
INTRODUCTION

'I ha no ve 3 i st5 s lud i ed in this than, j s = hai ■=> the f t *m 3 pc* C O

in two wxy:.: •funh be c.au so Ihoy ar'>- all women wriUi'i, am!

secondly because- they write -"bout women. 1 hr iri?m >. ho ra c t e t in 

I,heir novels obviously are women. Fheae women are s mis x i, i ve ' human 

J>eing= gauging 'l ho social icalily around them, thy '-loose through

which th-y loo! ui the' world »i s 1 ad with' a p° cult a i

s ensib j11ty whir h I have- call cd 'feminine s c- n •, i h i 1 11 y ’ , &

he lightened sense of pe rrep tion which act- 'as a i a t a 1 y t i i 1h

charting the uselling ra11 h of woman"a inner 3 i f o. 1 omini fl €?

sensibility, thoutjh coni ribulory to 1 he msd ing o P \f eminism, 1

not feminism pei :S. Ft j ma r j 1 y, it is th a l fueli-ng win c h

d i f P e r eti L i a t e s the female from lh«-> male in 'phem of emo 1, j on s ; a-

/woman cue more involved' wj th human I i n = h i | ^ "To 1 hum emotional 

bindings ji f mobo m L f 113 in,y than to men a, men's omul x on a 1 need-, 

»re not as intense us those of women's.

\

Similarly. rnmenibram c- of things past. alto nuupiai, a 

large ten itaiy of the female space. Ut-.il.ing of diaries, journals 

am) private fie tioni. pm- so r v? f i on of family . hi sUn jer . anH^ 

legends, narration of foil la Jos in 1 hi"1 privacy of' _i hearth has 

boon pr irif->r i-iy a. female territory jnre Linn- i minemu n a 1 .

/

Q-f ■ -all the -human emotion*1 love is supposed lo bo the 

governing factor of leminum psyche, ft muJd there Pr>i e he cal lei1 

I he moving 'spirit behind feminine sensibility, which involves 

round l he family ne,iuv ' and, human i ,e I a t i on ah i ps the- two

n
\



t s t r j r, o r 11 ■ of t 11C' f om > I e 5 p 3 ■ e i h h a'b i i ed by ct I mu t alt 1, h > ■ 

•_ha i*s> c l e r* in the novel? under study.

Tr- give a historical perspective, this study jn the firs I 

Chapter presents an account of the statur of the women in Indian 

and American societies. With the help of a host or literary mi1 

t eligiou; le. Is J rum the Vodic ages to the present, the study, 

identifies rwo tr iditions m India--lhe "great tradition" uf th>- 

twice-born Ih ohmi ns and tliu "little tradition" of the iion-Ur-iliimn 

castes. tt<= the great tradition was essentiaLLy Jiteiate arnl 

nlitist in nature, il e, eluded wumen (ruin its discourse. Hence, 

women in ancient and medieval India (except the .Vedic or Pre 

Vpdic India,1 have always belonged ,ln tho little tradition, which 

has deiutA' them the s talus given tu the 8i ->hmiris and I he uppei 

>9slC males. Tho cult of the Devi, though i pari of "little

t rad 11 i on ", g j v e = spiritual status to wom£n, but it does r i nl ij 3 V P

them a so t1 0-K onomi c status. As the feminine prime i P1 e is h eld

h i g h i n t h e Devi cult- tho woman 1 s supposed to h a v e o high

.>ocial stains- but the deni a! of sono-ccmirimic freedom pujhes
9

her invsiiahly in the "liltle tradition" oven when, she is burn 

firahmiri. Consequent! v the woman is always in a slain of conflict, 

constantly divided between the two traditions.

The blacl American womoti liv- m 1 he doubly enslaved win U, 

pa l r i a r ch-> l racist sucioly, Their 1o1 is r o tuffei , struggle and 

be sil eiit. Ml act- American woman called "the mule of tho world", 

has the status of the wretched of the earth, intending the thesis 

of the groat and the little Indian traditions lu bled American

I 3 i



ociely. the bJaci- American women can he placed in the "little 

tradition" which belittled their status Led ow that of » male* 

>lave. Doubly n ppres = od m a rai.j'sl sociei y, the blai.i- Amai 1 cjn 

women. Ill e her Indian countrpart has maintained a tradition of 

tolerance, paliern.o ana pe r c i s ten re . This 1 r?di lion of a pa*-*- 3 ve 

niSiitsi'H n to male oppression developed by Jndiaii wnrueri over :• 

long period of Linie form- the bae i 1 of feminine sensibility 

d 1 a -’u s s ed earl 1 e r .

Thet question of res 1 c tanc a t,n oppression is studied in 

Chapter Ihree of this thesis. This resistance, offered by the 

1 ebc-11 j ou s heroines m-novels andcu discussion, oiiginetes in the 

feininine sensibility of these che1 nc lers whu alti-mpl to ordei the* 

fie Lionel world in l heir own way. Nando haul in Am1a De-sn’s 

Fire on the Mountain rebel', against the way of 1 j fn j,ti which hei 

very existence is corntrollod Lv tin* need-, of o there and ->1 so 

ugai n^fct an oveinjcowdod, mundane. monotonous existence. The*

female, pr01&gon1ste of Desei are deemed inferior and are 

emotionally vulnerable. Fi am su>'h a position she- tilt's to run!'.. an 

i meg xnet 1 vc- escape through rebellion. The tobei who slriten us 

among all the- women characters of Desai and Sahgal is Sonjl. in 

Rich Like Us. She rebels against the hollow, ostentation m the 

-octal fabiic. Her rebellion 10 both personal and so 00— 

political.

Almost all the heroines of Alice Waller are lebelliouv - m 

nature. but ■ th-eir rebellion Ir-- 3 feminine quality of

understanding arid wisdom. Jl is thi ough her feminine sensibility

1 v



I hat i 1 c* r n ‘Copeland i n The Third Life of Grange Copeland, though fn

t ?l,ie j ] ] on aga-nst -<n unjust iccnJ ordt-f , .• 11 *-ni | ■ t :> "T,.. be *,■ • h > • 1 e

! ho heroine of Meridian i - a rad i rad who own-, nothing. She rebels

against the system only to find herself trapped in male puli lies

which ; he f i n a J i y i e jocls for !’ i n J j. n g j c r n a f i v h r o l-e f o i

herself, llallor in t h l s- lu.ve 1 presents 3 new single of soeihg

lnotherhoijJ through H?f nii-m’5 pei .peetive. Rebellion U>.>s load-,

to cieativity. Similarly 'I uni Morrison’s Pilate, Su I a arid Cla'udia 

, /• 
ffbf'l for finding a r.re-ii,, va into for them'. e l van. ALT thes--

feVnalo rebels jti the novels under itudv aro in a,arch of an
A

press i nil of their rt ectivi Ly and so I f-w.ji th «

-The gonesi - of these heroine?' ’ rebel Lion can he traihd m 

i Iwir "upnre:bU>n in their respotf no socict ie-i. r-omafe uppi et-iou 

therefore is the subject o f ’d i .» c u s s i un in the fourth Chaptei

6] a cl women novel i ntj port r »y the' ce'uaJ and in.. ia |
i

'injustice done to blacl women wi 1 h ->n imidei touiii. Morrison 

and Waller reveal the oppression o,f biatl heroine i J i I- e l-'pn'iJs, 1 

Sula- Mem, Meridian and Cell-1, They are vicfiniirej within, arid 

without 11 .ft hi act * ommun i t v. Mem i :> h dave uf a -> lave". Riusl 

»nd ' se.ual oppression destroy her body and ;|u i it. - Weller 

portrays the ’multidimensional assault” of her heroines in hei
r

novels vividly. The narratives of Haller nun or the faith, hof.es, 

values- tragedies, failures and celebrations of an oppressed 

community. Waller’s heroines, Horn and Margaret Copeland represent 

the burdens heaped upon them by society s?nd by f am i J y 7"Mom wilt,

under the “i?i i-,l oppression uf B-'umn fy. e 1 d ; her husband, end



accepts, lniii jn total pns,<.i **3 1,y and M-nnl-rie-,5 '] il u -i churih’. 

Mono t ho J e =>s - Ham if.mgg I p: hi- r ui >. =»! L y to over conic* f,he =,e,ual 

upprssMon ' by fighting had Di own f i •• 1 <3 . -Mem strive', t.j =,u i mo'unt

} 1 i

her double oppnissi on by e, ercisnuj her will to 1 tve her own

- life. Her feminine sen i E»1 1 i !,y 3 CTnd 3 a 'our!.. to hoc house and

turns, it i nto i home. Gh* hate:, bn leave'a home, a-, and when thu 

•■•hale master dictates. In Meridian IJal 1 e,i depict1. Lite tip(n>ssion 

of The woiiian on the b--'iir) of hor =*; . "Mr ■>. • Ih i I. f1e r j d i ai>" . 

ti'other l'eo1: that motherhood means "be- com.i no disli acted from

herself." Her pemon.al life, a = it seems to hei - i ; uve,- sh»>

become': i a mother. Alice l-t a 11 e t- ” s, i o 1 ,--Lr ated novel. The Color 

Purple project-i female oppression of bled women at physical

9,.usl and ps ychol ogi cal levels. The devastating idea o-f weslein,
' t 1 *

white standard's of physuul beauty impairs the _.e 1 f ~wo r Mi ol

< elie. Similarly, Pecol :* and Pauline Breedlove are oppressed

beyond redemption because ol the -dfoint nan t culture": pro vavl i n»j
/ -

- norm; of beauty and roman in.

{ '
Hornsnn has depicted the* oppi c-ssi on of young bJact girls in

The Bluest Eye. "I he nairative is charged with pomnancy whi'Ch
\

recalls the- horror e, pei ; eri^ ed after reading the Groel tragedies.

/
The f ema1e opprps-i i on can be seen iiiov i n g i fi w vifi uii“ t t K U-1 W1 th

i e g a r d t ■ • f'pciil 3 -niU Pau 1 i its1. Pan 3 me Bi eed J ove i b 1 i r,r?*tj_>L
» /

at

heart. The i= uppr e s s e .J h y i a c i s t - -> e ' i s l and c 1 a 1 norm-. o 1'

the whil*. j o c i e t y. J.i ip t u r n a 11 o '"M vo: the- f u 3 1 e s 1, measure 01

her misery to her d au qli ipi Pecol^ 1 Phil-. . in the nar rativea 0 i

Ua1 1 e r and Mon is on we s r-O the bl a c !• woman as the o t h' e r “ w 11 o 1 5

the perfect scapegoat.
■ v j



The Color Purple 0 •-> - W a I It-1 depicts CeJie’ >Jt llll Op pi l' iilOll

->t llif outset. Giadually the heroine s'3 Celie. le'sini to value 

her sel f . , I lor femjitine sensibility tal es l,he I>b1 ter of , herself end 

■he font!3 & female bonding with f.hug Avery. It serve? =>- a

bulwark a g -a i n <= l C(-Ji<3'r, multjple o ppr es 3 l on m A1 bei ! 's huuse. 

Hhug helps Ci-iie nut only m ov^i cpimng her oppression, but alio 

proves catalytic m c on c r e 11 r mg liei cf o a l 1 vo - po l on 11 -11 .

■ chi eves a sen ~,e of self-worth by love of -,elf. U 1 nvi gurete.s

her- to over_cumf t.he o ppror, 3 cm -he undergoes (or 0 long period

of Ijme. 1 h •“* religious f-n lh and' pi 0 d 3 c e sustain bind women’s 

efforts ‘to oppose the many facets of 0ppros 1 on.'The Color Purple 

wnhances' out 'insight into the nature 01 bleu i women"', oppre-a »1 on . 

1 he novel also suggests moans of restructuring moiality, 

spirituality and ae<-_ Lhelic^ to o v u r ,r u in >:• bJ-iif wornun's eppf essi an .

' vCompared tu her bloc!- Ainei uan ioufii er part, Indian women's 

oppression is more- psychological than physical. An it* D*=*i and 

Nay-niiera ' *iahgal purtiay Lite oppression of i-lonisha, Sits, I1-<ya. 

Sat oj , Rnshmi and Sonali in a male dominated society. The custom, 

->nd t rad 1 11 on s prr>ve too 11F1 i ng f o r l he-c sensitive hc- ru 111 e 1, 

These novels provide an insight inTu ,1 peculiar 1 1 nd of female 

opprosi 1 on where- the victim rnd the victimizin' m-e female.-5 The 

joint family system proves an ide-'l breeding ground fui female 

npprosion. ' ,

Voices in the City captures Horn she’s
i

pitted against the' harsh inmates of he-i 

tlnobs with quavering sen'll uu fy, but the 

1 ec 1 proci rfles I ion i-1 ha ” s need for affection
VI 1

acute sensitive being 

1 n- laws" f am 1 1 yShe

stolid husband hardly 

or companionship. She



becomes, a prey to the oppressor) at two levels! the male oriented 

set up compels lusr lo many. Bn l m hei- mati lmony there is huiiiv 

■■ny love nr ~ unde i‘ st and i iiq on the part oi the main. At another 

levet Honi'lij'; &, i sientK i- monitored by hui female i e 1 a t j one. at

her m-l-jW: , She falls on ea-,y prey lo the politics par

/ ̂e, cel fence within hei- owrp hou shu In « - A l I linns the checl male i -
1 y ^

either her own mo l he r - i m- 1 aw or si =li?r-iir-litw, She feels ehol od , 

emo l i anal 1 v, as -lie being s H'Oiinn of f met sen 3t l i vi Ly comiol 

Vi thstend the crude reriiar! = passed by other women about her 

luKes, when all hei "face; <>'-3 moist with blood"’are "Laid bain to 

l hei r scrutiny". The hori ur of living art empty life, "dedicated 

to nothing" adds to fleruhie’s psychological oppression. Th>- 

intensity of Honi'-hn and her brother Nirodo’a e, porienres ronvey- 

the torture Ho-msha undei ijih.u m hoi- Ln-liWs house. Life Si In in 

Where Shall We 'Go This Summer 7. M6n i she feels trapped and her 

voire' x_ completely si > r,|ed. Her selfesteem is con i i iiu ou s 3 v 

-assaulted in the huge household, under one oi the other prole,;t. 

Desai deftly delineates Pem-iLo o ppr u* s i on which is not viblen't 

uonnthe 1 e a s viole'tei humanity. Jri the end, Horn = ha'1 f eel s ulllerly

i
dejected and coiiiiiii I = su'cide.

V •

Aunt II i i ? is another i e pi ?: en t >t i ve iheractei in Clear Light 

of Day. She is a widow in her in-laws’ house who h-'& aged in hei . 

youth. II i r aria a i (mo l h e r ' s sister,1 r=, one- of JVsai "j most memorable ' 

and pathetic portrayals of woman oppressed geometri£ aJ3y in the 

cample, web of ’Indian society. She is denTejJ any self-esteem ni
i ' £

her fri-’l t«s’ house, because she is boli.ved In be the root cause
h ’ r ,

of her hushmd*s <*=u-Ly death, who went foi aludy lo I-ng land , The
vi i i



sheer authority smJ •-ruplty per peti ited by the m-lawg un wumeu 

J5 ref lfi.lnd m Desai's fictional universe. Aunt rlira'i in-lew? 

proclaim that tin"" >"i o -r* t h * * f' her husband i-s brought oboul by hei 

" unf o rtun o t e horoM'ops ’ . 11ns belief, so d«ep ruoled i-n the 

fi-,yche oT an average Hindu mind j , wall :• p lu r *d in Cry, the 

Peacocf as well as in Clear Light of day. Hit bund beliefs and 

lrsdilian operate against the women, their dignity and 

aopiref ions in Hindu society. Heading between linos we can 

perceive that a widow m tho Hindu society the run at neglected,
t

oppressed *nd exploited being, at the hands of men and women,
/

children ~-nd servants.

rlanda Haul. the dignified, sill -clad wife of the Vi>e~

ch one i-l lor is another woman who is oppressed, but hoi o ppr cu, i on
!

is more psychological. id he is hum i 1 i a led as a woman by her*

I iu, s band , who Ka s a L i a i _ u n w i t h him mat h oma f, us l o a c h e r liis ,

/•avid. Thus, the woman j^: to fight oppression at morn than one*

l eve 1£. Hand a Haul i s oppr es-,eu in her own hucp* housohuId, i,j|u-,rea-

iier childhood friend 11a Das is a 'study m iemale oppression- of a

very grim I ind. 9he i ? nsoultc-d md mu i d e r • »d ' by tho i espec l •abl*■

iiian wiio favours child marrinye,whieh-31 a D-i? tries not to tale 

* /
place in the village where -,he worts a= a social we I far e officer.

Ha ,»aitlo i a Sahqa I ’ => poitrayal of J-jroj in Storm'm Chandigarh 

reveals another a specif! of the woman's life and her humdrum $*,1iJen.ce 

the infidelity of thn husband is not lo bo mpiimanded in 

patriarchal society. Saroj- the homely housewife of Indor i - 

hardly allowed to live her inner life o; inder has iuo 'compunction

I

1 -

i „



lor his e- Ira-me HUT11 j rp l a L 3 un =,!i j p with Mar3. Sonali F'anac1--, too 

feels oppressed in the wnrJsd of men* where xnli i guf-e -md

- ‘ } ' L>. o r ru pt 3 on" ho ] d sway. Her >ievctj on arid c omm t tment lo the c^uso of

Motion's progress are made deftmr t m =uch‘a eor rupl, society a» 

lhe one we encounter in Rich Lite Us, All these women live on 

the fringes of boUi the mile- and the female 'worlds, This -til-- 

lecpds the heroines of C-n=>*i and Lahgsd to "d i wiot 3 on,

' The blacl wiimcifi is oil enated fmm the white SO- 1C ty beraiisi'.

>.f the­ ■ 0 1 0 r 3 'i n e , and f f uHi 1 he nude dominated' bind so. I ely j

be cau sa of her ;e,', 
r

The female pro t agon 1 <=, t s in the novels 01

Morrison and Ualtgr are denied political end ^cnmmir power and 

remain a 3 i one ted in the hierarchic-! ^ociefy. The Fifth Ch-iptei 

deals !,-> 31.! i the- theme of si ifnali oil from tic perspective of Indian 

and blacl American "'umen. The Bluest Eye portrays the f r-n: tu r e-l 

-elf of Pet ole and =• 13 efia 13 on of her mother, Pauline E-ir eed J o vo

graphically, Psychologj' xl Iy , Pauline tunl j alienated as 5ho
i

inigiatric fsom her lursl southern humr-lend to the - nuithen city. 

Hut , tii? must poignant aspect of her a L i e 11 a 1 ion is Imi d 1 1 ( l m ■ j 

-'way front blacl ,values. Bh* imbibes win t-e cultur->l norms and

“.iluos through the world of “silver screen'. She lungs fur tin-
1

beauty- order, and praise nhich she visual 3;es in while homes.

Pecola“s jJ lerk't jon ensues because aho is not soon as a person by

both, the white and the Llaci :ocic-ty, but is redured to an 

object, unwdi thy of any attention, lov3 or praise mciuding hei 

inotner. The Bluest Eye is a novel, which cun be rood at myriad

levels, one among them j= female alienation. Horrjson gives the

most moving portrays! of a I j erm 11 ore of Pends as she- lapse- into



indent! y« Sula roveaLs the emn t1 ana I -j -o Iflion u,f adol e ;f en 

Meet-- g i rJ => m hl-u-| community oi Ihp Rot tom. SuLe h 9 rffan] , 

who struggles to "male lii'r ;cJ f . Through h'-r v?i led e, pet tcitcei 

in end nui-udo the Bottom, Stil-n e, pe-fi ente= alienation'. She 

lo3fn; Thai, there is no one, not even her close friend Mel oi hem 

mother who ran be a true compatible companion u) herself. Pilate 

vjn Song of Solomon a iso loads alienated life, as she Joes not

thin!- the / v ? J u e s i an d ' =• t a r, d a i d s of while middle- class ;>onoty
I

romps tjbl a to her way of life. The tow hnn I ogi e s I ad van cmiten i, 

brings forth o1 u-njlj on and the malaise seems all pervading under- 

the guise of progress in hi a cl- and [nd j ;n so r j o 11 es .

, In the novels of Pesai women remain rue r g i na L , because they

have little 'power m The j u j n t, patriarchal family system,, Thu

fema1e pro tagon j 5' i n Do s j j a nd S thy a 1 are no l o n ] y e / j s t e n t j a 1

outside r 5 but also social outsider* w i thin the ma 11 11, of then,

c mal 1 world of fam-ily and the laigei s ou? 1*y. Maya j n Cry, the

Peacocl-
i
fT Monisha in Voices in the City - Si la in Where Shall We

Go This Summer 7 ami /Wanda K-ui ] in Fire on the Mountain 0 r Ei i m i n
/

CTear Light of Day e; pt*ri fnee a -en -e
l

u f a I i ‘■J n :t l 1 Oil. Hull 0!

i here heroines feel all en a led ’ benice they dujhol agiee to live

1 h u J r i X V I-* S i i 1 e u i; hei woini-n who live" ordinary dull 1-j F e at 1 o'a

pr.e'tsu r es " „ Lite Hay a and Gila, Soria 1 i and So i o.i in c;ahg a 1 ’ * Rich

Life us and Storm in Chandigarh are educated. tem, i tjve: middle*

class women who long to ijjve their lives to the full and want to 

share the worlds of their husbands. But the itivlo 'lom j ns led wm td 

they live in. he= no place lor them ->s nilel ! iq^ni sensitive 

individuals endowed with fenmTine sens i li i l i ty. The traditional
t\ l



"ucity lortes thesu he roi ms lo live arcord j mj I o' thr t'r ad i ti una I 

i olpi escribed to women.

"1 hf> yuung d-iughlerj- a a >J 3 j n°;i led in Jmssu have nu

power ,in joint •family = ye tom - ■ whs i- e „ ther* e!i_ls an inhered1 

hierarchy' o-f e ! de r 1 y' woman in-law. These "young .herm ne= have no 

attea; to attain their persunhood and nu outlet for theii 

• renfciv©. urge. Heroines lil e Sita floel thwarted and nlienalnd in 

her own = mal I world i n mo l r o po 1 l =* and craves I'oi full ilment.' 'Thi- 

')] acoverf Imr al'ien-alion in the peculiar social reality.

Thus-' Horn sun, Waller, Derrii and '-iahgul treat l heir

heroines with deep undei standing and in I he process of creating a

world .of "their, own- articulate inner and. outer totalities ol

women's' existence. These women novel ists'arw ' tellers of stories,

so . far untold by male writers, in a distinctive manner. They

-.u then 11 to 3 1 y tr-msmule unc c-r la i n 11 os . coiiipleM 11 os vand pemdo:e =

which thwart wonmn in two different' ruJ lures through their

novels. These mo-l'&i craflswomen tell their tales in a unique

manner by using .techniques and vision which embody Ternium*-

sencibilitv. ^" 1•* ,/

fr *
I he 'SlidHvCher't-er is devoted lo the study of the vision of 

the novelists under 'ey study. They ac cemmod •- te thi-ir femimm* 

c on. j b i 3 i t y in Iheii narrative's which is discernible1 m the .use

erf 1 heir language and tec1mjquesand point o l vicv*. J*c*hga 1

outlienticnlly employ: hi 'ilon cal documenf & to reveal Lhe

p r @d i cament ’ of wom^n in Hindu sucjol', in p=i',i, cifid ju v l1-*puses i l

with piesetit realiiy. .Desai’s, poetit imagination is icveeled in
> : i 1 '



the del inis'll on of the irinersyrape of hur heioinas. She use

slresni of r on 5 c 1 on ;ne = s technique, f l "ish^Jsa cl e 

monologue* for e, ['Icring the- irmar world; of Hs v? 

Peacocf ami 8im in Clear Light of Day. I log prose is 

poetic grandeur. She cel: in her n;s of mogei y,

ej,pe r i em e •* of hei- heroines at# conv-yed by I he u*>

and inter 101 
✓

1 n Cry, the

1 barged with '

The intense 

of language,

moulded for her purpose is, unfory&tluhl o , i ho rc-fe rences to 

mu; j r ■ =u*l and poor ry ri".'nj] Losai, rho conno j = sen 1 in all hei

novels. The del j us? UiOYlf , ol tho 'U$pfi n?nrF', of her horo j no 5 

moose all the senmss' that of t-isto ami hearinqj •njtiJ(rnj - line 1 I 

, nnd touch. Such a romlitiun call for the reader's par11r3 pa11 on

m the nai r a t 1 ve 3 . I~1p t r 15x101—14 ~ e s a h j »j h Ly ‘m>- t-jphoi j • -> l " language,

(
f'he '-invest-, names of places and ■ pen-pie whi rh symbol ire tho 

jeopardy ot'the hlacl e; isteiics j n the win In society. In each 01 

her novels, she employs different technique and *<• tab H shes 

h e 1 3 e 1 f a * , an 1 n n 0 u a t 01 in n a r 1 a t t v 9 s l r a l e u y . I ! in y Mornso 1 s 

, u,C£‘li as a sloi y telJoi and a craftownm-m who employ^;; a 

specific language. specific symbols and nnaye; with which sh>> 

renders life experiences which come to frui uon in hei novuH: 

The Bluest Eye, Sula, Song of Solomon ami Tar Baby. Alice Idalfei

does employ the" epistolary form of novel , to establish the 

sovereignty nf bjul r 1 - woman in The £olor Purple. She ’moulds llm

t 0riti of the
\ s.

novel in sue h a way that 1L becomes - an' 9/ c e1 lent

r! p1 eS 3J O n uf the feminine c e n s i b j 1 1 t y 0 l iU pru lagun1 st; Cdiu,

who writes 1 c-1 le r > m bl ■> ■J patois. T 11 u * , these women novel 1 its'

have achieved a me d 1 si 1 n r r, 3 on ,ii I he g # n r # of novel -*nd ‘made 

it their own, ch=>rg^d with feminine sensibility.

, i i j
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CHAPTER 1

WOMEN IN INDIAN AND BLACK AMERICAN SOCIETY

(I)

The Indian sub-continent with _ils diversities has a Jong 
cultural and social history of women's position in society. Over 
many centuries, a host oF literary and religious tests' have 
depicted the position of women m Hindu society. All great woris 
oF classical Hindu literature belong to the line oF tradition
which McKim, -Following Robert Redfield, has called the "great

Jtradition5' in contrast to the •'■little tradition" (Mies 38).

The "great tradition"' was upheld by a smaJ 1 class of 'twice- 
born5 Brahmins who had monopolised education and literary 
activities. ' They enjoyed the patronage of royal families which 
enabled them to live m courts in cities. This "great tradition5' 
is corroborated by the Vedas and Brahmans, the two great epicss 
the Mahabharala and the Ramavana.

It is worthwhile to note that’ the "little tradition5' is 1 i^e 
an undercurrent to the mainstream oF "great tradition5'. It i'> 
also called 'partlcularistic5. To tho elite in tho cities it 
reflects the social, religious and cultural 1iFe of the 
illiterate masses living m villages. Besides it often revolves 
around a local god or 'a mythical hero5 (Mies 197). If is 
diametrically opposed to the "great tradition" as tIte literary 
productions of the "little tradition5' ai e legends, songs, 
stories, anecdotes, proverbs etc. in the regional langusges which
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are mostly handed down orally.

If literary education is a marled trait of the "great^ 

tradition'' then as Mies slates the "women of all castes and not ' 

only of the non-Sansl ntined castes are excluded" (39) from it.

It is a well-Tnown phenomenon that until the mid-nineteenth\
. *' i

century women were excluded front the study of the classical j 

religious and philosophical texts. Thus, m reality women 

belonged to the "little tradition3' which represented the culture 

of the illiterate masses.

Literary works of the "-great tradition5' have extensively 

recorded the prevalent views on women. They have codified the 

duties and rights of women, but have not described women's 

culture as all of them have been written by men/ primarily for 

male readers.

It cantherefore, be said that women, life all downt rodda-n 

groups, are excluded from the ‘great tradition5'. They belong to 

those 'mute* masses who dwelt in dart-ness, and who do not exist 

for the "great tradition5', since they do not articulate 

themselves m writing,. , , i
V

However, a few questions regarding the, position of ancient 

women m India remain unanswered m these texts. Ono such

question. 'according to Mies is, whether the social reality
' \

corresponded to tbe norms fixed in these writings. Here the-

A



contention is that?
thb classical texts reflect what a particular 
literary elite, the Brahmins, thought in 
various epochs on the position of woman in 
the society, but not necessarily what the 
social practice was m these epochs (37--3S).

The answer to such a question, obviously, is not simple, as 
the classical texts reflect what a particular literary elate, the 
Brahmins thought m various epochs, that necessarily was not the 
social practice during these periods, '

In order to assess the status of women in the Vedic, 
Post-Vedic, Puranic and post-Puramc ages one has to examine 
various religious texts of these epochs, m which women are 
considered as' beings, belonging to the "little tradition*'.

I Not only are the many local end regional 
"small traditions'* of Indian villages are 
decisively sustained by women, but their 
contents are determined by many female 
elements. Thus to the " little tradition ,f 
belongs the- cult of the "Devi*’, the mother - 
goddess, who is found m many different local ' 
and regional 1 representations and .under 
venous names and plays a big role in village 
festival. ...(Mies 40).

Besides, some all-India festivals Tile Holi (March) and 
Dasserah (Septemher-October) are celebrated m honour of



goddesses. McKim in 1957 found about ninety different deities' 
whose culls were practised actively. Forty-five of them belonged 
to the * little tradition", and most of them were mother-goddesses 
or goddesses (Mies 403.

It is an established fact that m India the cult of the
1

"Devi1' is older than that of the Aryan and,mainly masculine Hindu 
deities. The cult of the Magna Mater m her various aspects 
enisled m India before the Aryan invasion and has survived m 
the "little tradition".. A popular representation of the ’“Devi 5 m

, l

the "little tradition" is Silala Devi, the goddess of contagious 
diseases, part l cu 1 at-1 v of smallpon, which is also (.called 
"visit of the goddess" (M!os 40).

Feminine principle is hailed high m the Devi-cult, which 
assumed the status of "little tradition1" with the predominance of 
the ''great t rad 111 on ’ . of the Aryans.

, An initiation through a spiritual specialist, a "Guru" is
}

required m the "great tradition" for its propagation. The *Guru" 
initiates the disciple m the religious symbols and usages and m 
the sacred lore. Compared Vo this, no such requrrment e;cis,ts m 
the "little tradition'', it is passed on through imitation. Often, 
only women are allowed in the ceremonies of- the "little ' 
tradition”' as revealed in the worts of R.S. Freed and S.A. Fi eed 
on the Silisat (Sitala Devi) ceremony. The disease of small po:j 
though eradicated in India, is still Inown after the name of The 
most feared goddess, "Sitala" to millions of Indians.

To conclude, can say that in actual practice women in

h
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Hindu society belong to the 'little tradition’. Yet some of the 

norms governing their day-to-day life are those derived from the 
'great tradition’. Thus, ideo1ogicai1y women belong to the 'great 
tradition’. As an outcome, they are always’ in a slate o( 
conflict, constantly divided between the two traditions.

Thus, women do share the fate of oppressed castes, tribes 
and subcultures. To gauge the position of women m family and 
society and th'e role expectations which a modern educated Hindu 
woman faces, it is essential to know the Brahmanical "norms laid 

down by the ancient Aryan Hindu culture.

In the ancient traditional society of the Hindus the social 
and legal position of women was, as Narain states, inextricably 

1 ml ed up with religion and caste. ‘I he pivotal position of women 
in domestic life is well expressed m the Rigvedic term 
' Jayedastam * which means "the wife is-the home" (Naraiii 22). All 
invocations of divinities are addressed to the gods as well as 
their wives, the goddesses. The philosophical concept of the 
feminine principle is well developed m th'e Vedas.

Initially during the Vedic period m the Hinduscu1ture, the 
husband and wife were conceived as comp1tmenjuary to each other. 
Hence the highest manifestation of male and female relationship 
is found m the concept of 'Ardhanarishwara’ — a half-male and 
half female deity. The ancient dictum was that man and woman 
complemented each other to form a single image as personified in 
the unique form of 'Ardhanarishwara’, On the whole, the women of 
the Vedic times enjoyed equal status with man m every field—
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r o> 1 i g i o'ure . social, economic and political.

The vedic society was patriarchal. Though the birth of a son 
was more favoured, once a daughter was born, she was entitled to 
all the privileges given do a son. Especially, "m the matter of 
education the daughter was not distinguished from the son” 
(Desai II). Girls were inducted into the 'Sacred Initiation" 
ceremony and they observed 'Brahmacharya* (state of celibacy) 
like boys. This indicates that the girls were talen to the 
teacher as pupils or were initiated into learning. The names of 
Gargi and Maitreyi are testimony to the fact that women scholars 
and philosophers were not uncommon. There aie references to a
class of women tnown as 'Brahmavadims* who continued their /' - v
studies for their entire life-time. Learning itself was deified

. {

as Saraswati, a feminine symbol.
1 \

There were several women poets and some of their verses have 
been honoured by inclusion in the canonical literature. Desai. 
notes' that a large number' of women were among the composers, of 
the Rigvedic Hymns. It is aclnow]edged that the 'Vivaha Sulta" m 
the Rigveda which forms "the foundation of the Hindu Marriage 
sacrament was composed by Surya Savltri, the daughter of the Sun 
god" (Apte 3).

Many women were honoured with titles lile Acharya, who were 
adept teachers. "Often the learned rishis or seers initiated 
their wives," as Chat topadhayay establishes "into 'intellectual 
and spiritual pursuits"(9>. The name of Maitreyi is well Inown 
for her pursuance of spirituality along with her husband, whereas
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Katyayini, the second wife chose to manage a huge "Gurulul" hi 

its entirety.

Equal status was enjoyed by women with men in the Vedic era 

m performing religious ceremonies. They could perform sacrifice^ 

independently and were not regarded as impediments m religious 

pursuits. If the husband went on a journey, -the wife was required 
to perform1 the sacrifices. '''Seetayagna’f, "Rudrabali" and 

vvRudrayaga'' were performed exclusively by women.

The social ethos of the period under discussion was 

congenial to a woman’s al 1-round development.. Grown-up maid.ens 

had a voice m choosing their partners. Daughters, as they grew 

older, contributed significant 1y to the management of then

parents’ household. Marriages were entered into when girls were

mature. As the stanza twenty-sir Pusan of Rigveda addressed to 

the bride states? "Speal to thy people as a lady" (Apto 6). This 

substantiates that a woman had a status of her own. She was

unfettered and stood in high esteem at home and m communal life.

During the Vedic age. women were required to accompany men 

in performing rituals as they were equal W3 th irien m the pattern 

and social fabric of Vedic society. The presence of' the wife was 

essential for all sacrifices and ceremonies. A single man, m 

such a society was regarded as spiritually incomplete and was 

therefore - not allowed to ■ offer oblations. This sort of 

partnership between man and woman was visualised as a means to 

v fulfill four ' purushar thas * , or th-e purposes of life during the 

Vedic period. Woman was not an object to satiate trial e hunger or
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a plaything. The groom addressed his bride tenderly during the

marriage ceremony s

, I tate thy right hand as a pledge for our

happiness, 1 wish thee to become my wife and 

grow old with me; the gods gave thee to man 

to rule over our house together... may 

there be happiness m our home for both ‘C’ 

humans and animals. ... (Das 19-BQ) .

Thus, woman was held m high esteem at the root of the family 

system, m the "great tradition" m the Vedic period.

During the Post-Vedic period, the social structure of the 

Aryans became rigid and it got organised m a taste system.

However, among the higher sections of society, the girls were 

still eligible for ' Vagyopavit Samskara’, the Sacred Initiation 

Ceremony. As a result, they attained distinction m various 

disciplines like medicine, philosophy and theology. THe former 

practice of sending the girls to far off places and to renowned 

teachers was discontinued. But the daughters did- receive

education. They were endowed with religious and secular training. 

Many of them pursued the teaching career. Though religious rights 

and privileges of a woman were curtailed, m the - cultured

families women recited their morning and evening prayers. Minor

religious sacrifices were continued to be performed by women. 

Tending of the sacrificial fire continued to be entrusted .to the 

wife. Thus, by and large, women en.ioyed religious privileges like 

men m society. The only visible change was that women no longei
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attended public meetings.

The process of change in society being very complex and 
continuous, one cannot adequately describe the whole process. In 
short, the status enjoyed by Vedie woman was reduced gradually to 
that oP middling. Manu Smnti -seems ' to be responsible for 
relegating the low status to Hindu women in later periods. There 
were several other 'Smrities* composed during' this period. ' All 
these sources were works of several men spread over a vast 
stretch of time. They represent various schools oF thought and 
their impact, was all pervading. However, it is obvious that 
society had already moved in the direction of rigidification.

It was' Menu who invested the Brahmin with new 
privileges. He deprecated the 'Shudras' and women and conceded to 
them an inferior status. Thus, theoretically a foundation was 
laid for the social and legal subordination of women.

The curtailment of the' woman's right to perform religious 
sacrifices on her own proved pernicious to the status of woman. 
It brought abnegation of her. rights of Sacred Initiation and 
education, participation at important political and social 
assemblies. She no longer had the privilege of selecting her * own 
spouse. As the lawgivers were all men,' the age oP marriage for 
the girls was decided on what they considered the age at puberty. 
Thus, whatever was achieved by way of status, women had to

jrelinquish due to lad of education; hence perpetual tutelage of 
women gained ground.

Manu (E B. C. ) depicts the functions of the wife in



Manusmri ti. The '■Smritil ars' o.r the lawgivers perpetuated the 
myth of the husband as a veritable god for the wife? even if he 
Is devoid of virtue, or tries to Fmd pleasure outside home or ^ 
beats her- They. however, prescribed no code of conduct' for 
husbands. The marriage vows were binding only to the wife „

Woman, before the advent of Buddhism, as Kautilya remarls 
was not permitted "to move .a]one and see spec Lacles"<Desai 17). 
Manu advocates only domestic duties for women. Thus, the freedom 
enjoyed by her Vedi c counterpart in the earlier era became*
unimaginable. Woman was steadily and progressively suppressed in

tthe later epic peliod. Women also lost their religious rights and 
spiritual inheritance during this period.

To sum up, Manu laid down an outlook for the future 
subordination of women. The gradual lowering down of the age of 
marriage, the strict adherence to the rules of widowhood and the 
curtailment of her freedom m public life prepared the'later day 
commentatois to Forge rigid laws for'her subjection. This period 
can be called the formative period m women’s subordjnation. The 
major change in, the outlool regarding woman was set m? the 
writers of the second phase in the age of later Smritis were left 
to tale the last step m that direction. Buddhism later on 
provided an alternate mode of perception of the status of women.

Buddhism is primarialy a religion of self-culture and self-' 
restraint. Whosoever is capable of ' fostering these two 
attributes, whether man or woman, can have an access to 
'Nirvana'. If a woman is capable of achieving this, she is also
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ent-ixled to attain 'Ni ravens' . Thus, since the disintegration of 
the Vedic society, the portals of religion wore once again opened 
to women, and her right to salvation proclaimed. Almost 
immediately after the establishment of the Buddhist order, women 
were admitted to it.

Buddhist faith recognised equality of sexes and did not 
fetter women. Several women embraced this faith which assigned 
them a right of equal .participation in religious' pursuits. Though 
woman, m accordance with Buddhism, can reach the highest state, 
she was however, considered inferior m status to a male BhiMhu. 
Nonetheless, the Famous dancer-artist Amrapali was befriended m 
the Buddhist fold. Buddhist "data!as" reveal several unorthodox 
events as depicted by Chattopadhayay. "CTdolerance was shown to 
courtesans when they became the symbols of art and general 
culture, a feature which continued for a long time"(23).

The lot of lay women was improved during the prevalance of 
Buddhism m India. The birth of a daughter was no longer 
considered a calamity. Women had ample opportunities for t-heir 
education. They participated m philosophical discussions which 
reveal their high intellectual capacities. Marriage for girls was
no longer a must. They were free to opt lu remain single. The

/sight of a widow was no longer considered - inauspicious. Many 
instances of widow remarriage are Inown during this period.

To concludes as long as corruption did not creep into the 
Buddhist faith, it - worled well. £t also proved a powerful 
democratic force against the narrow outlool of the Brahmanic
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cultural pattern that gradually emerged. As Desei 

interestingly remarks, "Willi the .growing pe r; c «=> p 11 on that 
their life was worth as an end m itself, there was liberated a 

spirit of independence in women and for women" (Desai 19-20)„ 
The " grea t^t rad 111 on of the Brahmins excluding women from the 
religious economic and political lifd, thus lost to the 
"little tradition” of'Buddhism, in which a woman was perceived as 

an equal partner. However, Buddhism could not gam ground m 
India, Women's status remained low during the Puramc age which 
followed the fall of Buddhism in India.

During the Puranic age around 500 A.D» onwards the concept 
of 'Pativsata Dharma' was developed. It meant fidelity and 
marital love and duty from woman without imposing a similar 

obligation on the male. The Puranas demanded 'abject obedience' 
of wife to the order of the husband - god.

The religious life of women thus severely contract?!. Women 
were expected to observe some 'vratas9, - fast for the longevity 
of the life of the husband and for progeny. Women and 'Shudras' 
were no more entitled to hear .the Vedas. They could, however,

t

hear the Puranas, written exclusively for their good.

Women as a class were thus excluded from the intellectual 
world. This put the woman in double jeopardy. She was neithei 
allowed' to receive education nor was tier voice' considered
important in the selection of her spouse,. Writers of 
Dharmashastra who flourished between 400 B.C.^jto' A'.D.^JOO advised 
that girls should be raorried,soon after puberty. Thus since A.D.
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;100 onwards India remained "the land of child marriage for many 

centuries" CNarain 23>.

The puranic period is marl-ed by the horrible custom of 

xSativ. Initially; the prac.tire of "Sati" was recommended as an 

alternative to leading an austere life of a widow.'But later on, 

the Kshatriya caste adopted' it and turned it into, a regular 

institution. Glancing through the history of Rajasthan., one comes 

across several episodes of 'Jauhar' (mass of women whose husbands 

have died on the battlefield submit t.o the flames of fire) and 

'Sati' on a g/and scale. With the spread of this custom, the 

oppression of the Hindu women reached its clima;;. The practice of 

'Sati7 intensified further with the flu;, of foreign invaders. In 

the earlier phase of Puranic age, some noted intellectuals lile 

Devanbhatta, astronomer Varahamihir; the writer Madhatithi, and 

the poet Bana Bhatt condemned the inhuman customs imposed on 

women. But the Hindu society was so rigidified that the pleas of 

the enlightened few fell on deaf ears. The Moghul rulers like 

Humayun and At bar t'ried to restrict this hideous custom of Sati, 

but without much success.

Thus. the status of Hindu woman before the Muslim rule m 

India had detertorated. The social scene was disturbing and tho 

high . esteem rendered to women m the Vedie period reached its 

nadir due to hideous customs, lile child marriage, total absence 

of education among girls, restrictions on widow remarriage and 

prevalence of Sati. The adoption of Purdah restricted women to 

secluded inner apartments m the royal and arist£ocratic 

families. To give a final blow to the status of women, polygamy
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spread among the upper strata of society.

Hindu woman m the post-Puranic age, with the advent of 

Muslim rule m India aFter the thi i teenth’ centuiy was devoid oi 

any rights and her f reedo'tti was impingejl upon. As a result of‘ the 

Muslim conquest, the foreign rulers tried to promulgate1 their 

coercive norms on the conquered Hindu community. In defiance of 

such gestures the Hindu society turned so str i c t,_n, nthat it cut
i

short the rights arid freedom of women, as welJ as of loMier 

classes. Hence the trials and tribulations of women aggravated.

Consequently, the Hindu woman was totally cut off from the
healthy main stream of life at the expense resulting m the loss

)

of her mental freedom and progress. Due to child marriage,

marj tal 'infidelity on the part of man w'as rampant. There waru 

more polygamous marriages amongst the Hindus than the Muslims. 

GiaduaTly evolving patriarchal society,, even, dropped the 

conditions laid down as necessary for men for a second marriage. 

Such a trend marred chances nf a Hindu woman in the social 
hierarchy. The practice of chi 1d 'marriage m its trail brought 

the evils of child widow and 'Sati.'

Despite their long contact with the Muslims, the Hindus 

failed to assimilate the liberal rights accorded to women by the 
Islamic 'Shariat law’. As Narian puts it, 1he Hindus “continued 

to adhere to the theoretical basis of the- legal subordination of 

women as laid down by Manu" (S5). The Hindu society had no vision
f

to follow better customs'prevalent m the Muslim society Jibe-1 

divorce,- widow remarriage and a larger share of property for
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women, in addition to the short-sightedness, on the part of Hindu
leaders, the Hindu society had become rigid. Besides Brahmimstii 
was too inhibitive a force for Muslim rulers to e;*ert any direct 
liberating influence upon Hindu customs or on the servile 
condition of the Hindu woman.

At ' this juncture in the fifteenth century, medieval saints 
emerged throughout India and served tile a beacon to the Indian 
society. Through their devotional. practices they established 
equality of se;:es, nnni'mising the degradation of women. Hence 
women were j^ne^ again allowed to partake in the religious 

activities along with men. The 'Bhakli Movement’ proved catalytic 
in allowing a breath of fresh air to women where anathema 

prevailed. Challenging the supremacy of the - Brahamanic ''great 
tradition"', they popularised the ''little tradition’' m which 

woman was visualised as 'Shal ti’. The worship of Durqa, Kali ami 
other goddesses was popularised by some of them. Thus, after many 
centuries of servile conditions women were■brought but of the 

grip of abomination and considerd as human beings.

In spite 'of their humanistic appeal and approach, the saints 
in various parts of India could not succeed m bringing .about 
social or economic revi tal j nation of Indian society, preri s*el y 
because their appeal was emotional rather than rational. As 
Mulherjee remarls, 'the mystic revolution’, proved a minor 
revolution as there was a lacl- of fundamental reform in the 
Indian economy. The medieval saints, within the social system of j 

their work were "active revolutionaries but not dynamic

17
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They had to wait for Western commerce and capital Tor more 
substantial changes" (qtd. m Desai 45).

The . position of Hindu woman on the eve of British rule in 
India was further impaired. When the Hindu elite came in touch 
with the British m the later half of the eighteenth century and 
especially with the introduction of English education m India, 
they were appalled at the disgraceful social conditions of their 
own people. They realised that the degradation of women' was, a 
shame. '

Hindu woman was thus conditioned to an institutional 
frameworl- and an Ideology in such a fashion that she might not 
rise in revolt against the abominable customs. Rather she would 
remain docile and in perpetual subjugation. Consequently, Hindu 
woman at this period had not only lost her independence, but her 
sensse and urge for freedom and consciousness of an independent 
personal 1ty.

the genesis and growth of the movement for the 
emancipation of Indian woman was the outcome of the influence of 
advanced democratic civilization on medieval India. The new 
economic bad ground provided a ground for a new society and 
societal relations in an orthodox society. As an outcome 
radical changes ensued in the thinhng of the Indian people.
These urges and yearnings were articulated through the

\

enlightened, social reformers m India. They imbibed the 
liberal ideology of the West. Thus, there emerged champions 
of women's cause in various parts of India.
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Although, the status of upper and middle class women m the 

cities lias changed since independence, the majority of ruraL 

women in villages lead the same life as lived before. Even when

woman has acquired juridical equality with man, her actual

position is still very unsatisfactory. It is revealed in the

report on the Status of Women in India a

Society has failed to frame new norms and

institutions to enable women to fulfil the

multiple roles expected op them in India

today. The majority do not enjoy the rights ,

and the opportunities guaranteed by the 
f \ 

constitution (35).

Today^ theoreti ca 1 ly women are recognusd as socially equal 
with men. itg) V' fact, the old institutions life caste, 

patriarchal family. religious mores and dominant soc ial value 

system still hold sway. There also exists a conflict between two 

cultural traditions. This is the conflict between the
Sansl ritized ''great tradition’' with its pa t r iai r hal~as cet i u 

family and sexual ideology and the mother-worship based on pre- 

Aryan mother cults of ''little tradition1". The complexity is all

the more intricate as the binary traditions operate within- the
\

larger Hindu tradition simultaneously. Accordingly, the conflict
, r{ ^between discrimi nati on' against women and idealization of women 

tales place not only between individual groups, castes and 

regions, but also m the sphere of the most intimate

interpersona 1 relationships m the family. Thus, the exaggerated 

"husband-worship," as it is laid down by patriarchal morals and
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3n religion, is the opposite of the likewise religiously 
exaggerated vmother-worshIp* (Mies 1055.

<115

Black American Women in White America
\

Among the women of all cultures, the black American woman 
\has a unique p°51tlon» She has drawn attention by and large due 

to her abje'ct situation. Jjprooted from^nTer native African
culture she has been placed m the dominant white Euro -Chris11an

\ vculture. Even m such a conflicting situation she has maintained 
ideals of womanhood undeterred by any force or intimidated by 
racist, oppressive cultural norms.

The blacl woman was doubly enslaved m white, patrisrchal,
suffeT^ strugglevand be Silent, m'racistisociety. Her lot was to 

coiiiparison to the white woman who was in a position to plead for 
her emancipation. Prior to and after the Civil War, the status of 
the blacl- American womgn as a. class of human beings was decided 
by "their blackness and their womanhood rather than by then- 
creative, intellectual and psychological composition" (Blaclburn 
133). /

The nefarious system of slavery hardly permitted or allowed 
an' individual identity to the blacl woman, leave apart 
recognition of her talents or entity. As Beale notes, she was a 
"slave of a slave"(9S5. Before the European infatuation of

rproperty as a foundation for socisl argeniuatlonf African
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societies were equalitarian and cooperative towards women.

When 4wje .glances) through the annals of her African
!

ancestress, pnor to the black woman turning servile m America 
through slave trade, tyg)e Isarni^ that she performed certain tasks 
which were not based on gender. Neither was there any rigid and 
hysterica] compartments]icall on based on sexual taboos. Even 
black man had specific duties to attend to. The woman m her 
native Africa often accompanied man on hunts and gut into the 
warrior's array on the battle-fie]d. Likewise, man often partook 
m,fnod gathering and in the education of children.

The black woman m Africa enjoyed very many privileges. 
There is absolutely nothing to show that the African woman was 
servile or inferior lo man in any respect. She ran the market 
place, built dams, she was also engaged in international commerce 
and state craft. Cade states that this woman also sat on the 
throne, "who donned armor to wage bailie against Lite European 
invaders and the corrupt chieftains who engaged m the slave 
trade, who (women) were consulted as equals m the affairs of 
trade" ( i03-4). On the contrary, "the European white was confused 
and alarmed by the equalilarian system of these ( African ) 
societies and did much to wreck it; creating wedges between the 
men and women" (Cade 104 ). Thus, prior- to the chains of slavery 
the black woman's position was deemed high m the African 
culture.

From the harrowing middle passage to the migration to North 
for the promised, land, black woman's condition in ,exile was
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t rauriiat i c . Her dilemma was peculiar as a woman placed m the 

larger white society. She was doubly oppressed, .racially and 

sexually. As Lindsey notes, "to be a blacl- woman. . .. is not just 

to be a blacl who happens to be a woman, for one discovers one's 

se;: sometime before one discovers one’s racial classi f i cation" 

(81). Blacl burn also reiterates that "being blacl and female in 

America is a complex ..matter" (133).

On the basis of the evidence provided in history ami 

foil lore, blacl women m America are called "the mule of the 

world." Alice Walker deliberates on this issue m. In Sear r h of 

Our Motherus Gardens where she remarks that black women "have 

been handed the burdens that everyone else-evervone else- 

refused to carry" (237).

One can well imagine the blacl woman’s subservient position 

as racism and se;;ism have been used as the justification for ther 

repression and exploitation m America. Social equality for blacl. 

women was totally ruled out masociety guided by Euro-Chr ist i an, 

patriarchal bourgeois society. Again, just as blacls as a group
' V

wore 'relegated', as Christian notes, "to an underclass in 

America by virtue of their race, so women were relegated to a 

separate caste by virtue of their se;:" (72).

The'impact of sexism on the blacl. woman's social status was 

that she was manipulated by the system for almost three hundred 

years. Her, virtue was violated. Her silence was the silence of 

the oppressed. That profound silence ensued due to resignation 

and acceptance of Iter lot. Until the Civil Rights Movement of the



sixties she refused to be in alliance with the whites. She had

not gained any concrete results whenever allied to such groups. 
Lit ©wise she did not see "womanhood" as a vital- aspect of her 

identity. As Hoot s argues, "racist, seicist socialisation had 
conditioned us to devalue our femaleness. ... we were ashed to 
deny a part of ourselves—and we did " (Inti a. I). Her heroic 
struggle to overcome oppression at twin levels often ended m 
horrible death. Several heroic women lile Sojourner Truth, 
Harriet Tubman, Ida B. Wells and Anna Cooper campaigned.

lectured, wrote and- performed heroic deeds for the racial, . class
equality
Ame rica.

of blacl- women m the nineteenth century Victorian

Anne Cooper's speech on the status of blacl woman at the

World Congress of Representative Women m 1893 reveals that bJacl 
woman was thought to be "no more than chattel, an irresponsible 
thing, a dull bio cl , to be drawn hither or thither at the 
volition' of an owner" (Hoofs, Intro. 2). In^spite of such 
ignominious conditions she maintained the dignity of her person. 
She had no male protector whatsoever, as blacl- man was reduced to 
the abject status of a slave. In addition, she had been used as 
the scapegoat for the evils that the horrendous system of slavery 
has perpetrated on blacl man.

-v

Beale projects the persona of hlacl- woman m America, "her
physical image 'has been maliciously ' maligned; she has been
sei;ual ly molested and abused by the white colonizer. ..." (92).
Economic autonomy was never a windfall for bl-acl woman. ■ Sh^
suffered the worst 1 ind of economic exploitation, as "she was
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forced to serve as the white woman's maid and wetnurse For white

oFfspriny while her own children were- more often than not 

starving and neglected" (Beale 92). One can surmise that for the 

blacl woman, "it is the depth of degradation to be socially 

manipulated,- physically raped, used to undermine your (black 

woman's) own household, and to be powerless to reverse this 

syndrome" (Beale 92).

Gerda Lerner finds 'double invisibility’ m blacl women, 

first for being blacl and secondly for being women. Their status 

on' the societal plane was subject to all the restrictions 'against 

blades and to those against women. Thus, for long, black women 

have remained- the most powerless group m the entire society in 

America. Their social along with economic as well as political

status was the lowest m the ladder, as it consisted of white
' /

men at the top, then white women followed b'y black men and at the 

bottom rung of the ladder, Llad women.

As far as the economic power and position are concerned, 

there is no evidence that black women have enjoyed any economic 

advantage over Llad--men, leave apart while men and women in the 

fabric of broader society. By and large, blacl women's income, 

even in the seventies was the.lowest as Lerner states,"... aftei 

1920, blacl women ranked lower than blacl men m political 

representation and m access to economic power positions m 

society. ..." (XXIII - XXIV). Evaluating the position of blacl 

women, in the mid-eighties, Ebony reports that, "... it should be
l

remembered that most Blacl women are still confined to low-paying



jobs at the bottom of the economic laddei" (62) „

In the field of politics, blaci woman has undergone a great 
struggle to obtain her voting right. She has par 11cipated in the 
suffrage movement along with her white sisters. Nonetheless,' she 
was not allowed her political right For long, even, after the
black men achieved theirs. Several blaci women leaders liie Ida

/Weils-Barnett, Sojourner Truth and others fought Tor their right 
as women to engage m public political activity. Due to several 
determined women’s efforts blaci women gained their political 
rights. Sojourner Truth boldly declared that black women must 
have thC&r rights. She asserted that this.light was soon corning. 
Very rightly she oppressed the fundamental truth that. "... women
don’t get half as much rights as they ought .to? we want more,

!)and we will have it" (Spender 267).

It is of considerable interest to loot into the history of 
jtilacl women’s struggle- for equal legal rights. The towering 
figure, Sojourner Truth declared at the first annual meeting of 
the American Equal Rights Association m 1867 that she wanted 
blaci women to have their rights. "In the courts women have no 
right, no voice, nobody speaks- for them. I wish women to have her 
voice there among the pettifoggers. If it is not a fit place foi 
women, it is unfit for men to be there" (.Spender 268).

Thus, to conclude, there, were many blaci women who 
protested vehemently against their double oppression. They were 
m a state of continuous conflict. As the previous discussion 
reveal blaci. women m the blaci community as well as m the

25



larger society has to assume twin personalitiss. Through history,
blacl- woman has struggled to achieve equal status with white

1

woman and man,. Various club movements', compaigns, conscious 
raising meetings and 1 ite activities reveal her commitment to the

*1

cause of amelioration of blacl women.

£t js evident thiough various feminist movements that there 
xs a female aspect to all history. Black women have made their 
special' contribution to the building and shaping of American 

society and their contribution is different from that of white 
men, women and blacl men. For -too long this difference m
equality has meant invisibility and insignificance. Jt was only

\

after the Civil Bights Movement in the sixties, jn the seventies 
and eighties^ that the literary worts of black women writers 

received the attention of white critics and writers. Creative 
literature of black- women reflects "... a stunningly accurate 

record of the impact of patriarchal values and practice (along 
with racist) upon the lives of women" (Smith 159). It also 
provides essential insights into female experiences.

fill)
While discussing the history of Indian women, we traced two

traditions? the v' great tradition’' which excluded women from its
J

Brahmanic discourse completely and the "little tradition5' which 
ascribed' the attributes of a "Devi"' to a woman, but still the 

latter could'not get due status to women m society. Extending 

this thesis to the,blacl American situation, it may be argued 
that the blacl American women could be placed m the "little 
tradition'* which belittled ' their status below that of a slave.



Doubly oppressed in a while racist, society, the blacl American 
woman, lil-e her Indian counterparties majnlamed a tradition of 
tolerance, patience and persistence. This tradition of passive 
resistance to male oppression, developed by women in India, over 
a long period of time, forms the basis of feminine sensibility 
discussed m the following chapter.

Is it worthwhile to study feminine ‘ sensibility7 It, is 

certainly worthwhile, as the female aspect of women's being is 
different from that of men. Hence feminine sensibility is the 
central theme of the novels by women writers. 1 Their creativity 
provides authenticity to their life experiences m a divided 
worid of men and women. Be these experiences blacf or white, 
Indian or American, but1 they are identical at the levei of 

'universality'. Such novels describe tho struggles and strife, 
exaltation and suffering, servility and resilience of women of 
Hindu culture as well as blact Ameriran culture. In these worls, 
in spite of odds and stumbling blocls women emerge with s beauty 
and strength, talent and genius on the c^hvass of life?

undeterred, dauntless.
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