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"Dama Ninao" est une revue scientifique interdisciplinaire qui accepte et publie
tous les articles relevant des Lettres, Arts et Sciences Humaines. A cet effet, elle
s’intéresse aux ¢tudes et théories littéraires, linguistiques, sociologiques,
philosophiques, anthropologiques et historico-géographiques. La Revue "Dama
Ninao", entendu "L’Entente" en langue kaby¢ du Nord Togo, est créée dans
I’intention de matérialiser la mondialisation ou la globalisation qui s’opere avec
I’esprit d’équipe et d’échanges et la désuétude du monde autarcique. Le monde
scientifique universitaire ne peut échapper a cet esprit d’équipe qui fonde un creuset
ou « le fer aiguise le fer », les échanges se croisent, puis s’entremélent pour aboutir a

une reconstruction des connaissances scientifiques individuelles dans la collectivité.

La Revue Dama Ninao nous renvoie a la Civilisation de 1’Universel du poéte
sénégalais Léopold Sédar Senghor, qui prone la porosité des &mes avec 1’acceptation
de l’autre, de ce qu’il dispose d’utile pour mon avancement : Sa civilisation, sa
culture, sa langue ... Elle se fonde notamment sur la philosophie de Paul Ricceur qui
préconise la perception de Soi-méme comme un autre. Considérer soi-méme comme
un autre aux yeux de l’autre, nous amenerait a faire taire nos distensions et
ressentiments afin de redimensionner notre espace, reconstruire notre histoire et notre
sociéte.

La Revue Dama Ninao s’est inspirée de la nature. Des insectes en miniature
nous produisent de bels chefs-d’ceuvre architecturaux, conjuguent leur génie créateur
et leur force dans la patience et dans la tolérance. Ils créent des ceuvres monumentales
qui dépassent I’entendement humain, les termitiéres. A cet effet, la nature semble
nous parler, nous guider, nous instruire dans le silence. Seules ces créations nous
interpellent sans autant faire de nous des disciples. Comme la termitiére qui, pour la
plupart du temps, est une composante de maillons surgissant de la méme matiére, la
Revue Dama Ninao se veut une termitiere scientifique dont les enseignants-

chercheurs en sont les maillons.

Au confluent de diverses sciences, la Revue Dama Ninao se propose de

promouvoir la recherche scientifique et universitaire en impulsant le dialogue
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interdisciplinaire, le dialogue entre divers champs disciplinaires et divers

contributeurs du monde universitaire.

Professeur Koutchoukalo TCHASSIM

Université de Lomé
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LIGNE EDITORIALE DE LA REVUE DAMA NINAO

Dama Ninao est une revue scientifique internationale. Dans cette perspective,
les textes que nous acceptons en francais ou anglais sont sélectionnés par le comité
scientifique et de lecture en raison de leur originalité, des intéréts qu’ils présentent
aux plans africain et international et de leur rigueur scientifique. Les articles que notre

revue publie doivent respecter les normes éditoriales suivantes :

La taille des articles

Volume : 10 a 15 pages ; interligne 1.5, police 12 pour le corps du texte et les courtes
citations ; police 11 pour les longues citations, Times New Roman, les références des
citations doivent étre incorporées dans le texte. Exemple : Guy Rocher (1968, p. 29),

pas de référence en foot-notes a I’exception de quelques commentaires.

Ordre logique du texte
- Un TITRE en caractere d’ imprimerie et en gras. Le titre ne doit pas étre trop long ;

- Nom et prénom(s) du contributeur ou des contributeurs, nom de P’institution
d’appartenance, adresse mail

- Un Résumé (Abstract) de 8 lignes en francais et anglais, en interligne simple, suivi
de 6 Mots clés (Key words)

- Une Introduction : elle doit avoir une problématique, une méthode et une structure.

- Un Développement : les articulations du développement du texte doivent-étre
titrées comme suit :

1-Pour le Titre de la premiére section
1-1-Pour le Titre de la premiére sous-section
1-2- Pour le Titre de la deuxiéme sous-section
2- Pour le Titre de la deuxieme section
2-1-Pour le Titre de la premiére sous-section
2-2- Pour le Titre de la deuxieme sous-section

3- Pour le Titre de la troisiéme section (si I’auteur de 1’article le souhaite)
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-Une Conclusion : elle doit étre courte, précise et concise en mettant en relief

I’authenticité des résultats de la recherche.

-Références bibliographiques (Mentionner uniquement les auteurs cités)
Les divers ¢éléments d’une référence bibliographique sont présentés comme suit :
NOM et Prénom (s) de I’auteur, Année de publication, Zone titre, Lieu de publication,

Zone Editeur. Exemples :

- AMIN Samir, 1996, Les défis de la mondialisation, Paris, L’Harmattan.
- BERGER Gaston, 1967, L 'homme moderne et son éducation, Paris, PUF.

- DIAGNE Souleymane Bachir, 2003, «Islam et philosophie. Legons d’une
rencontre », Diogéne, 202, p. 145-151. (Pour les articles).

Typographie francaise
- La Revue Dama Ninao s’interdit tout soulignement et toute mise de quelque

caractére que ce soit en gras.

- Les auteurs doivent respecter la typographie francaise concernant la ponctuation,
I’écriture des noms, les abréviations. ..

Tableaux, schémas et illustrations

En cas d’utilisation des tableaux, ceux-ci doivent é&tre numérotés en chiffre romains
selon I’ordre de leur apparition dans le texte. [ls doivent comporter un titre précis et
une source. Les schémas et illustrations doivent étre numérotés en chiffres arabes
selon I’ordre de leur apparition dans le texte.

Soumission des manuscrits

Cette revue facture les frais de publication a 50 000F détaillés comme suit :

- les frais d’instruction de I’article sont de 20000f payables immédiatement au
moment de 1’envoi de I’article ;
- a l’instruction, si ’article est retenu, I’auteur paie les frais d’insertion qui
s’¢lévent a 30.000f.
Le paiement des frais se fera via les opérateurs téléphoniques.

e Envoi par Western Union, Ria, Money Gram (Bref, les canaux
internationaux pour les auteurs devant envoyer les frais hors du Togo) a
TCHASSIM Koutchoukalo (mail : mtchassim@gmail.com)

e 0ou par Tmoney (au numéro 00228 90 22 89 93) pour les nationaux.

Le payement des frais d’insertion donne droit a un tiré a part. Si un auteur achete un
exemplaire, les frais d’envoi sont a sa charge. Les frais de gravure des clichés, des
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schémas et I’expédition des tirés a part (pour ceux qui voudraient les avoir par la
poste) sont a la charge des auteurs.

Tous les manuscrits doivent étre soumis uniquement par voie électronique a 1I’adresse
suivante : revuedamaninao@gmail.com/infos@revuedamaninao.net. Tous les
échanges entre le secrétariat de la revue et I’auteur se feront uniquement par internet,
il importe donc de fournir un mail actif que I’auteur consulte trés régulicrement et
d’envoyer toutes les informations relatives au processus de publication des articles
uniquement par mail. La Revue Dama Ninao parait trimestriellement. Toute
soumission doit parvenir au secrétariat de la rédaction un mois voire deux semaines
(délai de rigueur) avant la publication du numéro dans lequel ’article pourra étre
inséré. Pour toute information, envoyez un mail a
revuedamaninao@gmail.com/infos@revuedamaninao.net, visitez le site de la revue :
www.revuedamaninao.net ou nous contacter : Tel : 00228 90 22 89 93.

Evaluation par les pairs

Les instructeurs a qui la revue affecte les articles de leur spécialité, doivent les lire
avec rigueur, rejeter tout article dont le contenu est en inadéquation avec le titre et/ou
dont le raisonnement n’offre pas une qualité scientifique, faire des propositions pour
I’amélioration dudit article, renvoyer I’auteur de I’article a la ligne éditoriale de la
revue au cas ou elle n’est pas respectée. Ils se doivent notamment de vérifier, par le
biais d’internet, si le méme article n’est pas déja publié¢ dans une revue en ligne.

Objectifs et portée
La revue Dama Ninao, de par son nom qui signifie « entente », a pour objectifs :

- de matérialiser le monde universitaire qui est un creuset ou « le fer aiguise le
fer », les échanges se croisent, puis s’entremélent pour aboutir a une
reconstruction des connaissances scientifiques individuelles dans la
collectivité ;

- de promouvoir la recherche scientifique et universitaire en impulsant le
dialogue interdisciplinaire, le dialogue entre divers champs disciplinaires et
divers contributeurs du monde universitaire.

La revue Dama Ninao a une portée scientifique et sociale. A cet effet, elle publie tous
les articles relevant des Lettres, Arts et Sciences Humaines et s’intéresse aux études
et théories littéraires, linguistiques, sociologiques, philosophiques, anthropologiques
et historico-geographiques sur appel a contribution thématique (colloque) ou varia.
Elle est un espace de rencontre, de construction et de reconstruction des réseaux
relationnels et scientifiques.

Professeur Koutchoukalo TCHASSIM

Université de Lomé
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Abstract : Black American women’s fight for survival in a highly racist and patriarchal
American society permeates black American female novels in a way that deserves special
critical attention. Focused on Alice Walker’s The Color Purple (1982) and Possessing the
Secret of Joy (1992) as well as Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937),
this essay assesses black American women’s appeal to cultural strategies to overcome racial
and patriarchal oppressions. Relying on Walker’s womanist theory, the study reveals that
African American heroines successfully implement blues-singing, quilting, weaving and mask-
wearing to mitigate the impacts of oppression on their daily lives.

Key words: black American women, oppression, resilience, womanism.

Résumé : La lutte des Noires Américaines pour survivre dans une société américaine
hautement raciste et patriarcale demeure un theme prépondérant dans leurs romans, un fait qui
mérite une attention particuliére des critiques. Axé sur The Color Purple (1982) et Possessing
the Secret of Joy (1992) d’Alice Walker ainsi que Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937) de
Zora Neale Hurston, cet essai dévoile le recours des Noires Américaines aux stratégies
culturelles pour dompter les oppressions raciales et patriarcales. Se servant de la théorie
womaniste de Walker, 1’étude révéle que les héroines africaines américaines réussissent a
mettre en ceuvre les chants blues, le matelassage, le tissage et le port du masque dans le but
d’atténuer les impacts de 1’oppression sur leurs vies quotidiennes.

Mots-clés: noires américaines, oppression, résilience, womanism.

Introduction

Black American women’s fight against racial and patriarchal oppressions have been a
topical issue in female black American novels. Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching
God (1937), Alice Walker’s The Color Purple (1982) and Possessing the Secret of Joy (1992)
have been particularly discussed by critics in order to assess the true role of these women in
anti-racist and anti-patriarchal struggles. In this respect, Elena Tapia, Trudier Harris, Micere

Githae Mugo and Darwin Turner, to name but some critics, contend that Hurston and Walker
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have failed to show the true role of black American women due to their relative lack of any

cultural values.

Tapia (2003, p. 29-30) lambasts The Color Purple as a “bad novel, a chaotic and
disjointed novel,” reasoning that “although the novel is about family and relationships, Walker
represents few conventionally,” while Harris (1984, p. 155) criticizes the novel as lacking logic
and reality of African American lives, regretting that she “couldn’t imagine a Celie existing in
any black community [she] knew”. Moreover, Mugo (1997, p. 470) laments that Walker has
failed in her feminist writing, while Turner (in Smith, 1978, p. 29) castigates Hurston’s Their
Eyes Were Watching God, because of what he considers as black women’s lack of human
values, viewing, for instance, Janie’s attitude toward her dying husband in the novel as “one of

the crudest scenes”.

While critics of Walker and Hurston hold that black American women in the said novels
lack any human values to address racial and patriarchal issues, this study upholds that they do
embody black cultural values, strategies and practices which enable them to handle racial and
patriarchal oppressions. Thus, this essay scrutinizes the three novels under study and unravels
the ways these women deploy cultural resources — such as blues-singing, quilting, weaving, and

mask-wearing — as resilient strategies against oppression.

To achieve its aim, this study rests its analysis upon Walker’s womanist theory. This
theory carries the general principle that as African American women feel double oppression —
racist and gender-based — they need to do away from traditional feminism in order to combat

both white racism and black male oppression by means of culture.

This essay is structured around three points. While the first one analyzes black women’s
blues-singing as an artistic strategy to vent their oppression-related stress, the second one
highlights the way quilting and weaving contribute to their personal or family stability in an
oppressive context. The last point examines how mask-wearing serves as a cultural strategy in

handling oppression.
1. Singing Blues as a Survival Strategy

Singing blues as a survival strategy dates back to the days of slavery. In fact, African
American slaves used it in the South to cope with their oppressions and subsequent emotional

strains. As Donnelly (2010, p. 59) states, “[The blues] developed primarily in the South, in the
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communities of former slaves”. This cultural resource was of vital importance for the survival
of enslaved Africans, who were deprived of any human rights. As Sebastian (1976, p. 41)
informs us, “Under the majority of circumstances a slave had no legal power to defend himself
against an assault by a white man,” a fact White (2021, p. 33) corroborates, asserting that “free
men and women could be arrested and enslaved without any right to defend themselves in
court”. When a court rarely does justice to oppressed Blacks, it simply purports to soothe their
hearts or calm them down to prevent social unrest. However, because such a justice was unable
to soothe their spirits, Blacks embraced singing blues, “a tradition fashioned by the realities of
slavery” (Reagon, 2001, p. 114). Clearly put, singing was a cultural survival strategy for slaves,
a non-violent attitude which enabled them to mitigate the psychological effects of oppression.

Douglass (1845, p. 12) provides the best account of these sorrow songs in the following excerpt:

I have often been utterly astonished, since | came to the north, to find persons who could
speak of the singing, among slaves, as evidence of their contentment and happiness. It is
impossible to conceive of a greater mistake. Slaves sing most when they are most unhappy.
The songs of the slave represent the sorrows of his heart; and he is relieved by them, only
as an aching heart is relieved by its tears. At least, such is my experience. | have often sung
to drown my sorrow, but seldom to express my happiness. Crying for joy, and singing for
joy, were alike uncommon to me while in the jaws of slavery.

Just as Douglass did, Mary Agnes (Squeak), in The Color Purple, sings a lot to drown
her grief after being raped in jail by her cousin, Bubber Hodges, the prison warden. According
to Berlant (1988, p. 843), “the warden is conventionally known as her ‘cousin,’ since he is the
‘illegitimate’ father of three of Squeak’s siblings”. As a black woman and, therefore, an inferior
being, Hodges does not view Squeak’s rape as an offence, because such an act is neither
criminalized nor brought to justice. Rather, he sees it as “just little fornication”%?. Hodges’ claim
suggests that raping a black woman is business as usual. So, although her soul is all bruised
after her traumatic event, Squeak can neither rely on the American justice nor on society to
soothe her moral and psychological sufferings. As a result, “like [her] enslaved ancestors, [she
draws] upon a musical culture of resistance and struggle for survival” (Honey, 2013, p. 12). To
be sure, she sings to relieve her pain, a reality Celie’s letter to God fleshes out:

Dear God, six months after Mary Agnes went to git Sofia out of prison, she begin to
sing. First she sing Shug’s songs, then she begin to make up songs her own self. She got

92 Alice Walker, The Color Purple, 1982, p. 98. Thereafter shortened as CP in intratext notes.
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the kind of voice you never think of trying to sing a song. It little, it high, it sort of
meowing. But Mary Agnes don’t care. [...]. Harpo don’t know what to make of it. It
seem funny to me, he say to me and Mr. —. So sudden. It put me in the mind of a
gramophone. Sit in the corner a year silent as the grave. Then you put a record on, it
come to life. (CP: 100-101)

As already stated, black American women indulge in songs following oppressive
experience, because they have no power before the institutions of justice and patriarchy. Even
though black men are sometimes tempted to fight back oppression, women, such as Squeak,
still have enough lucidity to understand that the balance of power is rigged. For instance, unlike
his wife Squeak, Harpo ignores the black song tradition when facing his two wives’
maltreatment by the white man. In fact, when Sofia and Squeak are respectively beaten and
raped by white men, instead of singing to ease his suffering, Harpo decides to vent his
frustration through violence. As he vindictively contends, “My wife beat up, my woman rape
[...]. T ought to go back out there with guns, maybe set fire to the place, burn the crackers up”
(CP: 97). This revengeful speech is suddenly interrupted by Squeak, who orders him: “Shut up,
Harpo!” (CP: 97). Patriarchy could equate such an order with Squeak’s insubordination to her

husband. Yet pragmatism dictates so.

In fact, both Harpo and Squeak were living in the twentieth-century Jim Crow Georgia.
Though slavery was abolished, Blacks were still considered as second-class citizens. So, they
were sometimes lynched without any judicial prosecution. This reality is projected in The Color
Purple when Celie’s biological father and his brothers were hanged for competing with Whites:
“Well, [the man’s] store did so well that he talked two of his brothers into helping him run it,
and ... they were doing better and better. Then the white merchants began to get together and

complain [...]. And so, one night, [he] and his two brothers ... [were] hanged” (CP: 175).

Such events where Blacks are deprived of their basic judiciary and economic rights
permeate African American writings. Such is the case in Richard Wright’s Black Boy (1945, p.
63), where the protagonist “learned afterwards that [his] Uncle Hoskins had been killed by
whites who had long coveted his flourishing business”. As a well-informed character, Squeak
is aware that her husband, Harpo, would undergo the same fate if he dared to fight the white
man. It is, therefore, to protect her husband from lynching that she rebukes him: his revengeful
attitude against white oppression will lead to his demise. Squeak’s attitude grounds Shelby’s
(2012, p. 514) assertion that “in an effort to find some measure of satisfaction in life under

unjust conditions, the oppressed may try to express themselves through art”. To Squeak,
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expressing oneself in blues songs to survive from oppression is better than openly confronting

the white oppressor, since it can bring about further suffering or death.

The Liberians, in The Color Purple, equally deploy singing as a survival strategy. As a
matter of fact, these oppressed people are dispossessed of their own cacao fields on their own
native land, the very expression of their colonization. As it were, these natives fully meet the
criteria used in the identification of oppressed persons worldwide. In his Frantz Fanon and the
Psychology of Oppression, Bulhan (1985, p. 124) theorizes that anyone who finds his/her
physical and psychological spaces unacknowledged, intruded into, and curtailed is an oppressed
person. In the same vein, he notes that “the energy of the oppressed is often depleted,
expropriated, and harnessed to advance the oppressor’s interest”. Likewise, his/her movement
is controlled and curbed. In sum, “All situations of oppression violate one’s space, time, energy,
mobility, bonding, and identity.” Although the Hollanders have colonized these native
Liberians by any standard, they sing on their way back home from the fields. Nettie bears
witness to this event: “We watched the weary families come home from work, still carrying
their cacao seed buckets in their hands and sometimes their children on their backs. As tired as
they are, they sing! Celie. Just like we do at home” (CP: 142). To trust Corrine, a black female
character in the novel, these people sing because they are “too tired to do anything else” (CP:
142). Here too, singing becomes a remedy for their weariness; it gives them more strength for
hard work the next day. One can, therefore, agree with McWhirter (2009, p. 21) that “songs

could become [...] medical tools”.

While singing can be interpreted as a remedy for black women’s sufferings, Agnes’s
songs following her rape discards any standardized form. If they did, she would try hard to
arrange her voice when being laughed at by Harpo, who compares her to “a gramophone” (CP:
100). Such a comparison reveals that Squeak sings very badly, which is reminiscent of African
American slaves who disregarded time and tune when singing: “[Slaves] would compose and
sing as they went along, consulting neither time nor tune” (Douglass, 1845, p. 11). Just like
Squeak, then, they discarded orthodoxy. Squeak’s perseverance in singing shows, on the one
hand, that she is fond of music and, therefore, acts as a womanist from a Walkerian perspective:
“[a womanist] loves music” (Walker, 2005, p. xii). On the other hand, her insistence on singing
despite the mockeries of her raven voice entails her prizing the therapeutic effects of the songs.

Put differently, she is convinced that art is meant for healing, a standpoint Walker (in Gates and
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Appiah, 1993, p. 322) reiterates: “I think we were given art to heal ourselves, and by extension,
to help other people heal themselves. Otherwise, what is it for? If it’s just to hang on the wall
or to be a decoration, it’s useless. It’s an object that has no function. Though I don’t

underestimate the power of decoration, either.”

Just like Walker, Angelou (2015, p. 182) perceives the usefulness of art in terms of its
healing effects, as she exclaims: “Oh, Black known and unknown poets who will compute the
lonely nights made less lonely by your songs. It may be enough to have it said that we survive
in exact relationship to the dedication of our poets”. Simply put, blues songs strengthen black
women: singing these songs helps them transcend their (moral) sufferings and Sofia does
uphold this rule. Indeed, she feels empowered and morally relieved in jail after singing her
blues while looking and laughing at herself (CP: 90). Though some critics claim that singing
“does not solve problems [...], it does boost the spirit sufficiently to continue to deal with the
problems” (Harris, 2002, p. 14; italics in original). When singing fails to sufficiently boost
spirits, quilting and weaving are used as contributors to personal and family stability.

2. Quilting and Weaving as Contributors to Personal and Family Stability

Black female ancestors were quilt-makers, as Walker (2005, p. 239) holds:

In the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C., there hangs a quilt unlike any other
in the world.... It is considered rare, beyond price. Below this quilt [ saw a note that says
it was made by “an anonymous Black woman in Alabama, a hundred years ago”... If we
could locate this “anonymous” black woman from Alabama she would turn out to be one
of our grandmothers—an artist who left her mark in the only materials she could afford,
and in the only medium her position in society allowed her to use.

Though this artistic talent (quilting) was passed down from generations of black
American women, quilts were not only made to meet material needs but to respond to moral
ones as well: to transcend moral sufferings caused by marital problems and children’s
misconduct. In a word, quilt is a whole powerful symbol of black women’s life, as an Ohio
black woman asserts:

It took me more than twenty years, nearly twenty-five, | reckon, in the evenings after

supper when the children were all put to bed. My whole life is in that quilt. It scares me

sometimes when I look at it. All my joys and all my sorrows are stitched into those little
pieces. When | was proud of the boys and when | was downright provoked and angry
with them. When the girls annoyed me or when they gave me a warm feeling around
my heart. And John too. He was stitched into that quilt and all the thirty years we were

married. Sometimes | loved him and sometimes | sat there hating him as | pieced the
patches together. So they are all in that quilt, my hopes and fears, my joys and sorrows,
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my loves and hates. | tremble sometimes when | remember what that quilt knows about
me. (in Tavormina, 1986, p. 223)

This excerpt clarifies that African American women have used quilting as a therapy to
their marital sufferings. Indeed, sewing “bits and pieces of worthless rags” (Walker, 2005, p.
239) together with a needle helped them come to terms with their daily sadness and sorrow
likened to their households. Her awareness of the mitigating impact of quilting on the fight
against female marital problems decided Shug to prompt Celie into using a needle, a quilting
tool, to defend herself against her oppressive husband, Albert. The reader is made to discover
this event in the marital strife scene: “Fore I know anything I’m standing hind his chair with
his razor open. Then I hear Shug laugh [...]. Shug got her hand on the razor now. [...]. She take
and sling it back in the shaving box” (CP: 122). The female protagonist goes further saying:
“We have to git our hands on somebody’s army uniform, say Shug. For practice. That good
strong material and free. [...]. Okay, she say. And everyday we going to read Nettie’s letters
and sew. A needle and not a razor in my hand, I think” (CP: 147). This scene mandates buying
into Cutter’s (2000, p. 173) assertion that “in Walker’s telling of the myth, then, brutal
retaliation is actually replaced by creativity and by sewing itself”’. Simply put, black women

resort to cultural tools to take up patriarchal oppression.

That sewing has really become a panacea for Celie’s sufferings and cruel treatments is
an undeniable reality. By giving Celie a needle and inviting her to sew during the most difficult
moment of her marital life, Shug intends to make Celie drown her pain or hatred for her husband
into sewing rather than killing him. Indeed, sewing keeps her from committing a regrettable
act, as she herself openly admits: “But I really started sewing pants right here in your house to
keep from killing you. [...]. Shug help me make the first pair I ever did” (CP: 258). Such an
admission credits that sewing — as a female cultural pattern — is a powerful buffer against
violence, hate and despair, an idea which goes in line with Tavormina’s (1986, p. 224)
statement: “Sewing helps Celie get through the hate and despair she feels [...]; its creative and
unitive dimension is the only possible cure for one whose world has come apart”. This female
cultural activity — which subsequently becomes Celie’s passion and preferential work — has
morphed the latter into a real womanist in the Walkerian definition of the concept: “[A
womanist] appreciates and prefers women’s culture” (Walker, 2005, p. xi). Sewing is not the
only women’s culture in black tradition. Weaving is another one which helps black women bear

their sufferings.

588
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Actually, in Native American culture, women engage in basket-weaving to heal
themselves physically or psychologically when they are profoundly hurt. The sign of their
recovery lies in their ability to weave the most beautiful basket they have ever made, to trust
Walker’s comment:

In Native American culture, when someone is hurt very deeply, either physically or
spiritually, the way you tell they are recovering is this: if it’s a woman and she makes
baskets, she will start making a basket even more beautiful, more intricate than before,

because out of her suffering, she has managed to instill more into it. By the time she
finishes the basket, she is well. (in Gates and Appiah, 1993, pp. 322-323)

This excerpt implies that Native American women weave their most beautiful baskets
during their sufferings and this activity, beyond mitigating physical pain, is a real soul-healer.
The same situation occurs in Possessing the Secret of Joy, where Nafa weaves the most
beautiful basket of Olinka to handle her suffering following her daughter Dura’s death, to
believe Tashi’s account: “Still, the basket itself is lovely and well made, with a red and ochre
‘sisters elbow’ design that no one weaves more neatly than she”®®. Although Walker’s narrative
1s mute on the impact of weaving on Nafa’s mental recovery, it can be inferred that, just like
Native American women, Nafa’s ability to weave the most beautiful basket during her trying
moments attests to her recovery from her moral pain. Therefore, Nafa has drowned her grief
into her basket-weaving, instead of displacing it onto innocent people. In this respect, she sets
a good example for readers who learn the importance of art during dire circumstances. While
some black female characters use artistic talent to address societal issues, others indulge in

mask-wearing.
3. Wearing the Mask: A Cultural Strategy for Handling Oppression

Denotatively speaking, wearing the mask is all about covering one’s face to prevent
people from identifying one. Theatre masks, carnival masks and African traditional masks are
examples of denotative masks which people wear. The denotative meaning of mask-wearing is,
however, different from the connotative or figurative one. Figuratively speaking, wearing the
mask is displaying attitudes which are the opposite of one’s true personality or which do not
reflect one’s inner feeling. It is somewhat giving a false impression to people through one’s
attitude, as Janie does in Their Eyes Were Watching God when her husband, Joe, dies. In fact,

Janie wears the mask in the wake of Joe’s death — by showing a sad face and concealing her

9 Alice Walker, Possessing the Secret of Joy, 1992, p. 18. Thereafter shortened as PSJ in intratext notes.
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happiness of being freed forever from his oppression. The following scene uncovers Janie’s
mask:
She tore off her kerchief from her head and let down her plentiful hair. [...]. She took
careful stock of herself, then combed her hair and tied it back up again. Then she
starched and ironed her face, forming it into just what people wanted to see, and opened

up the window and cried, ‘Come heah people! Jody is dead. Mah husband is gone from
> 94
me’.

Contrary to Janie’s public grief, her attitude communicates her delight in her husband’s
passing. Her behavior herein has nothing to do with a grieving wife. Her attitude reminisces of
Mrs. Brently Mallard’s, the protagonist of Kate Chopin’s “Story of an Hour” (1894), who
publicly mourns her husband’s death while exulting in her heart, because his death will leave
her a free woman. Beyond enjoying her oppressive husband’s death, Janie’s attitude is a critique

of the whole institution of marriage, the cornerstone of patriarchy.

Besides Janie’s attitude, other human behaviors can be equated with mask-wearing.
Indeed, smiling at people becomes a mask one wears when, in actual fact, one’s heart bleeds.
Also, displaying satisfaction under ill-treatment amounts to wearing the mask: in reality, one
suffers inwardly as a result of these maltreatments. Likewise, openly appreciating someone is
a mask we wear when we depreciate them in our heart. African American women have worn
these various figurative masks during slavery and post-slavery periods to escape their
oppressors. Wearing the mask, then, is a part and parcel of black American women culture. It
consisted in playing the clown or the fool before their oppressors. They concealed their true
personalities from Whites by lying to them via their attitudes and speeches. So, in Whites’
presence, (enslaved) black women laughed and appreciated Whites’ ill-treatments while
inwardly suffering from these. Laurence Dunbar’s following poem provides a comprehensive

meaning of mask-wearing:

We wear the mask that grins and lies,

It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes—
This debt we pay to human guile;

With torn and bleeding hearts we smile,
And mouth with myriad subtleties.

9 Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God, 2020, p. 99. Thereafter shortened as TE in

intratext notes.
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Why should the world be over- wise,

In counting all our tears and sighs?

Nay, let them only see us, while

We wear the mask... (in Stanford, 1999, p. 560)

Dunbar’s third verse of the second stanza, “Nay, let them only see us, while we wear
the mask”, implies that black women have no other choice but to wear the mask that lies, to

make it in an oppressive environment.

The fear of further mistreatments prompted many black women to lie when asked about
their living conditions. Further, they passed this habit down to their offspring, a reality
grounding Sebastian’s (1976, p. 51-52) following report at length:

Reverend C.C. Jones found this to be true of all Blacks, "they are one thing before the

whites, and another before their own color. Deception toward the former is characteristic

of them, whether bond or free, throughout the whole United States. It is habit —a long
established custom which descends from generation to generation”. One planter went
further and called the Blacks hypocrites. He found that the Negroes made dupes of the
master and overseer by feigning stupidity, "the most general defect in the character of
the Negro is hypocrisy; and this hypocrisy frequently makes him pretend to more

ignorance than he possesses; and if his master treats him as a fool, he will be sure to act
the fool’s part".

In Their Eyes Were Watching God, Tea Cake, a slave descent, inherits this hypocritical
attitude from his ancestors, a strategy which enables him to survive in a hostile environment.
Actually, to alleviate Mrs. Turner’s cruelty, Tea Cake resorts to wearing “the mask that grins

and lies”. In other words, he pretends to be happy with Mrs. Turner before her while secretly

working against her (TE: 171-172).

Just like Tea Cake, the circumciser, M’Lissa, wears the mask in Possessing the Secret
of Joy, hiding her inner sadness as a circumciser, a reality perceptible through Tashi’s
testimony: “In the photograph M’Lissa smiled broadly, new teeth glistering [...]. Though her
mouth was smiling, as were her sunken cheeks and her long nose, her wrinkled forehead and
her scrawny neck, her beady eyes were not. Looking into them [...] I realized they never had”
(PSJ: 142). M’Lissa’s fake personality thrusts the Olinkans into believing that she is proud of
being a circumciser and a keeper of their ancient tradition, which earns her stardom, rewards,
and honor from the Olinkan administration. As Evelyn comments, “Waverly, [M’Lissa] was

not only alive but a national monument. She had been honored by the Olinka government [...]
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for her unfailing adherence to the ancient customs and traditions of the Olinka state” (PSJ: 141).
Yet, deep in her heart, M’Lissa is against the Olinkan excision tradition and angry at all the
Olinkan women who honor this harmful tradition to women. For her, the women who ask her
for excision are fool and coward. She abhors its practice, in light of her conversation with Tashi:
M’Lissa, I say, behind that face you show to those who come asking about tradition,
you are bitter. Even the sweetest mango in my mouth is bitter to me, she says. But
women, she sneers, women are too cowardly to look behind a smiling face. A man smiles

and tells them they will look beautiful weeping, and they send for the knife. (PSJ: 228;
italics in original)

This excerpt reveals M’Lissa’s reluctance in excising women, though she publicly
displays a happy face to be a circumciser. Indeed, she simply follows the Olinka Leader’s order
intimating that all Olinkan women and girls be excised. In a patriarchal society, where women
are denied their basic rights, M’Lissa cannot dare to challenge a man’s order, let alone that of
a chief: anyone who disobeys has to pay a heavy price; as is the case of Torabe. Torabe is chased
out of Olinka by the chief, because he “lost control of his wife, a very evil thing to do in that
society because it threatened the fabric of the web of life” (PSJ: 130). It does not take a rocket
scientist to fathom that M’Lissa could be expelled from Olinka or even killed if she refused to
excise women or advised her peers against excision. Consequently, to save her skin, M’Lissa
has no choice but to “wear the mask that grins and lies” to make the Olinkans believe she

approves of excision.

Conclusion

This analysis of Walker’s and Hurston’s works has shown that culture plays a significant
role in black American women’s fight against racism and patriarchy. Singing proves to be a
powerful cultural tool allowing these women to non-violently counter the psychological effects
of oppression, while quilting and weaving not only enhance their economic status but equally
enable them to transcend men-induced moral suffering. Meanwhile, when frontal opposition to
oppression can bring about further suffering, black American women will wear the mask, a
cultural strategy inherited from their ascendants, to fake submission to oppression while
psychologically resisting it. Despite criticisms that black American women carry no significant
values in these novels, this study has demonstrated that they do deploy powerful cultural
arsenals to come to terms with both racial and patriarchal oppressions. African American
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women’s blues-singing, quilting, weaving and mask-wearing are instrumental in their

oppression handling.
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