her a voice and becomes
a source of empowerment. Barry Beckham commends Jane’s verbal wit anadimrezse to do
verbal battle: "[T]he only way the black Southerner can assert her womanhoodfskbsaillion
may be through therord. And often this practice of signifying or verbally abusing another is
also necessary to preserve one's humanity against the hostility of eitles”I{lL06). Mary,
Jane’s caretaker, signifies to the interviewer, “You don’t have to sayd (hin and “I can
always borrow Etienne’s shotgun” (vi). The Black woman'’s threat highlitjetSsarmed
resistance” that protects her voice against coercion. Like other aurggim Gaines’s fiction,
Miss Jane has gained strength and wisdom from life experiences that imeclesx awe and
respect in the Black community.

In his revisiting history, Gaines is prompted by the horrifying conditions akBlan the
South to reconstruct the “War Years” of American history from a woman’pgeige in the
novel. In “Miss Jane and |,” Gaines states that most of the work he read wasanmd unreal
to his own experience and thus did not care for the way Black characters wareldeasays,
“Whenever a Black person was mentioned in these novels, either she was a mammgsor he
a Tom; and if he was young, he was a potential Tom, a good nigger; or he was not a potential
Tom, a bad nigger. When a Black woman character was young, she was either a potential
mammy or a nigger wench” (26). With old Miss Jane as the lead protagonist, thentebmty
an articulation of the Black Nationalist Discourse but also of its definitidanoiininity. The
tales Gaines recounts of Miss Jane are proofs of her tar quality andwsuparstrength, and
they also gain her prominence and power. Her action symbolizes the need fholbsaciety

to establish its collective identity.
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The novel is an interplay between history and fiction and brings to the fore a deep
picture of African-American heroism. Gaines confidently brings to lightititeld stories of
unacknowledged people like Miss Jane that underscore much of the African-America
experience. By viewing history and fiction, Gaines both revitalizes@&irAmerican history
and empowers African-Americans in the cause of liberation. In the book, &fsues
misrepresentation of African-Americans and of the elderly in partieméaquestioned. To start
with, older Black women in Gaines’s fiction become active participantsetognition of
whose role in the black struggle for liberation is of great importance. His nogedubuerts the
predominantly male-centered vision of heroism. In the end, Gaines emphasizegtiadity of
old Miss Jane as she walks painstakingly the distance to the segregateduvasen and
drinks out of the “White Only” faucet — an example of courage and determin&hertakes as
her responsibility the achievement of Gaines’s vision of freedom for Blagdepa America.
The true liberating force for her comes from the determination — as syethblzthe long and
strenuous march to the fountain — to face courageously the challenge of thend aeiolagy
without losing her identity. Miss Jane Pittman becomes the embodiment of Rksa-Par
symbol of freedom and equality” (Harrington 29). Sociologist Aldon Morris, authorigin®

of the Civil Rights Movementsuggests that “[t]he real story of Montgomery is that real people

with frailties made change. That's what the magic is” (Harrington 1ké¢. Rosa Parks, Miss
Jane is heroic yet ordinary. As an activist and leader, Miss Janesesnast just her history,
but the history of a people. Critics like Jerry Bryant identify as one ofeSaigreat strengths
the ability to create a “character who . . . embodies a wide range of compgichisneaning”
(851). For Gaines history is character and the most important aspects of ttengastully

conveyed only through characters.
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By introducing the character of old Miss Jane, Gaines reveals the dynamics of
reconstruction of the Black self. “The Quarters” section of the narratibodies Jane’s
theology of liberation. In that section, we learn of everything she has known alutarshep
and deliverance for her community. According to John Callahan, “[S]he summaallfdik
tones and rhythms of prophecy, and transforms her testament from the ‘old’ tad o€the
past to a ‘new’ grace vision for the future” (205). Miss Jane plays the ralenefliator and
moves comfortably between the old and the new, the past and the future, the Black and White
worlds. She comes to represent the complex attitude toward Black culture arig provi
possibilities for resistance to the injustice. Byerman argues that thesstidacharacters are
those who “accommodate themselves to the existing system without sacttiiindignity and
living on the psychological edge of the folk community, near enough to absorb the genuine
wisdom of that experience but not so close as to fear change and resistance’Bg&)mian’s
estimation, Miss Jane is a great success. Equipped with qualities of daringecaameg
dignity, she makes a difference by confronting the whole world by simjilygtstories of a
people whose voices were mutilated by those whom Jane dares to call “the pooraathite tr
(21)°. She thus calls for militant/znon-violent resistance since she believeswblation
occurs from within and must be carefully administered.

Miss Jane does not contend with her role as ancestor, for to her preserving tha@ast i
sufficient for liberation. She comments: “We couldn’t let what happenedrgiagtstop us
today” (24). Gaines invites anyone concerned with social justice to follow hepkxand
write their own narrative of liberation. Jane also adopts the maternal aehetiye

community throughout her long years. Unable to bear her own children because ofitigs beat
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she endured as a slave, she takes up with the widowed Joe Pittman and helps to raise his
daughters as she has raised Ned.

In her old age, Jane “embodies the history of those who had no one to record their
stories" (Byerman, “Slow to Anger” 943he has not only lived a long life, but she also is
recognized by her own people as someone capable of narrating her own lifatimateibasis
with the reader. In his article “Image Making,” Callahan writes, Simeistered the
representative anecdote, and in her eloquence persuades us that what she |learesdlput i
there in her imagination"(203). In her narrative, most important is that jaselfrerows
respect to the elderly and their nobility. She speaks of the old people, the Indianses to

worship the rivers that they respected the rivers and found strength in them:

There's an old oak tree up the quarters where Aunt Lou Bolin and

them used to stay. That tree has been here, I'm sure, since this place
been here, and it has seen much much, and it knows much much. And
I'm not ashamed to say | have talked to it, and I'm not crazy either.

It's not necessary craziness when you talk to trees and rivers. But a
different thing when you talk to ditches and bayous. A ditch ain't nothing
and a bayou ain't too much either. But rivers and trees — less, of

course, it's a chinaball tree. Anybody caught talking to a chinaball tree

or a thorn tree got to be crazy. But when you talk to an oak tree that's
been here all these years, and knows more than you'll ever know, it's not

craziness; it's just the nobility you respect. (147-48)

Gaines uses the oak tree analogy again to show how the love of the old anditiba tra

is deeply rooted in his heart. Not only is Miss Jane’s love for the old tradéwiahesnt, but it is
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also Gaines’s love for the elderly that becomes apparent when he firmiypdexgzes the role

of author and editor in order to uphold Miss Jane and make her appear real and motie.authe

By choosing Jane, Gaines conveys to the reader his own feeling about older people being

reliable and trustworthy sources of information. In “Miss Jane and lyigSastates that "[T]ruth

to Miss Jane is what she remembers. Truth to me is what people like Miss Jambegin(37).

In “This Louisiana Thing” Charles Rowell asks about the importance of lrolviss

Jane PittmanGaines replies,
Anyone who had lived 110 years in a country like this, under the conditions she
lived . . . was worth writing about. . . . If she could come out as a whole human
being after living 110 years with the kind of life she had to live, she is worth
writing about. Survival with sanity and love and a sense of responsibility, and
getting up and trying all over again not only for one's self but for mankind —
those achievements | find worth writing about. Miss Jane, not generals who had
killed thousands of people . . . . Miss Jane, who loved humankind so much she
did not have to kill one person to continue life. . . . So when | mentioned the love
in Miss Jane Pittman, this is the kind of thing I quite possibly could have been

talking about. (97)

W. Lawrence Hogue contends that Miss Jane’s character counters thg litera
stereotyping of older Black characters in the works of established AanewiGters such as

Twain (Roxy in_Pudd’n head WilspnGertrude Stein (Rose in Melancthgaulkner (Dilsey in

The Sound and the Fyryand others (80). He believes that the text fairly upholds the heroic

worth of African-American historical figures. Jane’s relation to heroic\ieheeveals the

system that speaks to simple strategies of survival. While she is vatdifyza Black man and
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a White woman due to ideologies beyond her control, she offers a model of resisting Bla
female subject, who is also aged. Her moral and life-sustaining values beeam&hk clearly
moves beyond stereotypes associated with marginalized status as an agdenidde in the
culture. We acknowledge what Gaines suggests here — a wider treatmenéctistippy his
depiction of this 110-year-old Black woman'’s ability to challenge ideologies okBla
womanhood and the stigma of ageism. The text speaks to a larger notion of liberdtios wit
representation of courageous, prideful, and heroic archetypes who give thewtithesdoal of
freedom. In terms of gender analysis, the text attends to deep female empotv&/e begin
to appreciate Jane’s role in the Black culture as much more than secondarginahrathe
reconstruction of the Black race. Interms of age, her firm hold and accessadistoric
truths work best for the progression of the narrative. Not only is her life a long oraésdthie
community feels that it is worthy of being recorded. Gaines allows her tmreeall and
interpret cultural history and thus enables communal survival.

To conclude, The Autobiography of Miss Pittnr@enacts historic crimes of the White

man. Gaines approaches the very essence of the Black experience,veord bisngs to the
surface what otherwise might lie buried in the American subconscious. No orgjihén
would seriously suggest that this one-hundred-and-ten-year history isduoijyrehended by
sociological, political and economic accounts, indispensible as many of théseaare
understanding of what our national ‘s&1 Gaines believes that the literary imagination can
expose moral and psychological complexities in such a way that discouragdteamts
toward reducing the human experience to manageable simplicities, Biuttyeof aging in
American literature seems to indicate that the aged Blacks have beeerdlepice as a

stereotype than an archetype of courage and self-determination, the veinyeopipebat Miss
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Jane Pittman is really all about. It is clear that Miss Jane, despitelidack, female, and poor,
gains strength and wisdom from her life experiences. Also, her survitadiignity leads in old
age to a secure position of prominence within the community.

Miss Jane Pittman’s narrative is uplifting since it reflectshistory of a people. She has
the tar quality and is able to hold her people together. With all challenges sethwmfor the
guarters, and regardless of her old age, she is still able to support, teach, and thainta
structure of her family and of the community at large. Miss Jane leads the then
community toward subject-hood and convincingly shatters the nineteenth-angktiiveantury
stereotypes of Mammy and Matriarch for a fully humanized charactenz&Yith fierce
devotion, self-determination, dignity, and commitment to a cause, Miss Jareet@dssill
ideologies of age, gender and race that have had their stronghold in the livesai-Afric
American people. Her narrative is not simply a novel or a dead end. It is syrtiptoima
willpower and strong determination in Gaines’s life and art. The author’s pamdaim, his
role as a writer, and even the cinematic production of his works, has tended to eaakieec!
state of affairs in some parts of America. Humanism is Gainesisdattioward a social order in
a racist environment which he allows to materialize in his art.

Gaines’s work shares with Morrison’s a concern for the representatiomeofyeBlack
people, primarily women, and their important roles in educating younger generatitnes
history of the ongoing adversity and struggle of Black Americans since 1B66gi many
would consider much of Morrison’s and Gaines’s work “essentialist,” | thirskimhportant to
note that the two authors precede many theorists in linking the feminine witin gogve

resistance — a means of confronting the legacy of slavery and re-ingagidiffierent future for
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their older characters as well. Their elderly characters cabs#ion in the hearts of

Southerners and instigate in them the desire for renewed life.
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Notes on Chapter Four
1. These images differ from what Jungian analyst Clarissa Pinkola Estesrimed the
“Wild Woman archetype,” with its original sense which means “to live a ndiigsa
one in which theriatura, creature, has innate integrity and healthy boundaries” (8).
Morrison does not usually subscribe to such archetypes, since her femaleecharact
mostly “Wild,” but in the modern pejorative sense of the word — out of control.
2. For a detailed discussion of all theories and concepts mentioned see Estesh Who

Run with the WolvesLinda Hucheon’s A Poetics of Postmodernisimdith Butler’s

Gender TroubleNancy Chodorow’s Gender, Relation, and Difference in

Psychoanalytic Perspectivand Marilyn Maxwell'sMale Rage, Female Fury

3. Morrison’s depiction of wild and powerful black males serves two purposes: to avoid
succumbing to female centrism and also to undermine the concept of static .iddwtity
latter, however, serves the purpose of our discussion of the tar women. By no means,
however, does Morrison subscribe to Wright's protest narrative geerestylistic and
thematic concerns differ widely from Wright's early protest liteatSee David H.

Richter’'s_ Narrative/Theor{1996).

4. The term “womanist” is credited to Alice Walker and introduced in In Searchiiof O

Mothers’ Gardendlt resonates with meaning for much of the work being written by

African-American women in the late twentieth century. Walker callselfeasvomanist
because she works for the survival and wholeness of her people, men and women both.

For a more complete definition of the term, see Alice Walker’s In Searchrof O

Mothers’ Garden$1983).
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5. Gaines’s novel was always acknowledged by the author as fiction (Conner 113). There
is always an important distinction between an autobiography and a novel. The former
attempts to furnish the reader with a remembered account of past expemdnieethe
latter is more simply trying to tell a story — one fettered only by thiglions of his or

her own imagination. David McCooey, in his book, Artful Historiggtes, “Fiction

cannot be verified; autobiography, however, is an inherently discursive adtinfwr

Like other forms of history, it is a form of testimony, and as such it is not autonomous i
the way fiction or poetry are. It is a social form of writing (and thus almoey and

open to all the checks and limitations of testimony. Autobiography is a pubilid.64).
Kimberly Rae Connor calls Gaines’s book “Autobiographized fiction” since the novel
cast in autobiographical form, she argues, makes a logical connection between the
novels that treat slavery and the original autobiographies that engendered¢he sl
narrative tradition (13). Mary Ellen Doyle calls it a “fictional autobaygry” with one
problematic difference from “real” autobiography: the use of an editor —tiaatis
character with a created history, personality, and motivation” (“The Aagodphy” 90-

91). The author’s view then is revealed through both the protagonist and the editor. It

has been called "fiction masquerading as autobiography” (Hicks 16).

6. Miss Jane uses the phrase “poor white traisih&ference to patrollers. On the march to
freedom, Miss Jane, Big Laura and the other wandering ex-slaves aseradssy the
Confederate patrollers. These are lower class whites who did not own land sy Isidve
who used to work capturing slaves and bringing them back. Since patrollers are lowe
class whites, they will have to compete with free blacks and become espeviaied

in acts of violence against blacks, such as the Ku Klux Klan (Wertheim 223). Gaines
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challenges White supremacy and attempts to treat whiteness not as phuilegener

an extremely problematic condition. In Playing in the Dark: Whiteness a@chiy

Imagination Morrison describes her project as “an effort to avert the critical gaze from
the racial object to the racial subject, from the described and imagined toc¢hbeatss
and imaginers” (90), and to “examine the impact of notions of racial hieraedhal
exclusion, and racial vulnerability on non-Blacks who held, resisted, explored edalter

those notions” (11).

. The phras@ational sinwas first used by Sidney Kaplan in his essay, “Herman Melville

and the American National Sin: The Meaning of Benito Cerél#h6).
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CHAPTER FIVE
CONCLUSION

The work of Morrison and Gaines can be seen as a precursor of recent literary
explorations where there is a rethinking of the status of elderly peopletionmdtaculture,
history and society. In this context, this project on a larger scale caighedalvith
categorizing of peoples and geographies in colonial discourse. This diseegating some
key gquestions pertaining to the topic of aging in contemporary African-{éamefiction,
explores various theoretical and critical views. Works by Toni Morrison amesEd. Gaines
were the primary focus of this project. The two authors deconstruct the labiststd age
stereotypes against older blacks by drawing them as dedicated, counagecarsd women
who are able to maintain their integrity, attain power, and ultimately bectegzal parts of
their communities. This dissertation thus introduces the various archetypes andyobels
that elderly blacks employ in their redefinition of the black self. Be it tlcestor, the crone or
the shaman, these all are positive alternatives to the old mammies,¢hataad Uncle Toms.
The new alternatives are paragons of courage and determination who are toié tiors and
defy the disruptions and misnamings and, above all, claim their subjectiviaycéssequence
of the extreme conditions of the aged Blacks in America, gender blurringsioaseain
emphasized as fundamental or essential for subjectivity. Keith Byermas wrat “[t|he
refusal-as-affirmation that is the Black experience in Ameridaeisontent of contemporary
black literature” (276). With this truth in mind, both Morrison and Gaines give gooéssito
the personal empowerment of elderly blacks in America as represented chtrexterization

of the elderly.
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A variety of texts have been explored in this dissertation. While the novels of dorris
and Gaines may contain grotesque representations of older Black womemaodreasterested
in exploring the cultural constructs of these eldé@te Mammy, the Matriarch, and Uncle
Tom)and their effects on the Black community. In deconstructing these steedhipestudy
proceeds in two directions: either against normative constructions produced mphege
discourses and social practices, or toward new modes of representation tipaitlolose
normative constructions (11). Both writers thus moved in both directions and further they
provided the elderly with a voice to challenge those who insist decline antchatizegion are
all there is to “aged black woman.” The dissertation thus examines thespolitic
representations of the current status of elderly Blacks in Americahanes how African-
American writers, Morrison and Gaines, endeavor to deconstruct old age ideologie

The work started with establishing the fact that a true understanding cdfric
American identity, whether self-imposed or socially constructed, reque¢o pay greater
attention to the so-called Vollendungsroman because it provides us with more pgignvends
about older people. The genre reveals the most complicated emotiort teelateerica’s past
and the ways that people’s consciousness has been influenced by false edpesaiithe
elderly. The works of Morrison and Gaines truly challenge us to recondid¢nve believe we
know well and to look with renewed interest and enthusiasm for what we have beeig.missi
Morrison and Gaines tend to the need to re-historicize African-Americaaldias during the
past several hundred years. While female representations often remaiplateo@aines’s
novels are ripe with these revisionist histories and their detailing of felarid the important

male liberation discourses which they contain. In Morrison’s, however, oldatddigures are
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dominant, fighting to alter their society’s expectations of their age amdieg. Their own
gender inversion or blurring suggests possibilities for change.

Morrison and Gaines are confirmed myth-busters in a country where raamsiriters
have been on occasion acclaimed and even canonized for creating and perpetuaftitgsthe m
against elderly Blacks, which have altered people’s views of them. In the thinlsogef the
mainstream society has manipulated images of African-Americans ingltitg elderly in order
to maintain its power structure. Morrison and Gaines refuse to be intrigustdrbgtypes but
rather attempt to depict their well determined older characters astsubje, albeit oppressed,
steadfastly seek survival.

When | reflect on the reason(s) why | have chosen the elderly as a sojest | begin
to realize (but not clearly comprehend) the impact of the elderly of theeGtediana
community in Pennsylvania where | have resided for eight long years, lettiaédonestalgic
feelings | hold for my beloved aging parents in Egypt. | have spent threelsstal years, off
and on, trying to grapple with the topic of aging. While work was in progress and as
researched the topic of aging among African American people, | ledoameasingly aware of
the influence of those elderly on my life and on this study. My academic tr&iagigeen
meant to teach me paradigms for and theories about African American padgiestorical
development and to teach me to use them as the basis of my textual analygise&t®hed
the applicability of my experience to African-American history, | labke authors who are
themselves noted African-American writers whose personal experiéhatigve, inform their
writing.

Reflecting on this project, | find that the narrative of aging is indeed onabfdg@nd

satisfaction. Toni Morrison has the same opinion and asserts that black people needlthe nov
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“in a way that it was not needed before.” In its function as a healing art fogrB)dck
American novel carries a very special “sermon” in that it fulfills ttigcel role of preserving
cultural identity:
We don't live in places where we can hear those stories anymore;
Parents don't sit around and tell their children those classical,
mythological archetypal stories that we heard years ago. But new
information has got to get out, and there are several ways to do it.

One is the novel. (“Rootedness” 340)

Morrison’s and Gaines'’s fiction truly performs this important healing fonaf “bearing
witness.” Archetypal images of the ancestor, the matriarch, the créne shaman as
discussed in Chapter Three are versions of the same African archetypese thh@gacts of
myth-making and reflect African Americans’ need for heroes who embualtiyral values
necessary to the survival of the race. Both the ancestor and the shaman evendthesc
generations to become timeless people who are able to guide new genenatitmnisear

witness to the crimes of the past. Pilate in Song of Solamarctlear example whose generosity

and protectiveness to her children know no boundaries.
In the chapters, | have analyzed texts that feature a variety of oldegqmddts and
fictional worlds: from Morrison’s traumatic vision of an elderly charaateandoned to her

destructive fate in Song of Solomdhrough the tragedy of Eva Peace in Stddhe works of

Gaines with his passionate depiction of the elderly and his attachment to them based on hi
early passion toward his own old Aunt Augusteen. While those novels express diftgrest
and anxieties about aging, a number of thematic connections and obsessions have engerged. Th

most obvious link between the works of both authors is the situating of the older black
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protagonist at the heart of the narrative. The authors attempt to bredkrnice,an both society
and literature, which surrounds certain aspects of older people’s lives. TVieehgn voice to
challenge the dominant age ideologies of decline and marginalization.

Older characters belong to a past that is historic and mythic. They dominatédhe a
of almost all the characters in the novels, especially the young ones who seeleetanding
of the importance of the past and its significance in their lives. For exainpl®jlate who
brings Milkman to knowledge and enlightenment; she teaches him how to fly — that is, to
survive despite life’s mishaps — and to acknowledge that flight is metagdhotteachoice of
women. Macon Dead, Milkman'’s father, testifies to Pilate’s role as an anddstsays, “If you

ever have a doubt we from Africa, look at Pilate” (54). Son, in Tar Balas lost and confused

in his modern world as Milkman is in his. And, like Milkman, Son requires a guide into the
realm of myth; it is Gideon who tells Son the legend, and it is Marie Therese, tetanc
conjure woman, who sends him, finally, to his spiritual kinsmen. Therese is like &lhthe

ageless Circe in Song of Solomdike Eva Peace and Ajax’s mother_in Suilke the healer

M’Dear who presides over birth and death in The Bluest &iye likewise Baby Suggs in

Beloved They are all ancestor figures who, with their wisdom and magic powers,thaide
young through a history that is real. In their wild zone they are not themsebees in history,
but necessary mediators and conservators of myth. The African Ameritan yoanne
Braxton, speaks of Pilate and argues that she “fulfills a dual role:@atstispiritual. She both
creates art and connects the ancestors with the living by distilling theisdalnw values, and
unwritten history of those who have gone before into a written language to be mdeerve
future generations, and by making myths and images upon which the living may neadel t

lives” (314). Morrison and Gaines call on the ancestors from whom they derivgtistramd
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they perform in the holy presence of the ancestor. As often as not, espadiadycase of
Morrison and Gaines, the ancestor figure is an outraged mother who embodies the values of
sacrifice, nurturance, and personal courage — values necessary for sucmgereddainority
group as the African-Americans.

In writing this dissertation, and due to the nature of this topic, | used the humanist
mode of criticism to state values and concepts that may well define agirsgkn&rherica.
Talking about literature is one of the best ways in the world to begin to think and felsl dee
close attention to text and adherence to the cultural realities that hanesl fray individual
scholarly and literary status assert that the primary value of texréaithing these symbolic
realities. Of course, art has little or no significance unless itateckto life and the struggle of
people. In a crucial sense, Gaines’s narrative is profoundly personal. Higecea@ressions
and language present more than political tracts. They offer him a wawltwith both the
painful and the sweet memories he has experienced in his past and could not forget. Thus his
life and talent grade into each other in his fiction, thereby serving a neeesGigeply feels. In
his imagination, he is able to act out his rage against the injustices heobasreed and to
recall the old good days of his elderly Aunt Augusteen.

Morrison draws upon a tradition in which survival strategies tend to vary according to
gender between unruly men and strong, courageous women. Morrison has depictednfa us s
unforgettable characters. Old as they may be and overwhelmingly womear¢hsygaged in
the struggle for survival, coping with injuries that are literally unspeeakatnd quite possibly
un-survivable, taken by a belief system that defies reason and gives thamqginaity they are
due. Morrison uses gender blurring as her most poignant technique to demonstrgecthefle

inhumanity of African American history. She dramatizes the irrelevancy of gbpddurring
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the gender characteristics of her characters that may define themsthbme of things, a
person cannot be fully human if either gender is denied.

Morrison and Gaines are able to overcome the limitations of essentialistndiglering
age an integral part of their own or their characters’ identities. Thx¢sr deal with age much
less obviously. They indeed hardly thematize it at all, but they neverthelesseaduanc
understanding of what age is in the African American culture. While she salge¢eas a
prominent concern, Morrison incorporates age into her extensive political agenda, ognitecti
for instance, to her interest in the interrelation between generations leadm ¢he characters
of Pilate and her nephew Milkman; Eva and her granddaughter Sula; Ondine and hé&aadeece
Consolata Sosa and the convent women; Baby Suggs and Denver.

As he delves into the complexities of age, Gaines’s relentlessness is nhtringf s
spectacular. His many novels and his collection of short stories turn to the isguggagain
and again. He is thus able to deconstruct the alleged association of old age withatecli
despair. As we read Gaines, we are not apprehensive about the future. The totalityesahy
efforts amounts to a message that has the potential to transform myths about sldeayes as
they are harmful.

Gaines is personal in his writings and seems intent on keeping the politicahceflatia
remove whereas Morrison, far more political even on the surface, is a stromgtaedvithe
feminist aphorism that the personal is political. Gaines radically disasastiéreotypical
portrayals of older blacks as victims. He represents them as active agebts o&péecting
change in the mainstream society. If aging is the first thing weiassedgth the writing of
Gaines, it is quite possibly the last thing that strikes us when we read Mangank. Yet, it is

precisely her developed interest in the mythical world and her fascinatioreigmtestors that
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connect her to the trope of aging and the new genre of Vollendungsroman that is more
significant.

One of the many approaches both authors take in responding to the continuing pressures
of life in the African-American context is their concern for future ger@aratand their legacy.
Such an approach stands out as a way of indicating new directions in which age stiidies m
go. The writers create connections between the past and the present. Irawbatseen as a
comprehensive generational reach, the two authors move backward and forward in time and
space, still engaged with figures from the past (i.e. the ancestor) whydiinge but also
paying considerable attention to the younger generations. Clearly, Ganmweswith
Margaret Gullette’s resistance to an “age fragmentation that jaorgtasiny separate terrains
constructed by a dominant culture, thus precluding intergenerational solida®i2y93).

Throughout this study | have attempted to analyze the strengths and dangersvof t
authors’ gender representations. Morrison and Gaines have helped us to seeratoat Idan
offer, and we thus have our work cut out for us if we are to reach a more thorough
understanding of the new genre of Vollendungsroman. The two authors have shown us in both
subtle and obvious ways what happens to the black identity when it becomes old and what it
means to be marginalized by both race and age.

What conclusions ought to be drawn from the texts | have analyzed? A few conglusi
do emerge:

Contemporary African-American fiction of Morrison and Gaines has edtalllis
shifting of attitudes in the viewing of elderly Black people. Persistent isnthge were
illustrated by societal portrayals of Uncle Tom, Mammy, Aunt Jemima, ttedvich, and

others seemed to be changing due to Equal Rights legislation and the enfoafeanéntacial
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discrimination. Scholars, however, vary in their determinations of the degreaitifia s
society’s view of the elderly Black population from applause to scorn, fppmeaiation to
depreciation, from nominal to excessive. Gender and race continue to be majsrifactor
disrupting the unity within humanity. The degree of disruption can vary frore fdguace,
from neighborhood to neighborhood, from industry to industry, from institution to institution,
and from person to person. Thus, | find it difficult to generalize about attitudesdtaging
today, and | suspect sorting out what our historical attitudinal roots are quilfeeadditional
digging in more texts as interesting and as diverse as this beginninly isedae contemporary
African-American fiction of Morrison and Gaines.

Discovering a collapse of images of older men and women over sixty-five, who ha
been role models in the communities, | realized old age has been negativelysteraot
there was a need to challenge the culturally-inscribed notions of what it meamidohéhe
African-American context. This negativity, once challenged, can becoregistential ground
for growth and solidarity within the community.

Unlike Morrison, Gaines’s images of older Blacks are non-archetypal or mlythic
Archetypes of the Jungian theory are of much less value to Gaines when hehisesitieyly
characters. It follows that Gaines does not include the standard archeegglliecause most
of its elements are useless for the analysis of his elderly charabtesseam to be more
conservative and socially adept. There are, however, elements of intelexwusdiritual
rebellion in his depiction of elderly women as we have seen in the charadiiss diane
Pittman, Miss Emma, and Tante Lou. Morrison, on the other hand, depicts her elderly
characters as archetypal. She believes that a mature personalityamssgd gender.

Archetypes, suggesting feminine power, are mostly found in ancient and nomWetditigres
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who, according to Campbell, “were more appreciative of women and goddessesgrenam
for their association with seasons, fertility, and phases of the moon” (qtd. i8Pratt

Besides the deconstruction of dominant discourses pertaining to old age in mainstrea
society, Morrison’s narrative is directed more against the reprasenthigender as ideological
construction. She, therefore, depicts her elderly characters as gendatlassaameans to
maintain their autonomy. Eva in Sufar example, is the matriarch, and she exhibits some
surprisingly sane insights that defy male domination.

Gaines’s images of older Blacks, albeit non-archetypal, contragiskath the widely

accepted view of them as tommers and mamrine&.Lesson before Dyinghe two seventy-

year-old-women, Emma and Aunt Lou, take on the characteristics of tar matsivepe and
influence young Grant to teach Jefferson a lesson in dignity in which they bietebel
Through their seemingly nagging behavior, they continue to demand that Gcanleé&arson
what the former finds impossible to do. In the end, Emma and Aunt Lou serve as ctialysts
both Grant and Jefferson’s rebirth. The author continues his lesson in the survival détlye el

in A Gathering of Old MenGaines stresses the capacity of the aged for transformation. Instead

of accepting their long-established passivity as the basis for their duthivald men reject
their old attitude and demand that they should be treated with respect. With steadfast

courageous rebellion, they refute the old stereotype of Stowe’s UncleTheniutobiography

of Miss Jane Pittmamperhaps more than the two other examples, is most noteworthy for

depicting the elderly as main characters. Gaines presents the dideulytt the reflective point
of view of a centenarian, Miss Jane, who is able to adjust and survive with dighé&yovel

closes with the one-hundred-year old Miss Jane leading the residents of trerQuoerttown,
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initiating the change of Afro-Americans from stereotypes to archketgpd from saints to
militants.

By drawing a distinction between Morrison and Gaines with regards to theméretabf
old age and the elderly, | have discovered that Morrison is a traditionalist whesdog age-
appropriate roles guided by cultural traditions. Gaines, on the other hand, is a niaaéneis
sense that he views later life as unwritten history that is yet to be atetlliomly by personal
imagination and the pressures of society. Following the authors’ perspectivesehoav
meaningful understanding will be possible of the strengths and advantages of old age#t cont
to the taken-for-granted assumption of the vulnerability of old age and its negaiiale s
connotations.

Elderly blacks are portrayed as asexual. The two writers speak of tHg gldamplete
disregard for their sexuality, yet with a high praise for their wisdom anugstrerhey are
asexual and non-productive. This is made clear in Morrison’s depiction of ettariycters
such as Pilate. Her lack of a navel somehow diminishes her desire for sex. Not sraia@loe
reject any male advances, but also protects the helpless Hagar aglkimstri¥ai silly attempt
to use her. The absence of a navel may thus imply that women in their fifteddextg and that
these women are less concerned about their attractiveness or sexualnitittheir strength
and determination in life. This said, the assumption thus defies the stereotgpelmdlJ
attributed to many Black women.

Stereotypes remain to some extent, but the influence of literary worksiag that

aged characters maintain a special status for writers. The mkisigstider figures speak to
us all with insistence on being understood. The findings of this dissertation detecingtra

huge contribution of Morrison and Gaines to the narrative of aging, which stiessestd
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for more scholarship to accommodate and closely examine the variety of tupitemes
discussed in their work. With an ongoing increase of the elderly population there needs to be
more and more literary treatment of the roles they can play in forming whaesurdeal
communities. Adequate theory and scholarly analyses have provoked a starting point on

which other scholarship can build.
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