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ABSTRACT 

This project seeks to interrogate the ways in which race, class, and gender expectations 

work in concert to seduce the black heroine into believing that marriage will somehow deliver 

her from the trappings of her current social standing. This deliverance of Black female characters 

is often perceived as financial and may involve elevation to a higher social class, like West‘s 

Cleo Judson. However, for most black women in 20th century literature, the ―happily ever after‖ 

is often unattainable because of the crushing effects of racism, sexism, and the enduring legacy 

of slavery. Nonetheless, African-American women novelists continue to portray the marriage 

plot as the ideal because Black women feel obligated to enjoy the legal and political rights of 

marriage that their ancestors were refused. For Black women in the early 20th century, marriage 

is portrayed as the Holy Grail that the previous generation could not have legally attained. 

However, over time, marriage morphs into a wholly undesirable state, in mind, body, and spirit.  

 Claudia Tate has done extensive analysis regarding the representations of marriage and 

the black family in nineteenth-century domestic fiction. Her book, Domestic Allegories of 

Political Desire: The Black Heroine’s Text  at the Turn of the Century and Sybille Kamme-

Erkel‘s 1988 dissertation ―Happily Ever After? Marriage and Its Rejection in Afro-American 

Novels‖ are the only full-length studies that explore the treatment of marriage in African 

American fiction (duCille 149). While Tate‘s work is significant as it situates a group of black 

female writers and their eleven novels of ―genteel domestic feminism‖ within the domestic 

sphere, the most recent novel she analyzes was written in 1903 (Tate 4).  This study seeks to 

begin to fill in the gap of novels written by and about Black women about the institution of 

marriage in the 20th century, as well as the significant changes the black heroine has endured for 

the sake of fulfilling societal norms.  

 Currently,  no other scholar has done a sustained analysis of the marriage plot in 20th  

Century Black women‘s novels. Some literary scholars such as Henry Louis Gates and Michael 

Awkward recognize Zora Neale Hurston as the literary foremother of the Black female novelist 

tradition. However, my study suggests that Nella Larsen, who began publishing a full decade 

before Hurston, initiated a strong tradition of Black female novelists. Nella Larsen‘s novels, 

Quicksand  (1928) and Passing  (1929) provide the social and political framework for other 

Black women novelists to emerge. 
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Ann duCille published The Coupling Convention in 1993, and in it she provides a 

thorough rendering of the racial and gender politics that inform the marriage plot for Black 

female heroines. However, her study is divided into two major parts: the first period addresses 

the birth of literary scholarship amongst Black women at the turn of the century; the second 

focuses on a ―second flowering of novels by African-American women‖ to begin with Jessie 

Fauset and end with Zora Neale Hurston (duCille 10). My project takes duCille‘s work a step 

further and identifies a more contemporary ―third flowering‖ that spans the 20th Century and 

begins with Nella Larsen and ends with Gloria Naylor.  

 The Black women novelists who follow in Larsen‘s footsteps each revise her version of 

the marriage plot in some significant way.  Dorothy West‘s The Living is Easy (1948), Alice 

Walker‘s The Third Life of Grange Copeland (1970), and Gloria Naylor‘s Linden Hills (1985) 

each modify the framework of the marriage plot that Larsen devised in Quicksand. This project 

not only shows how and why the marriage plot has evolved over roughly a one hundred year 

span, but it also points to the conditions which allowed for such an occurrence. Because of social 

and historical events such as both World Wars, the Harlem Renaissance, the Civil Rights 

Movement, and the Feminist Movement, the meaning of marriage as a cultural principle 

drastically changed for all Americans, but especially for Black families. Historically, writings by 

and about Black women have been largely excluded from the literary canon. More specifically, 

writings about Black marriage in literature are even more rare. This study provides a social and 

historical analysis of the marriage plot as a convention in novels written by Black women in the 

20th  Century.  

 This study will answer and provide insight into the following questions: Why do some 

black women writers present  marriage not as a ―hopeful beginning,‖ but as an ―emphatic dead 

end‖?, as Joseph Boone suggests. How has the portrayal of marriage evolved throughout the 20th 

century? How do black women novelists represent the domestic sphere? In what ways is 

marriage a form of entrapment and/or enslavement for black women? What are the advantages 

and disadvantages of being married for black women?
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INTRODUCTION 

The goal of women in the 19th Century novel is to get married. Even educated women 

with significant social standing are still expected to marry and bear children.  A prime example 

of this preoccupation with marriage is Jane Austen‘s Emma. Emma thinks Miss Bates is pitiful 

because she is poor and not married.  If this is such a wretched situation for white women in 

England in the 19th century, then what might this condition entail for Black women of the 20th 

Century in America? The fact that marriage is a large issue for women across continents suggests 

a powerful relationship between cultural expectations and gender.  

Although several novels and short stories will be addressed in this study, the following 

four novels best represent the evolutionary trajectory I intend to construct based on novels 

written by Black women during the 20th Century. These novels include Nella Larsen‘s  

Quicksand (1928), Dorothy West‘s The Living is Easy (1948), Alice Walker‘s  The Third Life of 

Grange Copeland (1970), and Gloria Naylor‘s  Linden Hills (1985). This project seeks to 

interrogate the ways in which race, class, and gender expectations work in concert to seduce the 

black heroine into believing that marriage will somehow deliver her from the trappings of her 

current social standing. This deliverance is often perceived as financial and may involve 

elevation to a higher social class, like West‘s Cleo Judson. However, for most black women in 

20th century literature, the ―happily ever after‖ is often unattainable because of the crushing 

effects of racism, sexism, and the enduring legacy of slavery. Nonetheless, African-American 

women novelists continue to portray the marriage plot as the ideal because Black women feel 

obligated to enjoy the legal and political rights of marriage that their ancestors were refused. For 

Black women in the early 20th century, marriage is portrayed as the Holy Grail that the previous 

generation could not have legally attained. However, over time, marriage often morphs into a 

wholly undesirable state, in mind, body, and spirit.  

The conceptual framework of Black Feminist Criticism will be a useful tool in my 

analysis of these texts. Patricia Hill Collins notes, ―By taking elements and themes of Black 

women‘s culture and traditions and infusing them with new meaning, black feminist though 

rearticulates a consciousness that already exists. More important, this rearticulated consciousness 

gives African-American women another tool of resistance to all forms of their subordination‖ 

(341). Larsen, West, Walker, and Naylor all belong to a distinct literary tradition that grew out of 

a shared social, cultural, and political experience as Black women in America. These authors use 
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their novels as a weapon of protest against ―the problem that has no name.‖ Their heroines 

searching for identity in a racist and sexist environment is the thread that connects each of these 

narratives. That all of these heroines assume they will find out who they are by being married to 

men who really do not know them at all is a trope that permeates throughout each text.  West, 

Walker, and Naylor‘s novels certainly ―rearticulate a consciousness that already exists,‖ which is 

the one initially created by Larsen. 

This study is also heavily invested in connecting the ways in which a clearly identifiable 

Black women‘s tradition of writing has emerged. There are certain themes, tropes, and issues 

that are very specific to this growing tradition. As Alice Walker tells Claudia Tate in an 

interview in Black Women Writers at Work:  

 Twentieth-century black women writers all seem to be much more interested in  

  the black community, in intimate relationships, with the white world as a   

  backdrop, which is certainly the appropriate perspective, in my view . . . Black  

  women continue to talk about intimate relationships so that we can recognize  

  what is happening when we see it, then maybe there will be some change in  

  behavior on the part of men and women. (181)                                                      

In Naylor‘s Linden Hills, white people are even less than a backdrop; they are completely absent. 

Naylor only mentions them in passing to write about how they are always trying to scheme and 

figure out ways to live there. In Linden Hills, Willie and Lester recognize the evil that regularly 

occurs there, and the ending of the novel provides a hopeful suggestion that they will affect 

meaningful change. Naylor‘s novel strongly encourages a joint effort between men and women 

to change the paradigm of failed marriages and broken homes in the Black community.  

Another goal for this study is to fill in the historical and literary gaps in analysis of novels 

written by and about Black women in the 20th Century. For instance, Ann duCille published The 

Coupling Convention in 1993, and in it she provides a thorough rendering of the racial and 

gender politics that inform the marriage plot for Black female heroines. However, her study is 

divided into two major parts: the first period addresses the birth of literary scholarship amongst 

Black women at the turn of the century; the second focuses on a ―second flowering of novels by 

African-American women‖ to begin with Jessie Fauset and end with Zora Neale Hurston 

(duCille 10). My project takes duCille‘s work a step further and identifies a more contemporary 
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―third flowering‖ that spans the 20th  Century and begins with Nella Larsen and ends with Gloria 

Naylor.  

This ―third flowering‖ of literature by Black women novelists begins in the Jazz Age of 

the Roaring Twenties with Nella Larsen‘s Quicksand. Published on the heels of the New Negro 

Movement, Larsen‘s novel creates a space for the social and cultural economy to provide the 

master marriage plot. Because of the birth of historically Black colleges and universities 

(HBCU‘s), more blacks became educated, which allowed for a black middle class to emerge. 

Larsen wrote solely during the Harlem Renaissance, which began shortly after the end of World 

War One. Scores of blacks migrated from the South to the North (and to Harlem, in particular) in 

search of better jobs and a better life. Moreover, World War One provided the first opportunity 

for Black women to enter the workforce en masse in a non-domestic space.1 In fact, ―Decades 

later a black woman commented that it was really Hitler, not Lincoln, who had freed the slaves!‖ 

(Coontz 221). This unique combination of social and historical events provided the creative 

space for a cosmopolitan heroine like Helga Crane to emerge. She is college educated, initially 

has a career as a teacher, lives abroad, and is fiercely independent for much of the novel. It is 

Helga‘s sudden intense desire to marry and procreate that signals her tragic downfall.  

 The Black women novelists who follow in Larsen‘s footsteps each revise Larsen‘s 

marriage plot in some significant way. Dorothy West‘s heroine, Cleo Judson, is similar to Helga 

in that she is a mulatto woman with a relative degree of independence. Unlike Helga, however, 

Cleo is uneducated, yet she certainly schools the reader on how a wife can manipulate her 

husband into giving her everything she wants. The basis of West‘s marriage plot revolves around 

money and deception, as opposed to Larsen‘s depiction of love and marriage being full of sexual 

release and desire. Cleo shows the reader that a woman like her can only be happy until the 

money runs out; West‘s portrayal of marriage as solely a business contract flagrantly flies in the 

face of Larsen‘s more traditional depiction. In Walker‘s novel, there are no happy marriages and 

they are all built on despair and poverty. A glaring lack of resources negatively impacts the 

character‘s prospects for happiness.  

                                                 
1  

 For a detailed explanation of how World War One provided economic opportunities for Black 
women, please see Coontz, Stephanie. Marriage, a History: From Obedience to Intimacy or How 

Love Conquered Marriage. New York: The Penguin Group, 2005. 
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 In direct opposition to West‘s model of marriage, Walker‘s marriage plot revolves 

around familial ties and obligations. Mem Copeland remains with the savagely abusive 

Brownfield largely because she fears tearing her family apart; this aspect of the marriage plot 

harkens back to Helga‘s fears about leaving her children because she knows what this 

abandonment can do to a child. Finally, Naylor‘s Linden Hills provides a hopeful twist on the 

marriage plot. Willie and Lester witness first-hand the devastating effects of unhealthy marriages 

on men and women, and the novel ends suggesting to the reader that they will learn from these 

mistakes and not repeat them. This profound level of understanding on the part of the males is a 

a new and exciting twist to the traditional marriage plot presented by Twentieth Century Black 

women novelists. 

 Claudia Tate has done extensive analysis regarding the representations of marriage and 

the black family in nineteenth-century domestic fiction. Her book, Domestic Allegories of 

Political Desire: The Black Heroine’s Text  at the Turn of the Century and Sybille Kamme-

Erkel‘s 1988 dissertation ―Happily Ever After? Marriage and Its Rejection in Afro-American 

Novels‖ are the only full-length studies that explore the treatment of marriage in African 

American fiction (duCille 149). While Tate‘s work is significant as it situates a group of black 

female writers and their eleven novels of ―genteel domestic feminism‖ within the domestic 

sphere, the most recent novel she analyzes was written in 1903 (Tate 4).  This study seeks to 

begin to fill in the gap of novels written by black women about the institution of marriage in the 

20th century, as well as the significant changes the black heroin has endured for the sake of 

fulfilling societal norms.  

This study is also largely interested in highlighting works by Black women writers who 

tackle the subject of marriage, but have largely been ignored. As duCille points out, ―Generally 

thought of as a convention of the white middle class, the marriage plot has received little 

attention from critics of African-American literature‖ ( 3). None of the novels in this study have 

been made into movies nor have the authors won prestigious prizes for writing them (although 

they should have). Part of the impetus here is to showcase the immense artistic talent and 

applaud their boldness for writing about pain, struggle, and brutality within and without the 

marital contract. Langston Hughes‘s poem entitled, ―Note on Commercial Theater,‖ which is 

included in Tate‘s introduction to Black Women Writers at Work, eloquently describes the need 

for women of color to tell their own stories: 
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 . . .someday somebody‘ll 

 Stand up and talk about me, 

 And write about me— 

 Black and beautiful— 

 And sing about me, 

 And put on plays about me! 

 I reckon it‘ll be 

 Me myself! 

 Yes, it‘ll be me (xxvi)                                                                                              

In this poem, Hughes anticipates the uprising of literature by Black women writers. Larsen was a 

contemporary of his, but Hughes knew the others would follow. Black women writers who can 

truthfully write about the Black female experience in America provide a context to allow for a 

conversation about a very specific group within American culture. Even when writers are honest, 

there are still naysayers who cannot believe that what they write is true. For example, in an 

interview with Claudia Tate, Alice Walker talks about the harsh criticism she received for 

creating a male character like Brownfield: ―I know many Brownfields, and it‘s a shame that I 

know so many. I will not ignore people like Brownfield. I want you to know I know they exist‖ 

(177). Part of the dysfunction in Black communities is the phobia that ―other people‖ will find 

out. No one wants to talk about rape, incest, murder, and child abuse, even though everyone 

knows it occurs. Walker‘s novel is about exposing social deviance in an effort to correct it. 

Hopefully, if a man like Brownfield reads The Third Life of Grange Copeland, he will stop short 

of his anachronistic behavior before actually shooting his wife in the face. Walker‘s writing is 

instructive and didactic. At the very least it provides a road map for how not to end up like Mem. 

Mem gives up her education, her profession, her health, and her self-worth in order to maintain a 

marriage. Walker‘s novel asserts that all of that is far too high a price to pay for playing a role 

that a racist, capitalist society has dictated one should aspire to.  

 In her introduction to Black Women Writers at Work, Claudia Tate concedes that:  

   Black women writers usually project their vision from the point of view of  

  female characters.  Regardless of the genre, these writers‘ imaginative   

  embodiment of the female perspective in ‗the black heroine‘ has distinct   

  characteristics, some of which originate in gender and its associated sex roles,  
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  while others reflect the process of observation from a vantage point other than  

  that determined by sex. (xx) 

It is indeed true that all four authors in this study project their views through their female 

heroines. This means, for example, that it is possible to read Ruth Copeland through the lens of 

Walker‘s Womanist views. By the end of the novel, the reader is hopeful that Ruth will go North, 

get an education, and not live in poverty and shame as some man‘s punching bag the way her 

mother did. Naylor also projects a Womanist view in her narrative by suggesting that Willie and 

Lester will leave the ugliness they witnessed in Linden Hills behind and survive whole as 

individuals. West and Larsen project their middle class views about love as it relates to the 

pocketbook through Cleo and Helga in disparate ways. Cleo is totally consumed by material 

wealth and greed. Her entire existence is predicated upon finding ways (most of them dishonest) 

to get more money, whether it is lying to Bart about how much the rent is or stealing money from 

her daughter‘s piggy bank. In this way, West‘s vantage point through Cleo is that of a 

disinterested mother and calculating housewife. Although her upper middle class existence 

appears pretentious to most, Cleo‘s detached relationship with her husband is highly 

dysfunctional. On the other hand, in Larsen‘s portrayal, Helga sinks into the oblivion of crippling 

poverty, several pregnancies in rapid succession, and a loveless marriage. In comparing these 

two novels, having money does not appear to be one of the determining factors in their overall 

happiness: Cleo ends up with her husband leaving her, and Helga ends up dying as a result of 

repeated pregnancies. The vantage point that each of the heroines share is that of wife and 

mother; this is the tie that binds. 

 The fact that none of the heroines in the first three texts have careers despite their level of 

education suggests that a woman‘s place is in the home, regardless of whether or not they are 

qualified to have a career outside the home. Helga abandons her career as a young adult, Cleo 

never has one, and Mem Copeland never teaches again after she marries Brownfield. It is not 

until the mid-1980‘s publication of Linden Hills that Black women are portrayed as having 

successful careers and a marriage. For Laurel Dumont, once her marriage ends, she kills herself. 

Then there is Roxanne Tilson who likely will never marry because she insists on ―marrying well 

and marrying Black‖ or not at all. These scenarios suggest a disturbing pathology about a Black 

woman‘s ability to have the American Dream. Either she must have a successful career and no 

husband, or a lousy husband and no career, like the Nedeed wives.   
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 This idea that Black women‘s marital realities are different than that of White women 

preempts the split that eventually occurred within the Women‘s Movement. That White women 

had the luxury of sitting at home being bored with their middle class existence while most Black 

women were working two jobs to sustain their families draws a stark contrast between the 

economic realities of both races of women. As bell hooks astutely notes in Feminist Theory from 

Margin to Center, the Feminist Movement was initially primarily concerned with only 

addressing discrimination and concerns pertaining to a very specific group of women. While 

hooks acknowledges Betty Freidan‘s contribution to the movement, she also criticizes her 

narrow scope:  

  Examined from a different perspective, it can also be seen as a case study of  

  narcissism, insensitivity, sentimentality, and self-indulgence which reaches its  

 peak when Friedan, in a chapter titled ‗Progressive Dehumanization,‘    

 makes a comparison between the psychological effects of isolation  on white   

 housewives and the impact of confinement on the self-concept of prisoners   

 in Nazi concentration camps. (3) 

Certainly, middle class housewife boredom cannot compare to the atrocious treatment that Jews 

received in concentration camps. A more appropriate analogy would be to compare the treatment 

of Black women in their marriages to the restrictive conditions of American chattel slavery, and 

to examine the ways in which the legacy of slavery still resonates within Black domestic spaces 

today. Because many white feminist activists do not acknowledge the plight of Black women, 

Black feminist scholars such as Barbara Smith, Barbara Christian, bell hooks, Patricia Hill 

Collins, and others began writing  about the specific social, political, and economic concerns that 

are unique to Black women. Add to that, a tradition of Black women writers emerged over the 

course of the 20th Century to realistically portray Black women as primary subjects of critical 

inquiry rather than as stock stereotyped characters.   

 The four Black women writers in this study use marriage as a trope to explore the social 

and political ramifications of matrimony for women of color. In Toni Morrison‘s Beloved, she 

writes about desire: ―To get to a place where you could love anything you chose—not to need 

permission for desire. Well now, that was freedom‖ (162). Although this quote refers to Sethe‘s 

desire for freedoms that are both tangible and intangible, it also applies to Black heroine‘s 

desires as well. For instance, Helga becomes obsessed with the idea of marriage after only one 
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night of sex with the preacher. This previously abstinent woman needs the sanctity of God to 

ordain her carnal desires of the flesh. That Helga uses the religious and legal protection of the 

marriage contract to legitimate her sexual desires is very political indeed.  In another example, 

West‘s Cleo Judson never gives herself permission to desire, even within the confines of a safe 

and potentially loving marriage. After hearing that her mother dies in childbirth, Cleo equates 

sex with death for women. Cleo sleeps next to her husband for five years before she finally 

allows him to consummate their marriage. This withholding of sex and desire as a means to 

remain control over the household is a very political act as well.  

As Claudia Tate suggests, one of the defining features of the Black female novelist is that 

her writings almost always pivot on the emotional journey of the Black female protagonist. 

These women become willing victims within their marriages because they participate in the 

patriarchal system that deems marriage as a necessary tool in the social contract.  In addition to 

believing the hype that marriage will bring them love and an elevated social status, they also 

believe their economic status will improve as well. However, the reoccurring trope that solidly 

anchors all these black female heroines so deeply into the marriage plot is the belief that keeping 

the marriage intact will improve the quality of life for their children.  Even though these women 

are acutely aware of the dangers to their own bodies and spirits, they are more concerned that 

their families endure, even if they themselves do not.  Some characters, like Walker‘s Margaret 

and Mem Copeland, end up dead because of their husband‘s extreme insecurities that stem from 

being a poor black man in a racist white society. Grange and Brownfield attempt to act out the 

very master-slave relationship they must endure with their plantation owners with their wives. 

Just like during slavery, Black men in the sharecropping South cannot provide decent housing, 

food, or clothes for their families. According to Deborah Gray White‘s groundbreaking study on 

female slaves in the plantation South, ― . . . slave women could not depend on their husbands for 

protection against whippings or sexual exploitation. Slave couples had no property to share, and 

essentials like food, clothing, and shelter were not provided by slave husbands‖ (153). The 

exploitative nature of sharecropping reinforces the same gender dynamics within a Black 

household that were present during slavery. Many of these female characters sacrifice 

themselves in an effort to make their unworthy men feel worth and to maintain a two-parent 

household for their children.  



9 
 

Margaret‘s ―way out‖ is through suicide, while Mem‘s ―way out‖ is through homicide. 

However, in Quicksand, Helga cannot even envision an escape route. While Helga is on her 

deathbed sinking into the dark abyss of perpetual pregnancy and poverty, she thinks of her 

children: ―Of the children, Helga tried not to think. She wanted not to leave them—if that were 

possible. The recollection of her own childhood, lonely, unloved, rose too poignantly before her 

for her to consider calmly such a solution . . . But to leave them would be a tearing agony, a 

rending of deepest fibers. . . No. She couldn‘t desert them‖ (135-6). Helga feels chained to her 

children in the same way Brownfield and Grange feel chained to that land in rural Georgia. 

Having no way out causes great feelings of angst and desperation. Helga finally realizes that her 

children are the direct result of her intense sexual desires and had she not acted so freely, perhaps 

she would be in a position to actually leave the Reverend and her wretched life with him. Cleo, 

on the other hand, views Judy as a tool in her plan to gain more respectability because Judy is a 

born and bred pure Bostonian. Conversely, Cleo is a poor country girl from the South—which is 

a past that she spends the entire novel trying to escape.  

  duCille points out that Quicksand serves as a precursor for the feminist ideals that will 

pervade much of the writing by black women authors in the 1970‘s, including Gloria Naylor and 

Alice Walker. The scholar identifies four ways in which Larsen revises the social and political 

framework of her predecessors: 1) black women begin exploring their sexuality for themselves, 

and also as objects of male desire  2) marriage is no longer the primary signifier of freedom and 

comes under fire as a middle-class trapping of female independence 3) patriarchy is no longer 

solely a white institution; it begins to seep into black manhood. They then use it to oppress their 

black women 4) heroines no longer singularly belong to the cult of true womanhood; they are 

portrayed as human and fallible, and no longer placed on a pedestal (87).  

 These four ideals are firmly enmeshed in the fabric of the four novels of this study. The 

Third Life of Grange Copeland and Linden Hills show in great detail how the men utilize the 

tools of patriarchy to control and condemn their women. Brownfield regularly gets drunk and 

cautions Mem not to ―act too uppity‖ because after all, she ―gets her ass beat every Saturday 

night‖ like all of the other women. Brownfield uses brute force, which is really the only weapon 

in his arsenal, to demean Mem and keep her under his control. All the Luther Nedeeds use their 

wealth and position as ―dictator‖ in Linden Hills to ―keep their wives in place.‖  
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 In summary, the works of Larsen, West, Naylor, and Walker address some of the same 

issues: What does marriage mean for black women in the 20th century? How is their experience 

uniquely African-American? Given that the black heroines of these four novels are effectively 

silenced by the brute masculinity and/or oppressive nature of motherhood and marriage, how do 

these women cope with the abuse? What are the consequences of speech and silence? Who, if 

anyone, do these women turn to to break their silence? Where do they learn this tradition of 

silence? Who teaches them what the marriage ideal should look like? 

 Pride and Prejudice opens with the line, ―It is a truth universally acknowledged that a 

single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife‖ (Austen 1). My study aims 

to show how the preoccupation with marriage spilled over from 19th century white women in 

England to 20th century black women in America.  Isolation, abuse, and neglect are not new 

phenomenons within the institution of marriage; however, these conditions are compounded by 

the cultural memory of slavery for black heroines of black women‘s fiction. During and 

immediately following slavery, Black women received no protection from sexual or physical 

violence by their men. As White notes, ― From emancipation through more than two- thirds of 

the twentieth century, no Southern white male was convicted of raping or attempting to rape a 

black woman. Yet the crime was widespread‖ (188). Historically speaking, the Black woman 

went from being victimized by White men to being victimized by her husband.  

 Quicksand  was amongst one of the first novels to portray black women as erotic beings 

who long to soak up the fullness of life; it is not until they are confronted with the complication 

of marriage that they begin to see their lives suddenly ordered in a way they do not recognize. 

Quicksand anticipates the feminist constructs inherent in Walker‘s novel. Walker‘s text is useful 

to this study because of its multi-layered approach to racism and sexism that black women are 

forced to endure; subsequently, it is the fundamental belief in the marriage contract that allows 

Margaret and Mem to be treated like ―no count dogs.‖ The Living is Easy shows what can 

happen when a Black heroine chooses to resist the normative marital conventions. In Linden 

Hills, Naylor aptly shows how for generations the Nedeed men use their wives as merely a 

means to perpetuate their patriarchal control. 

 In terms of the organization of this project, each chapter outlines the different aspects and 

subsequent stages of  and motivations for marriage as portrayed in 20th century African-

American Women‘s novels. Chapter One focuses on how Larsen‘s novel provides the master 
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marriage narrative for Black women novelists. The novels are then analyzed in chronological 

order by date of publication. Each subsequent chapter shows how each novelist (West, Walker, 

and Naylor) revise Larsen‘s marriage plot in such a way that reflects the then-current social and 

political climate. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

“IN THE CONFUSION OF SEDUCTIVE REPENTANCE”:  CONFLICT AND 

DISSILUSIONMENT IN NELLA LARSEN’S QUICKSAND 

 Nella Larsen‘s first novel Quicksand (1928) is heralded as being one of the finest novels 

born out of the Harlem Renaissance (Wall 105). Quicksand follows the flight of its protagonist, 

Helga Crane, as she migrates from place to place: Naxos, Chicago, Harlem, Denmark, and 

finally to Alabama. Helga‘s character is significant within the tradition of Black women novelists 

because she represents the emergence of the educated, attractive, ―New Negro Woman‖ who 

falls victim to the trappings of domesticity despite being cultured and well-traveled. This 

narrative suggests that the pit of domesticity is wide and deep; indeed, almost anyone can fall in. 

The conflicts and disillusionment that Helga endures surrounding marriage and maternity make a 

striking and compelling commentary on the cost of domesticity to the female body and spirit. 

 Larsen‘s novel is loosely autobiographical of her own life of mixed parentage: ―A part 

Scandinavian, part West Indian citizen of the United States with traces of German and African 

ancestry, Larsen embodied the American ‗melting pot‘‖ (Davis vii). It is Helga‘s biracialism that 

she blames for her an unhappy childhood and troubled adulthood. Because her white 

Scandinavian mother marries a black man who runs out on their family, Helga blames racism for 

tearing apart the fabric of her childhood. Paradoxically, it is precisely her mixed blood that 

allows her to feel comfortable ―at home‖ both in Harlem and in Denmark.  

 In Alain Locke‘s favorable review of Quicksand, he debunks the familiar notion that all 

―tragic mulattos‖ are racially torn between their two identities: ―Indeed this whole side of the 

problem which was once handled exclusively as a grim tragedy of blood and fateful heredity 

now shows a tendency to shift to another plane of discussion, as the problem of divided social 

loyalties and the issues of the conflict of cultures‖ (Davis xiii).  As Helga‘s character shows, it is 

not merely her race that traps her, but more specifically the social trappings of class and marital 

expectations that cause her to eventually sink into oblivion. Ironically, it is through a relatively 

obscure character, Audrey Denny, who is a rich, attractive Black woman who ―invites whites to 

her parties‖ (and perhaps even sleeps with them) that provides the antithesis to Helga‘s tragic 

demise. According to Cheryl Wall, ―Audrey is unencumbered by the norms that define Negro 

ladies. Having white friends is the least of her daring. More to the point, Audrey has declined to 
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play the husband-hunting game. She need not marry to find someone to pay for all those tasteful, 

elegant things with which real ladies surround themselves (103). Larsen does not make much of 

Audrey‘s character; however, her presence in the novel is quite powerful. Although the prim 

and proper ―all-about-racial-uplift‖ Ann Denney despises Audrey, Helga is constantly drawn to 

Audrey‘s beauty and confidence, or more specifically, her lack of necessity to depend upon a 

man. Helga is so in awe of Audrey because she was previously unaware that such a woman could 

exist, especially one of color. Audrey‘s character provides a striking example of the kind of life 

Helga can have, and varies greatly from the horrid one she eventually leads. The purpose of 

Audrey‘s character is to show that another kind of life is possible and can be fulfilling without 

the presence of a husband or children. 

 Audrey‘s character is also significant because it flies in the face of social expectations set 

forth by the previous generation. For Black men and women, in the decades immediately 

following emancipation, voting and marriage were the primary signifiers of freedom.2 ―In the 

novels  of the Post-Reconstruction era (1890‘s to the early years of the twentieth century), 

heroines accept marriage ‗as central to their personal advancement, as central to the  prosperity 

of their families and communities, indeed as central to the progress of civilization itself‘‖ (Pines 

76). Helga blatantly rallies against such a racial and political imperative to marry. Rather than 

beginning with a proposal in typical Victorian fashion, Quicksand presents the breaking off of 

Helga‘s engagement to James Vayle within the first few pages of the novel. James wishes to 

marry Helga so they can fight for racial uplift together, not because they love or have real 

affection for one another. James sees marriage to another member of the Talented Tenth as a 

means to procreate and produce more of the same. Conversely, Helga spends much of the novel 

fleeing from one suitor to the next until almost the close of the novel.  

 Larsen‘s text is groundbreaking in that an attractive and accomplished woman like 

Audrey Denny can openly flaunt her sexual freedom and be the envy of women like Helga 

Crane. Because of the social and political climate of Harlem in the early part of the twentieth 

century, Helga is not obligated to marry for the same reasons the previous generation did. Helga 

is college-educated, the war is over, and her questionable mixed parentage frees her from the 

                                                 
2
 For a detailed dis ussio  of ho  de o ra y a d desire ere li ked for la k fa ilies, please see duCille s The 

Coupling Convention 14. 
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bourgeois middle class concerns of ―respectable black society.‖ For much of the novel, Helga 

operates in a world far from Naxos, where she and James are forced to sneak kisses in private. 

When James proposes to Helga a second time in Harlem, she reminds him that his coyness is 

unwarranted; no one is watching and no one cares. It is the speakeasies, night clubs, and cabarets 

of Harlem that allow Helga, Audrey Denney, and all the other women the freedom to carry on as 

independent agents.  

 In the Jazz Age of the New Negro Movement in Harlem in the 1920‘s and 1930‘s in 

which the novel is set, Larsen is writing against traditional tropes of the tragic mulatto and trying 

to fight against the Black bourgeois middle class trope that is also prevalent at the time, 

especially amongst Black female writers like Jessie Fauset. Jean Toomer, who is most popular 

for his outstanding and innovative publication, Cane (1923), paved the way for Larsen and others 

to create a Black female heroine through which an analysis of class and culture could 

realistically occur. Because of Toomer, Larsen became one of the first in a long line of black 

women novelists in the twentieth century to put the complex concerns of the black woman at the 

forefront. According to Thadious Davis: 

  In choosing the African-American woman to represent societal and cultural  

  tensions figured in terms of race, Toomer goes against the grain of the Post-World 

  War I white American authors, such as Hemingway and Faulkner, who position  

  their male protagonists as struggling with or against the prevailing notions of  

  masculine strength, male prerogative, and patriarchal power. In effect, he opened  

  the way for Jessie Fauset, Walter White, Wallace Thurman, and Nella Larsen to  

  move African-American female protagonists and issues of gender to the center of  

  modernist fiction concerned with race and geography, and especially with place  

  and identity. ( xx) 

For Helga, place and identity are at the heart of her struggle. Although geography plays a strong 

role in the novel, Helga's motivations for the constant movement form the crux of the narrative. 

She leaves Harlem because she is tired of the racism in America, then she leaves Denmark 

because she misses the vibrancy of Harlem night life. The fact that Helga is never comfortable 

for very long anywhere shows how crucial and complex her search for identity is. Larsen giving 

Helga the narrative voice to tell her own story begins a long line of stories that will eventually be 

told by black women about black women. According to Hortense Spillers: 
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  The Black woman‘s realities are virtually suppressed until the period of the  

  Harlem Renaissance and later. Essentially the black woman as artist, as   

  intellectual spokesperson for her own cultural apprenticeship, has not existed  

  before, for anyone. At the source of her own symbol-making task, this community 

  of writers confronts, therefore, a tradition of work that is quite recent, its   

  continuities broken and sporadic. (Reading Black 6) 

As a prominent wrier of the Harlem Renaissance, Larsen opens the flood gates for other black 

female novelists to enter and have permission to write about sex, love, and marriage. I would 

argue that there is a definite continuity amongst the writers presented in this study. Each in their 

own way, Dorothy West, Alice Walker, and Gloria Naylor take up where Larsen left off. Their 

literary contributions are not sporadic at all. These author‘s narratives of love and marriage are in 

conversation with one another in a way that instructs the next generation on how to proceed. 

These brave women writers are free to publish and produce their art freely and honestly because 

Larsen paved the way. 

 In an interesting review of Quicksand, W.E.B. DuBois states: ―Helga is typical of the 

new, honest, young fighting Negro woman—the one on whom ‗race‘ sits negligibly and Life is 

always first and its wandering path is but darkened, not obliterated by the shadow of the Veil. 

White folk will not like this book (Hutchinson 168). While DuBois misjudged the popularity of 

Larsen‘s novel, I do agree that Helga‘s incessant yearning in life is not solely about race. She 

blames American racism for ruining her family, but her main personal struggle as an adult is 

about forming her own social and cultural identity, which has much more to do with class and 

politics. For instance, Helga‘s first love interest, James Vayle, is entirely too plain and 

comfortable with the stifling life of the South. However, the prospect of marrying him is still 

desirable because of the social standing that marrying into a family like his would provide: ―To 

relinquish James Vayle would most certainly be social suicide, for the Vayles were people of 

consequence. The fact that they were a ‗first family‘ had been one of James‘s attractions for the 

obscure Helga. She had wanted social background, but—she had not imagined that it could be so 

stuffy‖ (Larsen 12). This is a prime example of Locke‘s notion that social and cultural 

allegiances advance the plot, not race. Before Helga becomes restless and decides to leave 

Naxos, she was at once willing to live a ―stuffy‖ life with James because she could not envision 

another option, at least not until she moves to Harlem and meets Audrey Denney.  
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 It is also in Harlem that Helga runs into James Vayle years later at a party. Even though 

she abruptly ran off and left Naxos, breaking their engagement, he is still interested in marrying 

Helga. When Helga tells James that, for her, marriage means children, and she is not interested in 

participating in the cruel act of bringing children in the world just so they can be tortured and 

scorned, James is aghast at the prospect of an educated and cultured woman like Helga not 

marrying and having children. His outlandish response is indicative of Dubois‘s Talented Tenth 

ideology that pervaded the thinking of the Black middle class in the early twentieth century. The 

Vayle ―first‖ family has certainly indoctrinated James with this way of thinking:  

  But Helga! Good heavens! Don‘t you see that if we—I mean people like us— 

  don‘t have children, the others will still have. That‘s one of the things that‘s the  

  matter  with us. The race is sterile at the top. Few, very few Negroes of the better  

  class have children, and each generation has to wrestle again with the obstacles of 

  the preceding ones, lack of money, education, and background. I feel very   

  strongly about this. We‘re the ones who must have the children if the race is to get 

  anywhere. (104)  

At this point in the novel, Helga does not buy into this delusional way of thinking. Helga‘s 

strong ideas about marriage and children remain in conflict with that of James Vayle‘s 

throughout the novel. Ironically, it is on her deathbed at the end of the novel that she will sadly 

realize the full cost of these rantings. This notion of the top ten percent of Blacks being obligated 

to procreate so their progeny will lead the next generation of the Black masses reinforces the 

White societal and patriarchal norm of motherhood and maternity. James envisions childbearing 

as a form of racial uplift, the very cause that Anne Grey is so passionate about. The Talented 

Tenth doctrine necessarily relegates the men to the job market and the women to the kitchen and 

nursery. It seems problematic that such an educated mass of people would ascribe to the same 

doctrines that have been oppressing women for centuries. For a long while, Helga is not fooled 

by the propaganda. She holds onto her single life for as long as she possibly can.   

 In The Harlem Renaissance in Black and White, George Hutchinson  astutely points out 

the ways in which characters like Helga ―anticipated current, postmodern, black feminist 

concerns‖ (444). For Larsen to create a female character in the 1920‘s who fights so vehemently 

against the trappings of home and hearth is groundbreaking, and paved the way for other Black 

women writers like Zora Neale Hurston, Alice Walker, Gloria Naylor, Toni Morrison and a host 
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of later Black women writers who take on the female body as the primary subject of discourse. In 

Ann duCille‘s Coupling Convention, she writes about the literary tradition in which Larsen 

situates herself. ―Furthermore, her goal is to reveal how black women‘s novels have been 

preoccupied with ‗the pervasiveness of patriarchal power‘ and the struggle to reclaim the female 

body‖ (Hutchinson 444). Helga‘s character rallies against this patriarchal power for much of the 

novel. She cavalierly breaks off her engagement with a man from a ―first family‖ and abandons 

her respectable job as a teacher without notice. She rejects a prominent white aristocrat in 

Denmark who seeks to ―own‖ her, yet feels no regret. And, she contemplates a romantic affair 

with Dr. Anderson, but is rebuffed by his ―stuffy‖ middle class constraints on sexuality. Helga 

absolutely ―reclaims the female body‖ against a force which seeks to use her only to               

―de-sterilize‖ the race at the top. However, at the very end of the novel, there are forces Helga 

cannot explain that deceive her into believing she has been reborn and is destined to live the life 

of the faithful wife of Reverend Pleasant Green‘s flock.  

 However, before she marries the Reverend, and after she denies James Vayle‘s proposals 

twice, Helga encounters Axel Olsen while she is living in Denmark with her maternal aunt and 

uncle. Her reaction to Axel‘s proposal of marriage speaks volumes about the ways in which 

Helga perceives marriage as a loving union between two people, and not some business 

arrangement or culmination of highly eroticized and fetishized racial sexual fantasies. By Larsen 

setting this portion in Europe, this departure from the traditional migration narrative that 

permeates African-American literature dramatically highlights Helga‘s mixed heritage and 

subsequent divided sense of social expectations. When Helga explains why she rejects Axel‘s 

marriage proposal, her reasons are racially motivated: ―You see, I couldn‘t marry a white man. I 

simply couldn‘t. It isn‘t just you, not just personal, you understand. Its deeper, broader than that. 

Its racial. Someday maybe you‘ll be glad. We can‘t tell, you know; if we were married, you 

might come to be ashamed of me, to hate me, to hate all dark people. My mother did that‖ (90). 

Here, Helga projects memories of her shattered childhood onto what a future might be like with 

Axel. Her disillusionment runs deep because she fears that the crushing effects of racism will 

come crashing down on her marriage the way it did for her mother. 

 Not only does Helga reject Axel‘s proposal because of her own strong feelings of racial 

pride, but she also declines his offer out of resentment for her aunt and uncle using her marriage 

to advance their social agenda. When Helga‘s aunt asks her about her marital prospects—
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because after all, she is twenty-five and approaching old maidhood by societal standards—Helga 

is not interested and has given it no thought. Helga‘s aunt names half a dozen suitors who have 

or will have money whom she can marry. Apparently, her aunt has given more thought to 

Helga‘s marital state than Helga has. Helga responds that she does not believe in mixed 

marriages ―between races, you know‖ because of her parents failed relationship. Helga is deeply 

conflicted about matters of the heart that involve race. While she certainly wants the upward 

social mobility that her aunt and uncle crave, she cannot reconcile her longings to return to 

Harlem and people of color.    

 By Helga ―holding out‖ for marriage, her hesitance can be construed as her waiting for 

the richest man to offer her his hand in marriage. While Helga is contemplating Axel‘s marriage 

proposal, he says: ―You have the warm impulsive nature of the women of Africa, but, my lovely, 

you have, I fear, the soul of a prostitute. You sell yourself to the highest buyer. I should of course 

be happy that it is I. And I am‖ (89).  In this scene, Larsen equates marriage with prostitution. 

The notion that the only way a Black woman can find protection from physical and sexual 

violence is through marriage, harkens back to her previous plight during and after slavery. After 

emancipation, ―Freedom brought  wage labor but no legal protection against exploitation. It gave 

black women their bodies back but brought no laws and courts that recognized the crime of 

murder or rape against them‖ (White 176).  This fact further solidifies the Black woman‘s body 

as commodity, an entity to be traded for basic protections that should already be their basic 

human rights. Helga is conflicted because Axel Olsen is an aristocrat turned painter who operates 

at the highest of Denmark‘s social circles. A marriage to him would insure Helga a lifetime of 

the pretty clothes and beautiful surroundings she so desperately craves. However, she does not 

allow her aunt and uncle‘s selfish desires to disillusion her.  Helga realizes that a marriage to 

Axel would largely satisfy his sexual appetite; it would be nothing more than a legal form of the 

white male dominance that slave masters held over her ancestors. 

 Slowly but surely, Helga begins to resent their use of her ―exoticism‖ to advance their 

agenda of social climbing. She also resents the implication of the timing and arrogance of Axel‘s 

proposal: ―He made a little impatient gesture. Why, then, had she refused, ignored, his other, 

earlier suggestion‖(88). This is because Axel‘s earlier suggestion implied a sexual slavery 

without the legal and moral benefit of marriage and respectability, which is very similar to the 

arrangement Roger hopes to accomplish with Angela Murray in Jessie Fauset‘s Plum Bun. 
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Larsen is careful not to allow Helga to succumb to this kind of arrangement, for it would shatter 

the Black middle class bourgeois ideal. Helga makes it clear that she does not view marriage as 

an exchange of financial goods for sexual favors: ―And, suddenly, she didn‘t at all care. She said, 

lightly, but firmly: ‗But you see, Herr Olsen, I‘m not for sale. Not to you. Not to any white man. 

I don‘t at all care to be owned. Even by you‘‖ (89). Helga refuses to be Olsen‘s exotic trophy to 

be hung on a wall and admired like an attraction at a freak show. Through Helga‘s character, 

Larsen is writing fiercely against the stereotypes of the kind of Black women whom white men 

will marry. After all, Black women writers of the Harlem Renaissance are writing to overcome 

the Jezebel stereotypes of colored women as loose and promiscuous. White notes, ―In every way 

Jezebel was the counter image of the mid-nineteenth –century ideal of the Victorian lady‖ (29).  

The Black woman as Jezebel is a damaging stereotype that still remains difficult to overcome. 

While White women were busy being hoisted up on pedestals to maintain their cult of 

domesticity, Black women were struggling to achieve common respect and decency. Authors 

like Larsen were careful not to construct the Black female character as a victim of the racist and 

sexist stereotypes that had existed for over a century. For this reason, Larsen‘s heroine could 

only experience sexual bliss within the confines of a marriage, albeit a disastrous one to the 

Reverend. In support of this point, Pines notes that ―Despite Helga‘s encounter with the racist 

stereotype of the black female seductress, the novel persists in its critique of repressive sexual 

politics and the use of marriage to enforce respectability‖ (85).  In Helga‘s eyes (as the 

illegitimate offspring of an interracial couple), marrying a preacher is the epitome of goodness 

and propriety, indeed respectability of the highest order.  In Quicksand, marriage is portrayed as 

the vehicle through which a woman can overcome damaging stereotypes and finally be the lady 

on the pedestal. But as Helga quickly discovers, even within the confines of a marriage, the 

pedestal is not as high for women of color with no economic means.  

 Just like in Harlem and in Naxos, Helga becomes restless again. She returns to Harlem to 

begin her final period of disillusionment and conflict within herself: her marriage to Reverend 

Pleasant Green. On a cold, rainy night, Helga mistakenly stumbles into a storefront church where 

a group of Black church goers are having revival. She enters wearing a red dress and is called a 

―scarlet ‗oman. Come to Jesus, you pore los‘ Jezebel!‖ (113) The explanatory notes at the end of 

the novel describe the significance of this reference: ― A Phoenician and the wife of Ahab (Kings 

I and II), Jezebel pressed the cult of Baal on the Israelites over the god Jehovah, and whose death 
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for her brazen, shameless, impudent act was prophesied by Elijah. The name is also associated 

with an abandoned woman. The color scarlet symbolized a flagrantly, openly sinful woman‖ 

(153). This characterization of Helga is poignant because of its irony. Throughout the entire 

novel, three proposals, and several wild nights of partying, Helga remains chaste. She seems to 

always be searching, longing for something that will fulfill her mind, body, and spirit. She never 

seems to quite find it until she is intoxicated by the Reverend, his preaching, and the perceived 

safety in giving her body for this holy man to reclaim. 

 The Reverend involves Helga‘s mind in a game of mental seduction. While Helga cannot 

be sure that religion is responsible for entirely changing her mood, it is certain that after sleeping 

with the Reverend on that fateful night of revival, she does in fact feel ―revived,‖ not only in 

body, but in spirit as well. The very next day after her ―religious‖ sexual experience with the 

Reverend, Helga feels that she must marry him the next morning or she will explode: ―And so in 

the confusion of seductive repentance Helga Crane was married to the grandiloquent Reverend 

Mr. Pleasant Green, that rattish yellow man, who had so kindly, so unctuously, proffered his 

escort to her hotel on the memorable night of her conversion‖ (119). As the passage states, Helga 

is ―confused‖ on this fateful night. Somehow she conflates her religious revival with her sexual 

revival and decides that she must marry the man responsible for this sudden and dramatic change 

in her life.  As Deborah McDowell warns in The Changing Same, ―For women, and especially 

for black women, sexual pleasure leads to the dangers of domination in marriage, repeated 

pregnancy, exploitation, and loss of status,‖ all of which Helga suffers by the end of the novel 

(81). Alice Walker‘s Margaret and Mem Copeland in The Third Life of Grange Copeland meet 

their demise because of marriage, poverty, and motherhood in the rural South. These characters 

signify on Larsen‘s Helga Crane in the same way that Toomer‘s black female heroines provide a 

narrative space for the creation of Helga Crane.  

 At the beginning of her marriage, Helga fools herself in believing that she is happy as a 

minister‘s wife in a small rural Alabama town where the parishioners are largely uneducated and 

their children are unkempt. This disillusionment lasts as long as Helga is caught up in the 

physical satisfaction of sex that comes along with marriage: ―And night came at the end of every 

day. Emotional, palpitating, amorous, all that was living in her sprang like rank weeds at the 

tingling thought of night, with a vitality so strong that it devoured all shoots of reason‖ (123). 

Indeed, Helga mindlessly digs her own grave and steps into the quicksand of perpetual maternity 
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at her own volition: ―Like Kabnis in Jean Toomer‘s Cane, the sophisticated Helga does not know 

how to survive in the rural south; yet, her tragedy is specifically a female one. She is destroyed 

by her womb‖ (Christian 53). Oddly, Helga does not seem cognizant of the effects of her 

perpetual lovemaking with her husband. Helga soon learns that even within the legal and moral 

confines of marriage, there is still a price for rampant sex. She slowly begins to reconcile this 

conflict on her deathbed at the very end of the novel.  

 As Thadious Davis suggests, Helga is initially trapped by the ecstasy of religion and her 

husband as an extension of that representation: ―Larsen confronts cultural phenomena such as the 

oppression of women under the institutions of patriarchy, in particular the organized church, the 

commodification of women within modern consumer culture in northern cities, the colonization 

of blacks in the South of racial uplift schools, and more‖ (Introduction xxi). There is no evidence 

of Helga‘s spirituality anywhere in the text until she is ―born again‖ at the storefront church in 

Harlem. She quickly trusts the traveling preacher and allows him into her bed and into her home 

on the first night she meets him. This act is surprising for several reasons; first, this is Helga‘s 

first sexual encounter in the entire novel; second, she immediately decides to marry him after 

spending only one night with him; and finally, the reader is surprised to discover that Helga is 

initially happy living in poverty as the preacher‘s wife of a poor congregation. 

 Helga‘s sudden and intense desire for matrimony is most startling because she had so 

ardently fought against the notion in the past. For most of the novel, ―Resolutely independent, 

she resists marriage and concubinage as forms of entrapment and subservience, which she reads 

both in her mother‘s life and in the social relations of all sexually active women‖ (Davis xxi). 

Helga cavalierly leaves Naxos and effectively ends her engagement with James Vayle without 

even so much as a goodbye, then a few years later literally laughs in his face when he suggests 

marriage to her again. Then, she rejects the proposal of the rich, white, Aristocrat turned painter, 

Axel Olsen, because she ―does not wish to be owned by anyone.‖ Given this sequence of events, 

it seems that it might take a miracle to convince Helga of the merits of domesticity. And so it 

is—a miracle when she wanders into that storefront church during a feverish revival.  

 Because of her mother, Helga has deep anxiety and misgivings about mixed race couples. 

Helga‘s father is a gambler who deserts his family when she is a young girl. Helga‘s mother 

remarries a Danish man, like herself, and Helga is forced to grow up as an outsider in her own 

home. Helga grows up resenting them both, but as an adult begins to understand why her 
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parents‘ relationship could never have worked—because of the enduring racism and hatred that 

Americans generate towards miscegenation. Helga muses:  

  For the first time, Helga Crane felt sympathy rather than contempt and hatred for  

  that father, who so often and angrily she had blamed for his desertion of her  

  mother. She understood, now, his rejection, his repudiation, of the formal claim  

  her mother had represented . . . She understood and could sympathize with his  

  facile surrender to the irresistible ties of race, now that they dragged at her own  

  heart. (60)  

Armed with this resolve, Helga insists that she must marry a man of her own race. Because of 

this revelation, Helga is easily seduced into thinking that this nice honest man who helps her 

home out of the rain is some miracle sent to save her. Given Helga‘s impulsive nature and clear 

attraction to the sophisticated type, like Dr Anderson, the reader is fully aware that whatever 

drugged effect that religion has induced in Helga will eventually wear off. From the very 

beginning, Helga is unsure that she really believes in religion and that it is actually a positive 

force in her life, yet she continues to give it the benefit of the doubt. Once she has children, she 

feels a strong commitment to stay with her family. Helga‘s offspring bind her to a married life of 

poverty and religious devotion.    

 The Reverend Pleasant Green is initially attractive to her as a mate for several reasons: he 

is black, he can give her stability, and he represents the guidance and safety of the father she 

sorely missed growing up: ―The marriage satisfies Helga‘s search for a father and for a place to 

provide comfort. In the now familiar geography of the South, she accepts Reverend Green as  

reconfiguration of her father—as a combination of Pastor/Husband/Father/God—and associates 

him with the emotional freedom and joy of black existence within community‖ (Davis xxix). As 

a preacher‘s wife, Helga exists as someone of relative importance and garners a certain amount 

of respect. It is significant to note that the Reverend takes her down to the South, which is where 

her journey began in Naxos; as such, this return feels cathartic for Helga. However, the main 

source of Helga‘s cathartic release is sexual. Unfortunately, according to the social standards of 

the Black middle class which she ascribes to, ―The only condition under which sexuality is not 

shameless is if it finds sanction in marriage. Further, because she was born out of wedlock, 

Helga is preoccupied with the issue of ‗legitimacy.‘ Marriage to a preacher, then, is legitimacy 
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redoubled‖ (McDowell 86).  By the Reverend representing home, hearth, and social 

respectability, that adds to Helga‘s ready acceptance of the simple life he offers her.  

 Helga‘s life appears to have finally come full circle, and therein lies the beginning of her 

gradual disillusionment. This sentiment that requires a male figure (the preacher) to legitimatize 

Helga‘s existence anticipates the concerns of later writers of the Black feminist tradition. This 

sentiment also harkens back to slavery when the slave masters used religion as a justification for 

that ―peculiar institution.‖ Slaves were a religious people who brought their own beliefs and 

practices from Africa and then eventually blended them with Christianity because of their 

master‘s influence. Just as the illiterate slaves depended upon Whites to feed them religion, 

Helga depends upon Reverend Pleasant to soothe her soul. Helga‘s faith in her husband is almost 

as blind as the faith the slaves had in their masters, which is a misplaced, male-centered trust that 

has tragic results.  

 Quickly after becoming married, Helga begins having children in rapid succession; to be 

exact, she has five children in as many years. At first Helga is in awe of their simplicity and 

goodness. She marvels at their innocence while they play. Then, over time, Helga becomes 

engulfed in the monotony of childbirth, picking up toys, and constantly doing laundry. She 

becomes disillusioned by the simplicity of her life as a wife and mother; here begins her most 

significant conflict—the one within herself. She has so many children that she no longer gets 

excited about the next bundle of joy anymore: ―Helga didn‘t bother much about the preparations 

for the coming child. Actually and metaphorically she bowed her head before God, trusting in 

Him to see her through. Secretly she was glad that she had not to worry about herself or 

anything. It was a relief to be able to put the entire responsibility on someone else‖ (127). Just as 

she had bowed her head before God when she married the Reverend, here, she begins again to 

lean heavily on her Savior for support. In part, this is because her life has deteriorated so 

massively and so quickly that only divine intervention can help her situation.  

 The constant bearing of children proves to be one of the main sources of Helga‘s conflict 

and disillusionment within the marital state. The ill state of her body constantly wears on Helga‘s 

spirit. ―Always she felt extraordinarily and annoyingly ill, having forever to be sinking into 

chairs. Or, if she was out, to be pausing by the roadside, clinging desperately to some convenient 

fence or tree, waiting for the horrible nausea and hateful faintness to pass . . . The children used 

her up. There were already three of them, all born within the short space of twenty months‖ 
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(124). Helga desperately clings to religion because that is the only solace she can find. Suddenly, 

these needy beings are dependant almost solely on her for sustenance, which she increasingly 

becomes less and less able to provide. When Helga has her storefront church conversion and 

subsequently decides to hand her life over to the Lord and her husband, she could not have 

imagined that it would turn out so badly.  

 Helga hopes to find solace for her hardships within her marriage, but she is met only with 

platitudes about how she must be more faithful and trust more in the Lord. When Helga 

complains of being constantly tired and sick, the Reverend responds with sayings like, ― ‗The 

Lord will look out for you,‘ ‗We must accept what God sends,‘ or ‗My mother had nine children 

and was thankful for every one‘‖ (125). Helga is repulsed by his blind faith in how they will feed 

the next arrival with their limited income and lack of fresh produce because she is too sick to 

tend the garden. To make matters worse, when she complains to the women of her church, they 

mock her lack of fortitude and chock Helga‘s worries up to God and nature. One woman chides: 

―‘Tain‘t nothin,‘ nothin at all, chile,‘ said one, Sary Jones, who, as Helga knew, had had six 

children in about as many years. ‗Yuh all takes is too ha‘d. Jes‘ remembah et‘s natu‘al fo‘ a 

‗oman to hab chillums an‘ don‘ fret so‘‖ (126). On the contrary, what is natural for Helga is for 

her to wear pretty clothes and attend lavish parties among the black Harlem elite. With her 

husband and the church folks against her, Helga literally has no one so she retreats inward and 

lays in bed for weeks, quietly and intently considering the tragic turn her life has taken. 

McDowell makes the striking point that:  

  Closing the novel on this note, Larsen openly castigates the dual price—marriage  

  and pregnancy/childbearing—that women pay for sexual expression. . . Like so  

  many novels by women, Quicksand likens marriage to death for women. Larsen  

  attacks the myth that marriage elevates women in the social scale, suggesting that, 

  for them, the way up is, ironically and paradoxically the way down. (86)  

For Helga, this death is not only spiritual, but physical as well. She quietly retreats within herself 

to avoid dealing with the world she inhabits. In the famous words of Virginia Woolf, Helga was 

literally dying for a room of her own: ―She mustn‘t she thought to herself, get well too fast. Since 

it seemed she was going to get well. In bed she could think, could have a certain amount of quiet. 

Of aloneness‖ (131). 
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 One of the final disillusionments Helga suffers within the marital state is the death of one 

of her children. Upon being told of her poor baby‘s demise, Helga has a terrible thought: ―She 

had closed her eyes to shut in any telltale gleam of the relief which she felt. One less. And she 

had gone off into sleep‖ (132).  Helga is so wildly disoriented that she shows no remorse over 

the death of her poor infant who only managed to live for a mere week. The conflict within 

Helga propels a neurosis that had perhaps been brewing all along. Being married to a man she 

does not love, and bearing so many children who literally begin to suck the life out of her all 

conspire to set the stage for Helga‘s tragic end.  

 By the end of the novel, Helga confesses that ―she had ruined her life . . . For in some 

way she was determined to get herself out of this bog into which she had strayed. Or—she would 

have to die‖ (134-5). In this moment of extreme inner turmoil and conflict, Helga realizes that in 

order for her to be happy she must leave her family or die.  This scenario predates the choice 

Mem Copeland will face in Walker‘s The Third Life of Grange Copeland more than forty years 

later. Mem never once seriously considers leaving her abusive husband or children behind; sadly, 

he ends up shooting her in the face in front of their children. Like Mem, Helga is devoted to 

staying with her children, mainly out of guilt and obligation. Helga knows the hell that a child 

can be forced to grow up in when their parents are missing from the picture. Even though her 

children seem to suck the life force out of Helga on a daily basis, she cannot fathom the idea of 

them growing up without their mother‘s love.   

 Despite her desire to stay with her children, Helga still plans to leave her husband. The 

man she once regarded as her savior and deliverer from the pagan world, she now has grown to 

despise. Larsen writes: 

  The thought of her husband roused in her a deep and contemptuous hatred. At his  

  every approach she had forcibly to subdue a furious inclination to scream out in  

  protest. Shame, too, swept over her at every thought of her marriage. Marriage.  

  This sacred thing of which parsons and other Christian folk ranted so   

  sanctimoniously, how immoral—according to their own standards—it could be!  

  (135) 

At this point, Helga has wholeheartedly lost faith in the God who saved her from herself that 

cold rainy night in Harlem. Helga firmly resents ever marrying the Reverend and is in a deep 

depression about how that singular choice has caused such a quick and drastic downward spiral 
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in her life. However, this sudden denial of Christianity is not surprising considering Larsen 

herself did not believe in God. In Invented Lives, Mary Helen Washington describes Larsen as 

follows: ―She was an ‗unconventional‘ woman in the 1920‘s: she wore her dresses short, smoked 

cigarettes, rejected religion, and lived in defiance of the rules that most black women of her 

education and means were bound by‖ (165). So it makes sense that Larsen‘s fictional heroine 

would suffer dire circumstances for ―playing by the rules.‖ Helga lives as the devoted wife and 

―first lady‖ of her husband‘s church, rears several children, and sees to the needs of her 

husband‘s parishioners. But what reward does Helga get for her service and faith?— a 

dilapidated house, an unkempt husband, and children she can barely feed until she sinks into 

oblivion. Helga bows down and kneels before the Lord and marries the Reverend without any 

thought or planning. Helga gives in far too easily. After one rainy night of frustration and 

disillusionment because Dr Anderson rebuffed her advances, she goes running into the arms of 

the preacher, literally. 

 Even though Helga sees marriage as a colossal joke, a mere excuse for one black snob to 

get together with another black snob, Larsen must allow Helga to marry in order to keep up with 

the demands of the marriage plot as a convention. However, in a way, Larsen abandons and 

subverts the marriage plot and makes Helga‘s quest for selfhood and identity primary. By the 

time Helga marries the preacher she has taught in the South, lived in Europe, and traveled in the 

most elite black circles in Harlem. Larsen presents marriage at the very end of the novel as a 

kind of ―last resort‖ in Helga‘s long list of adventures. Since on the last leg of each of her 

journeys she became restless—from Naxos to Chicago to Harlem to Denmark and then back to 

New York—Larsen presents marriage as something Helga can ―try‖ to sooth her loneliness.  

 In some novels by Black women writers, the conflict between husband and wife are what 

drive the narrative. However, in Larsen‘s Quicksand, the conflict that propels the narrative is the 

one within Helga. Helga‘s erasure of open expression of her sexuality drives the conflict of many 

of her relationships with men in the novel. She has no sexual attraction to James Vayle, yet she is 

viewed as some exotic sexual being by Axel Olsen. Helga finally ―gives in‖ to the preacher 

because she perceives his position as male authority and religious leader to be a safe place. 

However, Larsen‘s critique of this choice is scathing. According to Robert Bone in The Negro 

Novel in America, ―Helga‘s tragedy in Larsen‘s eyes is that she allows herself to be declassed by 

her own sexuality. The tone of reproach is unmistakable‖ (105). Larsen creates such a tragic 
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ending for Helga because she falls into the trap of domesticity so freely and easily. Furthermore, 

she refuses to try and climb out of the sinking quicksand until it is much too late. Because Helga 

is smart, beautiful, educated, and middle class, Helga has several options available to her that do 

not involve poverty and permanent pregnancy; Audrey Denney‘s lifestyle quickly comes to 

mind. Long before she meets the preacher, Helga is strongly aware of the kind of life she can 

have based on her education and social connections through Mrs. Hayes-Rore, the race leader 

whom she edits speeches for:  

  Some day she intended to marry one of those alluring brown or yellow men who  

  danced attendance on her. Already financially successful, any one of them could  

  give to her the things which she had now come to desire, a home like Anne‘s, cars 

  of expensive makes such as lined the avenue, clothes and furs from Bendel‘s and  

  Revillon Frere, servants, and leisure. (48) 

Because of Helga‘s irrational decision to suddenly marry the preacher, she of course attains none 

of the aforementioned benefits of marrying into the black middle class. Helga ends her life in a 

four room ugly brown house with plaster wall, has no car, no new clothes, she becomes the 

servant to her husband‘s congregation and her children, and absolutely no leisure time until she 

is flat on her back from  a difficult childbirth. Larsen brilliantly contrasts the kind of life Helga 

could have had as the wife of an influential man like Robert Anderson compared to the life she 

ends up with. ―In her article ‗Policing the Black Woman‘s Body in an Urban Context,‘ Hazel 

Carby argues that ‗the twenties must be viewed as a period of ideological, political, and cultural 

contestation between an emergent black bourgeoisie and an emerging black working class‘‖ 

(Pines 87). Helga flounders between the middle class world of living abroad and wearing 

expensive clothes to eventually becoming so poor that she is forced to make her own clothes. As 

an employee of Mrs. Hayes-Rore and as the guest of her aunt and uncle abroad, Helga gets a 

taste of the middle class life, but it quickly becomes a distant memory as it fades into a past she 

barely remembers. 

 While living in Harlem the first time as Mrs. Hayes-Rore‘s assistant, Helga is totally 

engrossed with black life in New York and vows to live there forever: ―Helga Crane, meant, now 

to have a home and perhaps laughing, appealing dark-eyed children in Harlem‖ (48). In yet 

another dimension, Helga‘s life falls tragically short of the life she imagined. While Helga‘s 

children are appealing enough in the beginning, they quickly lose her fascination. More 
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importantly, Helga never again feels the vibrant nature of Harlem night life and the black 

intelligentsia. Helga ends up back in the South, the place which she loathes at the beginning of 

the novel.  

 Through Helga‘s character, Larsen strongly warns against not acting on your true 

emotions and the consequences of women repressing their sexual desire. Clearly, Dr. Anderson, 

the principal of Naxos, is the man she has always loved, yet she does nothing to pursue this 

relationship until he is already married to her friend, which is another strong indictment on the 

consequences of waiting too late to reveal true feelings to an intended. On her deathbed Helga 

has thoughts of all the people who have influenced her life: the Dahl‘s, James Vayle, Anne Grey, 

Audrey Denney, Axel Olsen and others. It is important to note that Robert Anderson is first on 

that list: ―for at last she understood clearly how deeply, how passionately, she must have loved 

him‖ (129). Nowhere else in the text does Helga speak of loving anyone, not even her husband. 

The reader knows all the while that Helga is repressing her love for Dr. Anderson; however, 

Helga is totally unaware of what those feelings are since she is blinded by middle class societal 

expectations.  

 Regardless of the tragedy of Helga repressing her feelings for Dr. Anderson, Quicksand 

is a very important beginning in a long line of black women writers who will broach the taboo 

subject of black female sexuality and respectability. As Deborah McDowell states, ―However 

oblique and ambivalent Larsen‘s treatment of black female sexuality, because she gave her 

characters sexual feelings at all, she must be regarded as something of a pioneer in the African 

American female literary tradition‖ (94). Larsen is also brave in her rejection of DuBois‘s 

Talented Tenth ideology, which she illustrates through the rantings of James Vayle. However, at 

the beginning of the novel, Helga buys into the hype that she should marry James Vayle because 

he comes from a ―First Family.‖ As a young twenty-two year old teacher in Naxos, Helga 

believes that marriage provides the proper means to acquire social standing and advance her 

social status in the community, especially since she comes from an illegitimate lineage.  

 Through her interactions with Axel Olsen, Helga realizes that sex is the price women 

must pay for such security and prominence on the social scene. Larsen then equates marriage to 

Axel as prostitution and Helga declines. It is her final proposal, however, the one by the 

Fundamentalist preacher, that does her in. Helga‘s incredible willingness to fall into the religious 

fold of The Reverend Pleasant Green‘s flock is reprehensible behavior that must be punished. 
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Larsen‘s own atheism could account for her harsh indictment of Helga‘s blind faith. For sure, the 

source of Helga‘s disillusionment and downward spiral originates in her hasty decision to have 

sex with, marry the preacher, and live the life of Christian service without fully realizing what 

that means. Or, it could be, as Ann duCille asserts in The Coupling Convention, that Black 

women writers of this time period are invested in portraying the traps of domesticity as clearly 

and as accurately as possible as it relates to black women: 

  African American women writers [in the twenties, thirties, and forties] began to  

  look closely at the marital relation itself, identifying it as a site of confinement  

  and oppression for women. For their female characters, love, eros, romance,  

  coupling, sexual intercourse all carry with them their own bonds and bogeys:  

  male domination, domestic drudgery, perpetual pregnancy, eternal motherhood,  

  sexual violence, and even death. Far removed from the utopian partnerships  

  theorized by nineteenth-century black women writers, coupling in the modern  

  black feminist text is more often fictionalized as marital horror than as hearthside  

  harmony. (144-5) 

By the end of the novel, Helga is destroyed by her delusional and naïve expectations. The other 

women‘s lives appear to have turned out so much better than Helga‘s. While none of Larsen‘s 

female characters are depicted as ending up with ―hearthside harmony,‖ Audrey Denney‘s life 

definitely seems to be the preferred state; she has lots of money, no husband, no children, and 

apparently no conflict or disillusionment. 

 In Michael Awkward‘s Inspiriting Influences, he refers to Zora Neale Hurston as what 

Michel Foucalt calls an ―initiator of discursive practices.‖ According to Awkward, ―Hurston‘s 

novel (Their Eyes Were Watching God) not only refigures the dual consciousness code defined 

by DuBois, but also delineates strategies that lead to a unity between the ‗selves‘ of its 

protagonist. Foucalt says of discursive initiators: their ‗distinctive contribution . . .  is that they 

produced not only their own work, but the possibilities and the rules of formation of other texts‘‖ 

(12). While this sentiment might hold true for Hurston, it seems even more applicable to Nella 

Larsen. Quicksand and Passing are two treasures of Harlem Renaissance literature and deserve 

to be studied because they were amongst the first novels to openly present black female heroines 

as sexual  beings in a non-stereotypical way. Helga‘s thorough enjoyment of night fall and 

intimacy with her husband created the literary space for a woman like Josie to own and run a 
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whore house in Walker‘s Third Life of Grange Copeland  over four decades later. Josie and her 

daughter own their sexuality in a way that is liberating and speaks well of the progress of the 

Feminist Movement. In a striking commentary on the pervasiveness of social norms and societal 

expectations that exist even within a whore house, Josie eventually marries and gives up her 

economic freedom in exchange for Grange‘s hand in marriage for the sake of finally being  ― 

respectable.‖  

 The black female heroine‘s desire to be liked and envied by others in the community is 

the strain that runs through each of these women‘s texts.  This impulse begins with Helga 

wanting the safety  and propriety of marriage to a preacher, then Dorothy West‘s Cleo marries 

Bart  and bears a child to ensure her place amongst the black middle class of Boston, then 

Margaret and Mem Copeland remain in abusive marriages because the respectable thing to do is 

to stay and raise their family, and finally the Nedeed women need very little convincing to 

become the wives of the all-powerful Nedeed men. As wives, the Nedeed women are the ―first 

ladies‖ of Linden Hills. In this way and others, each novelist revises Larsen‘s original impulse to 

present the marriage plot as the ultimate symbol of status and respectability, which are two 

things long denied women of color.  

 As an ―initiator of discursive practices,‖ Larsen‘s Quicksand provides the master 

narrative for the marriage plot as portrayed by Black women novelists in the 20th Century. 

Through the characters of Anne Grey and her socialite friends, the reader becomes privy to the 

stereotypical Black upper class sexual frigidity.  This sexual repression is also shown in the 

intense sexually charged encounters between Helga and Dr. Anderson, which remains painfully 

unrequited.   

 Larsen‘s marriage plot that focuses on refined Black gentility is in direct response to the 

prevailing sexual stereotypes of loose Black women that had been passed down since slavery: 

―The idea that black women were exceptionally sensual first gained credence when Englishmen 

went to Africa to buy slaves. Unaccustomed to the requirements of a tropical climate, Europeans 

mistook seminudity for lewdness‖ (White 29). During Helga‘s ―conversion‖ at that storefront 

church, one of the female worshippers calls her a ―po los ‗oman.‖ She is wearing a slinky red 

dress and they mistake her for a prostitute.   

 Helga searches the entire novel for a respectable existence, as well her identity. She 

breaks off her engagement with James Vayle because he represents the repressive South. She 
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declines Axel Olsen‘s hand in marriage because he views her as an exotic sexual being ―with the 

soul of a prostitute.‖ Finally, Helga marries the preacher to legitimize her existence as a woman. 

Being married to a preacher makes her the ―first lady‖ of a small congregation. Larsen‘s 

marriage plot implies a certain level of respectability within the community. Larsen‘s characters 

fiercely rally against the Jezebel stereotype; therefore,  only ―respectable‖ Black women are 

portrayed as being worthy of marriage. Helga falls into this trap because she allows marriage to 

trump her search for identity. Throughout the novel, Helga is desperately searching for who she 

is. It is not until she is on her deathbed that she realizes she never really found what she was 

searching for. 

 What makes Larsen‘s marriage plot unique is that sex is the tool by which Helga‘s life is 

ruined. Even though Helga does ―the right thing‖ by getting married and bearing several 

children, marriage and maternity literally kill her. Larsen seems to be suggesting that even if a 

Black heroine remains chaste (as Helga does throughout most of the novel), sex (even within a 

marriage) can be a powerful weapon.  In Helga‘s case, sex is used to destroy her body and 

eventually her spirit.  

 Nella Larsen is one of the first African-American female novelists to explore this idea of 

sex as a weapon that is used to control and repress the Black female heroine. Quicksand is the 

novel that gave permission to later Black female novelists to paint the picture of what life is like 

for Black women living in a racist and sexist society. Helga Crane‘s tenacious search for identity 

is a theme that permeates the annals of all great literature. As Marita Golden notes, ―Inevitably, 

any writer whose female protagonists resist the expected, the traditional, the ‗correct,‘ is 

dialoguing with the literary legacy of Nella Larsen‖ (viii).   

 As Helga learns, the need to be seen as a respectable member of society drives the Black 

heroine to desire a state of matrimony that is counter-productive to her own well-being. ―The real 

tragedy . .  is that there is literally no place for them to be somebody except in the arms of a man. 

Marriage is their only legitimate option‖ (Golden ix). Even educated heroines can only hope that 

some man will make an honest woman out of them, apparently regardless of compatibility. This 

disastrous version of the marriage plot is revised and remodeled with each preceding Black 

female novelist in this study.  Just like for Helga, marriage literally leads to death for Margaret 

and Mem Copeland in Walker‘s Third Life, as it does for all the Nedeed wives in Naylor‘s 
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Linden Hills. The legacy of slavery most assuredly endures in the psyches of these heroines in a 

very damaging way. They try so hard to overcome a centuries-old stereotype that they create a 

whole new one in the process: the sexually repressed, unhappily married housewife.  

 Despite Helga‘s tragic demise, her search for identity is still quite extensive.  In the 

Introduction to An Intimation of Things Distant, Charles Larson writes that:  

  Helga Crane is the most fully realized and convincing black woman depicted 

  in American fiction to that date. Above all, hers is a portrait of loneliness and  

 pain, despair and sorrow—qualities which bind her to the heroines of any   

 number of later works by black women writers: Zora Neale Hurston, Ann   

 Petry, Toni Morrison, Gayle Jones, Alice Walker, Gloria Naylor. (xiv) 

Larson concurs with classifying Larsen as an ―initiator of discursive practices.‖ Larsen ‗s work 

sets the stage for the ―third flowering‖ of Black women novelists by creating the model for a 

liberated multi-faceted Black woman.  The literary lineage of West, Walker, and Naylor can be 

traced back to Larsen‘s Helga Crane. Unfortunately for Helga and so many other Black heroines, 

the tie that binds them is pain and disillusionment, as well as the tragedy of never finding an 

identity for themselves outside of marriage and maternity.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

MARRIAGE AS MIRAGE IN DOROTHY WEST’S THE LIVING IS EASY 

 Dorothy West is the first novelist in this study to actively revise Larsen‘s marriage plot. 

West continues the ―third flowering‖ of the Black female novelist tradition that Larsen began. 

Much like Larsen‘s marriage plot, West‘s marriage plot is absolutely concerned with 

respectability and female virtue. In fact, West‘s heroine, Cleo, mirrors the White women who 

were put on pedestals and considered too chaste and pure to even sleep with their husbands 

during slavery. This revision of the traditional marriage plot is significant because it places a 

woman of color on the pedestal that had previously been reserved for White women of means 

only.  The Living is Easy still operates on Larsen‘s premise that marriage is the most effective 

means for a woman of color to achieve respectability; however, West presents the marriage plot 

as purely a business arrangement- an economic partnership that is mutually beneficial within the 

confines of their social circle. In this novel, sex is also used a weapon; rather, the lack thereof. 

Cleo withholds sex from her husband for several years because she is well aware that childbirth 

can bring death, as it does for her mother. The Living is Easy presents a series of arranged 

marriages that callously mock the sanctity of the marriage contract.  

 Dorothy West‘s The Living is Easy (1948) is a novel about just how difficult ―the living‖ 

really is for Blacks in Boston in the early 20th Century. West delivers a harsh indictment of race, 

class, and gender politics in the supposed ―progressive‖ North, mainly through the characters of 

Bart and Cleo Judson. This couple, one of the richest Black couples in Boston at the time, 

provides the primary example of marriage and its downfalls. However, several other unions 

within the text also illuminate the myriad stages of marriage and show very specific and 

disparate reasons for the downfall of each one. Of the half dozen marriages presented in this 

novel, none of them survive. West‘s novel boldly suggests that the living is anything but easy 

within the confines of holy matrimony for Blacks, even wealthy ones.  

 West‘s novel builds upon the tradition of black female literary lineage that Nella Larsen 

began in the 1920‘s. Some scholars such as Henry Louis Gates and Michael Awkward credit 

Zora Neale Hurston with being the ―mother‖ of the black female novelist‘s tradition. I contest 

this sentiment and strongly suggest that Nella Larsen, who was publishing a full decade earlier 

than Hurston, was at the forefront of this emerging part of the literary canon. While I certainly do 

not discount Hurston‘s looming influence over Alice Walker and others, this study posits an 
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alternative ―literary mother‖ to the black female novelist‘s tradition. According to Gates in his 

introduction to Reading Black, Reading Feminist, ―. . . black female authors often claim descent 

from other black women literary ancestors, such as Zora Neale Hurston and Ann Petry. To an 

unparalleled extent, the writers in this movement have been intent upon bonding with other 

women‖ (4). The project will illuminate the myriad ways in which West, Walker, and Naylor 

each build upon and revise Larsen‘s marriage plot in ways that reflect the realities of their 

individual social and political climates.  Dorothy West retains Larsen‘s notion that marriage is a 

desirable and necessary social institution; however, West‘s revision regarding the marriage plot 

concerns how it is practiced on a functional level. The Judson and Binney marriages are 

presented as solely business contracts with no sex involved; for these women, marriage is merely 

a tool in the acquisition of social respectability. Even as a child, Cleo is convinced that she 

deserves to have an adult life of easy living and she quickly learns that the safest way to achieve 

that end is through marriage to a wealthy man. 

 As a young girl, Cleo—the eldest of the four sisters—has beautiful day dreams of what 

life should be like for her as an adult: ―There were never enough hours in a summer day to 

extract the full joy of being alive‖ (11). Cleo wants to hold onto this carefree feeling of her youth 

throughout all her adult years. Despite her mother‘s hard life of manual and domestic labor, Cleo 

feels entitled to have it much easier. The first marriage the reader is introduced to is the union 

between Cleo‘s mother and father. They have quite a loving and intimate relationship that most 

children would be grateful for; however, Cleo is jealous of this loving union because ―Mama 

loved Pa better than anyone. And what was left over from loving him was divided among her 

daughters‖ (17).  

 As the oldest, Cleo feels she deserves the most attention and the full extent of her 

mother‘s love. Of all the sisters, only Cleo despises the ferocity with which her mother loves her 

father: ―Mama bleached her corn in lye water made from fireplace ashes. Pa spit tobacco juice in 

those ashes. He spit to the side, and Mama took her ashes from the center, but that didn‘t make 

them seem any cleaner. Mama thought everything about Pa was wonderful, even his spit‖ (16). 

Cleo sees her mother‘s tireless devotion to a man who always smells of sweat and tobacco and 

vows never to be so vulnerable to a man ever in her life. Cleo‘s Mama and Pa model a healthy, 

loving marriage for their girls; Pa treats their mother with love and respect. However, Cleo 

grows to hate her father for taking their mother away from them. While Cleo is up North 
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working as a teenage domestic, she gets a telegram that her mother is dead: ―She died bearing a 

dead child. Pa had just as good as killed her‖ (30). Rather than Cleo seeing her mother‘s death as 

a force of God and nature, she solely blames her father. She even blames her mother‘s weakness 

for his love for her demise. Rather than seeing their marriage as a platform for allowing Pa‘s love 

to give Mama‘s heart a reason to beat all those years, Cleo perceives her death as the result of his 

intense sexual desire for her mother. This knowledge that a man can kill a woman with his seed 

prohibits Cleo from having a loving and passionate relationship with her own husband. 

 Cleo marries Bart Judson when she is a mere eighteen years of age and he is twenty-three 

years her senior. While Cleo is living with Miss Boorum as a teenager, her white employer feels 

the need to shield Cleo from the lurking porters and bus boys in the alleys. However, little does 

Miss Boorum know, her own son is harboring intense feelings of longing and desire for Cleo. 

When Bart comes along and realizes Miss Boorum‘s nephew‘s wicked intentions, Bart seizes the 

opportunity to rescue the fair damsel in distress: ―He had to get Cleo out of this house before the 

fever in the young man‘s eyes spread to his loins. He could not let her be lost in one wanton 

night. Or her image would lie on his eyelids for the rest of his life. . . She needed a good man‘s 

protection. She needed a husband‖ (34). Bart‘s immediate inclination to protect Cleo arouses 

curiosity in her. Bart proposes marriage on the spot and Cleo readily agrees, but their battle in 

the bedroom is not as easily fought and won. 

 Bart and Cleo‘s wedding night is anything but the typical romantic cliché. There are no 

roses and candles or passionate love making. Cleo refuses to consummate their marriage out of 

pure stubbornness and as a means to wield control over Bart: ―When she found herself in her 

marriage bed, she let him know straightaway that she had no intention of renouncing her 

maidenhood to preserve it from another . . . Some part of him was soothed and satisfied by the 

fact of his right to cherish her. It did not torment him to lie beside her and know that he could not 

possess her‖(35). And so begins their sex battle. The Judson‘s seem content with this deranged 

version of marriage that does not include intimacy or sex. Ironically, Bart contributes to his own 

sexless marriage by putting Cleo up on the same pedestal that white men put their women on  

during slavery. As Cleo attempts to ascribe to the cult of true womanhood, Bart does little to 

dethrown her.  

 In a miraculous turn of events, it is actually Cleo‘s own body that finally ―betrays‖ her 

and allows her to finally have sex with her husband: ―Five years later she conceived a child on a 
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night when her body‘s hunger broke down her controlled resistance. For there was no real 

abhorrence of sex in her. Her need of love was as urgent as her aliveness indicated. But her 

perversity would not permit her to weaken. She would not face the knowledge that she was 

incomplete in herself‖ (35-6). With the memory of her Pa killing her mother with the birth of a 

dead child, Cleo is determined not to allow her body to be used up in that way by Bart. Cleo will 

do whatever it takes to ensure that the living is always easy for her.  

 In George Gershwin‘s stirring score, ―Summertime,‖ which was written for the American 

folk opera Porgy and Bess in 1935, an actress sings this lullaby to her baby. She chides: ―It‘s 

summertime and the living is easy . . . Your daddy‘s rich and your ma is good looking . . . 

There‘s nothing can harm you with mommy and daddy standing by‖ (1935). For the first several 

years of the Judson marriage, the living actually is easy. Bart‘s wholesale fruit business is 

booming and Cleo connives her way into renting a ten-bedroom home in Brookline, which is the 

most exclusive neighborhood in Boston. However, this promise of easy living is transparent and 

only applies to a select few.  Indeed, Bart is rich and Cleo is good looking; however, when Bart‘s 

business is overrun by supermarket chains, he has no ―old‖ money or lines of credit to fall back 

on. This novel powerfully illustrates that real wealth survives generations. Just as Bart has no 

parents or grandparents to lend him start up money to build his business, he also does not have 

access to enough capital to rebuild his business when it collapses. At the end of the novel, Bart 

announces that he is heading to New York to rebuild his business from scratch. For Judy, their 

only child, this means that daddy will not be standing by to keep her from harm. Gershwin‘s 

lullaby sounds beautiful when dripping from the lips of Billie Holiday or Ella Fitzgerald. 

However, its practical application in Judy‘s life has a harsh melody. Perhaps the lyrics should 

read: ―Your daddy‘s rich and white and your ma is good looking.‖ For as we see with Judy and 

other characters, the Black middle class of Boston is a delicate and precariously fragile position. 

Perhaps if Bart and Cleo were educated, they might have fared better in the end. This novel 

seems to suggest that merely being able to make a comfortable living is not enough for sustained 

economic stability. 

 In several ways, the Judson family is complicit in living the ideals of DuBois‘s Talented 

Tenth. Although neither Bart nor Cleo is educated, Bart‘s entrepreneurial skills have placed him 

among the elite in Boston. The other members of the Black middle class absolutely look to them 

for guidance and leadership. However, Cleo fails to participate in elevating the race in one 
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crucial way, and that is reproducing in rapid succession so that the race will not be ―sterile at the 

top‖ as James Vayle puts it to Helga Crane in Nella Larsen‘s Quicksand. Although Cleo‘s refusal 

to have sex with her husband can be read as neurotic and highly unreasonable, it can also be read 

as her saving grace. According to Jennifer Wilks, ―Cleo may be denying herself as much as Bart, 

but in so doing she avoids ‗the risk of being destroyed either morally or physically by her 

sexuality, the literary fate of many black women‘‖ (158). Here again, Helga Crane‘s tragic 

demise comes to mind. Because Helga allows herself to enjoy the company of her husband, she 

is destroyed by her womb and the marital bed, which parallels the fate of Cleo‘s mother. As cruel 

and unusual as it may seem, Cleo is determined not to become a victim of nature and social 

expectations. Cleo‘s refusal to reproduce en masse solidifies her position as dominator of the 

Judson household: ―Cleo is so bent on being in charge that she spent her wedding night laying 

down not her body but the terms of her marriage: spelling out what she would and would not do‖ 

(duCille 112). 

  One would think that Cleo‘s refusal to have sex with her husband would end their 

marriage; however, Bart tolerates her frigidness out of obligation to provide for Judy. Because of 

his love for Judy, Bart allows Cleo to rule their intimate domain and control the happenings of 

their marital bed. This passive behavior is an example of Bart exhibiting the non-traditional 

female role, and illuminates Cleo‘s ―masculine‖ domineering role. According to Pamela Peden 

Sanders: 

  Even within her marriage, Cleo will not give up her individual power and perform 

  stereotypically passive feminine gender roles. Cleo, and her husband Bart, in  

  many ways, exchange gender roles. Cleo is represented with the more   

  ‗masculine‘ gender attributes, such as aggressiveness, competitiveness, business- 

  sense, and the desire for power, not love. Bart, on the other hand, is seen acting  

  out the more stereotypically ‗feminine‘ gender traits, such as affection for their  

  child and deep feeling (thus the reference to ‗all that was sentimental in Bart's  

  nature.‘ [77])   

Indeed, it is Cleo‘s scheming and machinations that secure their spot in the social scene. Cleo‘s 

biggest feat, arranging the marriage between the Duchess and Simeon Binney, not only wins her 

a seat at the head of the table of the Black Boston elite, but she also walks away with a house full 

of the Duchess‘s exquisite furniture free of charge, which illustrates Cleo‘s critical business 
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acumen. Not only is Cleo shrewd in her business dealings outside the home, but she also runs her 

household like a kingdom that she has complete control over.  

 Unfortunately, there are no sentimental moments between Cleo and Judy because as Ann 

duCille boldly puts it: ―Cleo would be King, not mother‖ (114). In fact, the most tender moment 

in the novel is when Bart is singing a lullaby to the children, with them all wrapped up in his 

arms and hanging on his every word: ―Tim between his knees, giving little pats to the loved face, 

Vicky on the back rung of his chair, with her arms around his neck and her butterfly kisses 

lighting on his bald spot whenever Cleo‘s eyes were elsewhere, and Penny and Judy nestling in 

the crook of his arms‖ (237). In this scene, it is quite obvious who the loving and nurturing 

parent is. The children are afraid to even show real affection to Bart because they are afraid of 

Cleo‘s scorn. ―He played a flourish on his harmonica for effect. Then the love song lilted in his 

throat with his special variation:  

  Good morning, Vicky 

  How you do this morning? 

  Been dreaming ‗bout you, my pretty maid. 

  Say look here, Vicky, 

  When you going to marry me? (238-9) 

It seems highly ironic that Bart would sing a lullaby to the children about marriage when his own 

is so barren and empty. This scene recalls images of a much younger Bart, who lay in bed at 

night wondering how he would make an even younger Cleo Jericho agree to be his wife. An 

older and wiser Bart realizes that the proposal is merely a drop in the bucket. The real work 

comes when the couple has to join forces and figure out how to successfully maintain a 

household and raise a child in the proper way.  

  Intimate moments like these with the children shines a large spotlight on the lack of 

intimacy within the Judson marriage. It shows that Bart is more than capable of intimacy, while 

Cleo shies away from it, even with the children. It appears that ―Cleo is trapped in the wrong 

body and locked into the wrong sex/gender role, as much a victim of biology and sociology—of 

genetic miscasting—as those around her who become her victims‖ (duCille 114). Although I do 

not quite agree  that Cleo is a victim, duCille is correct in asserting that Cleo does not typify the 

proscribed gender role of the tragic mulatta, as many of her Black female literary contemporaries 

do—especially in terms of how she negotiates the marital space. 
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 The starkest observation of the Judson marriage, however, comes from the vantage point 

of Judy, the young daughter/narrator: ―It was funny, but Cleo was the boss of everybody. It was 

like she was the boss of the house. Papa wasn‘t‖ (202). Two things that are startling about this 

observation are that Judy recognizes as a young child how inverted the gender dynamics are in 

her household, and that Judy calls her mother by her first name regularly. Add to that, Cleo 

regularly calls Bart ―Mister Nigger‖ to his face during regular conversations. This brute 

emasculation signals to Judy who really holds the power in the Judson household. Moreover, 

Judy addressing her mother by her first name shows a detachment between the mother-daughter 

bond. Cleo treats Judy as her ticket to continued middle class respectability, as she is a pure 

Bostonian, raised in the exclusive neighborhood of Brookline. Cleo is constantly conniving to 

secure allies and align people with her selfish interests who might feel indebted to her. 

 One of these people is the Duchess, who is also known as Lenore Binney. This striking 

blond-haired, blue-eyed beauty runs a successful gambling house in the West End. Carter 

Binney, a once highly successful tailor and black business man loses his mortgage deeds and 

insurance policies to the Duchess while gambling. The Duchess promises to return all his money 

if he will give her his hand in marriage—more particularly, his fine Bostonian name. However, 

this arrangement will leave his son and daughter penniless. Carter Binney‘s daughter, Althea, is 

Judy‘s tutor, so she enlists Cleo‘s help. In the end, Cleo brokers a better deal for everyone: Carter 

Binney dies in peace, the Duchess marries Cole, who is Carter‘s son, and Thea can have access 

to her father‘s inheritance. In this bold transaction, Cleo trades flesh for flesh. Cleo sees no 

problem with such an arrangement because she sees marriage as a business contract rather than a 

loving union between two people. As Wilks asserts: 

  While the framing of marriage as a socioeconomic transaction does not   

  revolutionize patriarchal marital conventions, the manner in which this transaction 

  occurs does. In a deal that prompts another invocation of [Claudia] Tate‘s concept 

  of political desire, the Duchess‘s marriage to Simeon is brokered through a  

  gynocentric circuit of influence that begins with Althea, to whom Carter confesses 

  his predicament; continues on to Cleo, whom Althea enlists to confront her  

  father‘s creditor; and eventually ends at the Duchess, to whom Cleo suggests  

  Simeon as a more valuable acquisition than the elder Binney.. . As a woman who  

  dares to use her management skills not only to run a business but also to bring  
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  men to their ruin, the Duchess promises to be no more of a new Negro helpmate  

  to Simeon than Cleo is to Bart. (166) 

Quite the contrary, the Duchess very much wants to be a helpmate to Simeon. She wants to use 

her money to help save The Clarion, Simeon‘s failing newspaper. The longer she is married to 

Simeon, the more engulfed she becomes with the political and social issues plaguing Blacks in 

Boston. This initial phase of their marriage is a pleasant enough coupling. They live in the same 

house and are civil with one another, but they never consummate their marriage. One night 

Simeon goes to her room and tries to be intimate with her, but her body will not allow this 

transgression: ―She could not let it happen this way, however her body yearned. Now was the 

time to let her body suffer for her sins. Now was the time for atonement. She freed herself from 

Simeon‘s arms, and the wrench was as terrible as tearing flesh apart. Agony was engraved on her 

face‖ (197). Simeon is Protestant and the Duchess is Catholic, so unless they get married in a 

Catholic church, their marriage is not valid in the eyes of the Pope. As such, Lenore remains in a 

loveless and sexless marriage to fulfill her mother‘s dying wish—that her daughter have a 

respectable name, which is something she never had as the Black mistress of a wealthy White 

married Bostonian. However, the sudden and early demise of the Duchess reads like a strong 

cautionary tale against denying one‘s heart and true feelings. Might her story have ended 

differently if she had given in to him that night? Might that have begun a loving and happy 

sexual union between the two? Or might it have begun her downward spiral into perpetual 

pregnancy like Helga Crane in Quicksand?  

 Hypotheticals  notwithstanding, the reality is that the Duchess remains alone in her 

marriage until her health rapidly begins to fail her. Eventually, Simeon begins having affairs with 

several women with no discretion. Literally heartbroken, her health begins to fade and the 

Duchess dies. Thea says: ―He never really loved her. I believe she is dying of a broken heart, 

though the doctor calls it pernicious anemia‖ (319). Then Cleo counters, ―It isn‘t love for Simeon 

that‘s breaking her heart. Lenore‘s always seemed to me like a lost saint, trying to find her way 

back to heaven. If anything its Simeon‘s sin against God‘s commandment that‘s killing her. 

She‘s lived with the sin the best part of her life, from the time she was born in sin to her mother. 

I guess she just can‘t live with it any longer‖ (319). Of course, cold-hearted Cleo cannot consider 

that Lenore actually loves her husband. After all, love is not a real criterion for marriage in 

Cleo‘s eyes, and she thinks people who do believe this are foolish. It is striking that Lenore 



41 
 

seems more affronted by Simeon engaging in adultery as an act against God, rather than a 

betrayal to her and their marriage contract. Presumably, Lenore expected common respect from 

Simeon, along with his respectable name. Then, in the ultimate slap in the face, Simeon refuses 

to call a priest for Lenore so she can make her last confession because he fears she will leave all 

of her money to the Catholic Church and leave him penniless. It is quite sickening that this tiny 

shell of a man has the power to destroy a once vibrant, beautiful, and rich woman in the prime of 

her life. It is Lenore‘s decision to marry Simeon for his name, rather than for love, that is her 

ultimate undoing. With Lenore‘s lonely and tragic demise, West makes the powerful suggestion 

that marrying for superficial reasons will certainly bring disaster, heartbreak, and even death.  

Cherene Sharrad-Johnson echoes this sentiment in her article, ―This Plague of Their Own 

Locusts.‖ She explains that, ―Similar to [Marita] Bonner's tale, West's novel destabilizes the 

perception that an advantageous marriage is the key to social stability or personal happiness. 

Cleo functions simultaneously as a matchmaker and marriage-dissolver: The marriages she 

engineers have equal potential for social progress or spiritual death.‖ 

 Perhaps the saddest irony of the Binney marriage is that the very thing that Simeon has 

invested his whole life towards—racial uplift—is the very thing that dies along with Lenore. 

They never bear any children because their marriage is not sanctified before the eyes of God in 

Lenore‘s mind; therefore, they ignore the mandate of James Vayle in Quicksand for the members 

of the Talented Tenth to procreate. According to Wilks: 

  Devoid of the independence, self-determination, and agency of the Duchess, a  

  heart-broken Lenore dies prematurely, leaving the reader to wonder, as Bonner‘s  

  speaker does in ‗On Being Young—a Woman—and Colored,‘ what good racial  

  uplift and self-sacrifice serve if they result in the circumscription and, in this   

  case, destruction of women‘s lives. (168) 

In this way, Lenore‘s life is sacrificed for the greater good of Black high society, but the race is 

none the better for it. Lenore‘s life is literally destroyed for no good reason by a marriage 

orchestrated by the conniving Cleo, as well as by Lenore‘s misplaced intense desire for 

respectability amongst the Black Boston elite. Unfortunately, Lenore is only one of many of 

Cleo‘s victims. 

 Rather early in the novel, Cleo decides that she must have her sisters come live with her. 

Cleo implores Bart: ―But while we‘re all alive and young, and the living is easy, I can‘t invite my 
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own sisters to spend one week in my house‖ (154). Dissatisfied with being the ruler of an empty 

kingdom, Cleo writes letters to all of her sisters riddled with lies in an effort to ensure their 

arrival. One by one, they each show up and are mesmerized by Cleo‘s ten-room house. They 

feast on large meals during the day and stay up all night talking into the wee hours of the 

morning, just like when they were little girls; however, this arrangement leaves no room for Bart 

in his own home. A young Judy observes that ―Papa slept in the small back room on the second 

floor. Cleo had put him there when the aunts came‖ (199). The reader already knows that Bart 

and Cleo have a sexless marriage, but this revelation from a babe‘s mouth confirms it. This 

sleeping situation is supposed to be temporary, only while the sisters are visiting. However, two 

weeks turns into five months and then five years.  

 Cleo is methodical in her madness. After the sisters initially try to leave after two weeks, 

Cleo feigns an illness: ―The baffled doctor said it looked like a nervous collapse, perhaps brought 

on by the summer heat. Cleo had never been sick a day in her life except for Judy‘s easy birth‖ 

(174). Along with Bart‘s prodding, the sisters are guilted into staying awhile longer to help care 

for Cleo until she is well.  

 Because of Cleo‘s scheming, Charity becomes the first victim of heartbreak.  One day, 

Charity receives a letter from her husband, Ben: ―It was short, specific, and brutal, written by a 

mellow, loving man with a passionate woman looking over his shoulder, her wet mouth pursed 

to press against his whenever his stub of pencil faltered. A postscript added that the rags she and 

Penny had left behind were already on their way‖ (176). Cleo is obviously delighted by this news 

because she has finally torn her sister away from a poor man who cannot properly take care of 

her. In the harsh words of Cleo: ―All you lost was a nigger who didn‘t have a dime when you 

married him and‘s got no more now. I‘ve been wanting to say this for years. You were always 

too good for him‖ (177). Charity has no words to describe the hurt she is in and cannot depend 

on Cleo for sympathy. Charity responds to Cleo‘s coldness with: ―Aint nothing you can find to 

say can make me stop grieving. You married money. I married love. We both did our picking 

with our eyes wide open. What you aint had, I reckon you never wanted‖ (177). In this scene, the 

motivation for each woman‘s marriage is clear. Cleo willfully married for security and sees 

loving a man as giving up one‘s power as a woman. Charity married for love and 

companionship, like most people do.  
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 An interesting pattern that emerges is that all of the Jericho women blame themselves for 

their failed marriages and take the men [and Cleo] off the hook. Of Ben, Charity states: ―He‘s a 

man made for women to love. There was always some woman I had to watch out for. Wasn‘t his 

fault.  Wasn‘t theirs. He looks at you, and you want to melt into him‖ (176). Charity is naïve 

enough to blame no one for her broken heart. Certainly, Ben, his new love, and Cleo each play a 

part in the demise of Charity‘s marriage, but Charity is too green to place the blame where it 

belongs. After years of a happy and loving marriage, one visit to her sister‘s house ruins 

Charity‘s family. In one fell swoop, Cleo brings Charity‘s marriage from the honeymoon stage to 

the divorce stage in a matter of weeks.  

 Moreover, Charity becomes so devastated by her loss that she begins to eat like a horse 

and becomes morbidly obese. Charity does not leave the house for four years until a white man 

from a roadhouse across the street asks her to come be his cook, which implies that since no man 

wants her sexually, Charity is only good for cooking and eating. According to Meredith 

Goldsmith:   

  Charity's binge eating thus serves as a brief moment of re-embodiment; losing  

  Ben is like losing herself, and, thus, excess offers a brief moment of recuperation.  

  However, as Cleo claims to take care of her sister, she simultaneously eliminates  

  the threat of Charity's sexual appetites. As Cleo asserts the power over Charity's  

  body that Ben formerly held, sororal bonds mirror heterosexual bonds in their  

  disparity of power.  

In a sadistic twist, Cleo encourages Charity‘s overeating to ensure that Charity will never be 

desirable to another man. As a woman who can barely pick her feet up off the ground when she 

walks, Charity will never again be lured away from Cleo because of marital bliss. Even as a 

young girl, Cleo realizes that it cannot always be summertime and that she and her sisters will 

someday grow up and have families of their own: ―that sisters turn into wives, that men take their 

women and ride away, that childhood is no longer than a summer day‖ (22). So in a selfish plan, 

Cleo helps Charity remain obese so she can never ―ride away‖ with another man and leave her. 

With Charity‘s character, West suggests that the punishment for low self-esteem and wrapping 

one‘s entire self-worth up into one man is eternal loneliness and unhappiness. Indeed, marriage 

alone without love for one‘s self cannot be life‘s master plan.  
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 As if turning Charity into a charity case is not enough, Cleo continues her rage and 

targets Lily next, who is her youngest sister. After  a few angry letters demanding that Lily return 

home, her husband, Victor, finally shows up to take his wife back home: ―He had had the 

unwisdom to steel himself with a double whiskey. He was afraid of Cleo. He knew he would 

have to fight her for his wife. And he did not know who would win . . . He knew what it was 

with her now. The sum of it was this sister of hers had taught her to hate her dark husband‖ 

(182). Imagine that: a big, burly man being afraid that Cleo could defeat him for Lily‘s hand in 

marriage. Victor is acutely aware of Cleo‘s penchant for manipulation and telling half-truths 

(better yet, outright lies) to convince people to bend to her will. Just like Ben, Victor is not good 

enough for Cleo‘s sister because he is not wealthy and/or educated. Cleo desperately wants her 

sisters to want what she wants: a ticket to the black middle class through marriage to a highly 

successful man.  

 Cleo‘s other sister, Serena, is married to a shiftless man named Robert who cannot hold 

down a job, but is light enough to pass for white. He writes her a letter saying he has found 

steady employment and is making payments on a house that they will own. Then, Serena does 

not hear from Robert for several months. She becomes ill at the thought of what might have 

happened to him. But just like Charity, Serena blames herself for his shiftlessness: ―It was my 

doing. Me writing about your fine house, your fine furniture. I made him ashamed of himself. I 

made him think I had to have money. He lit out to go get me some. And now the earth‘s 

swallowed him up‖ (224). Later, the reader discovers that Robert was involved in shooting a 

white man during a riot and is in jail. To make matters worse, he comes down with some chronic 

illness that requires him to remain in the hospital. Once Bart has used almost all of the money he 

had been saving for Judy to get Robert acquitted, Serena hops from job to job and goes to see 

him on her only day off. Serena remains loyal to a husband who never could, and now, never 

will, be able to provide for her. While Serena regrets having had a child, Tim, she never regrets 

marrying Robert. In an emotional outburst to Cleo, Serena reveals: ―It took me these months of 

easy living to learn that I wish I was back down home working steady in the white folks kitchen, 

knowing at night I was coming home to my husband‖ (235). Through Serena‘s character, West 

argues that easy living is only desirable for a select few. For poor women like Serena, working 

hard and having a loving relationship is what the joy of life is really about. Cleo is crushed to 

hear that Serena would rather be poor, working as a domestic, and living with her ―no-account‖ 
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husband than keeping Cleo company in her rattling ten-room mansion in Brookline. For simple 

women who desire simple things, perhaps marriage is the answer. Serena‘s life does not become 

complicated until she starts dreaming about Cleo‘s fascinating life, which the reader knows is 

almost entirely a world of make-believe. For Serena, what is real and tangible is her relationship 

with her husband and her son; they need, respect, and depend on her in a way that Cleo does not. 

Serena aptly wonders how her marriage could go from a happy and loving union to one in which 

she pities her bed-ridden husband and they can no longer live under the same roof as a family. 

Through this tragic marriage, West cautions against allowing others to intrude on one‘s most 

intimate relationship—the one between husband and wife.  

 It is interesting to note that the bond between Cleo and her sisters is primary in the text—

even paramount to her role as wife and mother. The Jericho sisters are primarily identified as 

wives, rather than mothers to their children or even as siblings of Cleo. In Adelaide Cromwell‘s 

Afterword to The Living is Easy, she writes: ―The Living is Easy is also about black women—

specifically about Cleo and the sisters she dominated and ultimately destroyed as wives and as 

people‖ (360). If Cleo had allowed her sisters to perform the marital roles they signed up to play, 

then perhaps their stories could have had a happy ending. All three sisters end up miserable and 

alone, as does Cleo when Bart leaves her to move to New York to start his business over from 

the ground up. But the sick twist is that before Bart is even out the door, Cleo starts scheming in 

her mind about ―who will love her best.‖ It is very ironic that Cleo finds herself worthy of the 

company of a man (perhaps because of her light skin and green eyes), yet she schemes so 

ruthlessly to keep men away from her sisters. ―The heart began to beat strongly. ‗Make Tim love 

me best of all the world,‘ it commanded‖ (347). Cleo wants Tim to become the man of the house 

because he is so much like Bart, and she hopes he will also prove to be a good provider. Cleo‘s 

heart loves whoever can provide for her. However, Cleo does not really love Tim; she just loves 

the idea of what he can do for her because ―for her, any expression of love is weakness‖ (360). 

Although Cleo cannot marry Tim because he is her nephew, it seems clear that she plans to guilt 

him into taking care of her, since she is the giving aunt who took he and his mother in all those 

years ago. Cleo manipulates her family into doing things for her out of obligation and out of this 

sense that the world always owes Cleo Jericho Judson something, and if she does not get it, ―the 

walls of Jericho will come tumbling down.‖ 
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 Dorothy West weaves several tragic tales of greed and betrayal that are enacted through 

the guise of marriage. The fact that not one of the marriages in The Living is Easy survives could 

reflect West‘s own ambivalence on the subject3. This ambivalence sheds great light on the 

construction of the many characters that people this novel. Perhaps the fear of becoming like 

Cleo Judson‘s character made West shy away from marrying for money. Perhaps trepidation 

about slowly dwindling away in a loveless marriage like Lenore‘s character made her shy away 

from marrying for a name, a title, and respect in an elite and pretentious community. Perhaps 

Charity‘s character gave her pause about marrying such a sensual and good looking man. After 

all, all it takes is a few weeks away from home and he will have shared his bed with another 

woman.  

 Also, in this same interview, Roses asks West about the origin of her writing style. West 

responds: ―A style comes to you through necessity; I always tell the story of a life; in the end 

there is a last paragraph in which, whatever I title the story, the end is the opposite. For example, 

in my novel, The Wedding, there is no wedding‖ (48). This is also true for The Living is Easy. 

There is nothing easy about living in a racist White society as an entrepreneur, especially during 

a time of war. There is nothing easy about nurturing a stable and loving relationship between 

man and wife, as Cleo seems wholly unable to do. By the end of the novel, Judy‘s daddy is no 

longer rich and Cleo‘s looks are questionable. Dorothy West‘s novel boldly proclaims that it 

cannot always be summertime and the living is not always easy, even for those with money. 

 The richest woman in the text, Lenore Binney, is literally destroyed by her machinations 

to become a member of ―respectable‖ middle class Black high society. Additionally, if Cleo had 

actually been a helpmate to Bart, rather than believing ―that was the same thing as being a man‘s 

slave,‖ then the Judsons might have been in a better financial situation that could have allowed 

Bart to save his store (71). Instead, Cleo expends all her sexual energy finding new and devious 

ways to steal money from Bart, just so she can squander it on ―things.‖ According to Sherrad-

Johnson: ―The paradoxically chaste role of the middle class wife diverts Cleo's sexual energy 

into individualist consumerism. In this respect, The Living is Easy functions as a cautionary tale: 
                                                 
3 In an interview with Lorraine Elena Roses, West responds to why she never married, despite several proposals by 

men such as Claude McKay a d La gsto  Hughes: I feel I as afraid of arriage. I thi k I as t sure I d e a good 
ife, u er o e. I ould t arry poor e ause I had a great se se of respo si ility. Whe  I as a out forty-five 

some millionaire asked me to arry hi . At that ti e I had de ided, I ill say yes to La gsto .  But hy is it that I 
ould e er hoose?  49  
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Marriage can be a fatal, suffocating institution if it is undertaken purely for financial or social 

gain.‖ Rather than putting energy into loving Bart, Cleo spends all her time spending Bart‘s 

money and devising ways to get her hands on as much of it as she can—even if it means lying to 

and stealing from her own husband. ―According to Sarah Deutsch's Women in the City: Gender, 

Space and Power in Boston 1870-1940, the exact time frame spanned by West's novel, just as the 

working-class spaces of the city became sexualized, the middle class home was implicitly 

desexualized‖ (Sherrad-Johnson). This might explain West‘s rigid portrayal of Cleo as well as 

the healthy sexual relationships that her sisters enjoyed with their poor, but loving husbands. Of 

course for Cleo, it is more than her role as a Boston woman of means that keeps Bart out of her 

bedroom; it is also the memory of her mother dying in childbirth with another one of her father‘s 

children. Finally, Cleo‘s realization that Judy has not turned into the clone she had hoped she 

would be dissuades her from trying to ever have more children.  

 In Mary Helen Washington‘s chapter in All the Women are  White, All the Blacks are 

Men, But Some of Us Are Brave, she shares three categories that Alice Walker feels Black female 

characters fall into: The Suspended Woman, The Assimilated Woman, and the Emergent 

Woman. Both Cleo Judson and Helga Crane of Quicksand fall into the category of the 

Assimilated Woman. Walker writes: 

  I have this theory that Black women in the Fifties, in the Forties—the late Forties  

  and early Fifties—got away from their roots much more than they will probably  

  ever do again, because that was the time of greatest striving to get into White  

  society and to erase all the backgrounds of poverty. It was a time when you could  

  be the exception, could be The One. . . (213).  

Indeed, by marrying Bart, Cleo plans to leave her humble southern roots behind and is totally 

invested in Judy becoming a proper Bostonian so that she can be ushered in under this ―genteel 

breeding clause.‖ ―Bartholemew Judson, Bananas a Specialty‖ is certainly the exception. Bart, 

the ―Black Banana King‖ is The One. He is the richest Black man in Boston at the time, and that 

makes Cleo the richest Black woman in town. However, Bart is constantly reinvesting his money 

back into the store because he cannot stand to see empty shelves, which undoubtedly reminds 

him of his impoverished youth as the son of two former slaves. Cleo is even jealous of her 

husband‘s wads of cash. Cleo sees money as the freedom to control one‘s life and destiny. Cleo 

is often frustrated with Bart‘s frugal spending because she sees it as Bart‘s way of keeping her on 
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a short leash. However, it is not until the very end of the novel when Bart‘s business has 

collapsed because of the war that Cleo wishes she had listened to Bart and saved more money 

than she spent.   

 Although the novel ends with Cleo plotting to secure Tim as the next man to take care of 

her, Cleo Jericho Judson is arguably a feminist in her own right. Even though she is not a well-

liked character, she embodies the qualities that are necessary to run a tight ship:  

  Yet the sins of oppression for which many critics believe the text condemns Cleo  

  are the same virtues of aggression for which men are praised and promoted. Pride, 

  strength, willfulness, subterfuge, authoritativeness, manipulation, craftiness, even  

  deceit are the stuff of which tycoons are made—the tactics by which corporations  

  prosper. Such men society calls successful, savvy; such women it labels   

  grotesques, bitches, Sapphires, jezebels. (duCille 114) 

Cleo goes to drastic lengths to deceive her husband. Yet despite all her machinations, the house 

keeps running like a well-oiled machine for many years. For Cleo Jericho Judson, marriage is a 

contract between a man and a wife that says the husband is obligated to go out and make money, 

while the wife is entitled to spend it however she pleases as long as the household bills are paid. 

The Judson marriage ends when Cleo can no longer count on her husband to fulfill his sole 

obligation as provider. In her mind, Bart has broken the marital contract. As far as she is 

concerned, Bart is no longer a husband if he cannot support her because for Cleo, money is the 

stuff that marriage is made of. 

 Cleo‘s character is a remarkable exception to the general rule that Black women in the 

early part of the 20th Century were all without means. West borrows elements of Larsen‘s 

marriage plot and concurs that marriage is perhaps the most necessary tool in the social contract. 

However, Cleo sits on a pedestal that few women can-Black or white. ―The Cult of True 

Womanhood,‖ which gained popularity at the turn of the century dictates that White women be 

pure, submissive, and chaste—ironically, even within a marriage.  

Despite the color of her skin, Cleo is a proud member of this cult and uses its membership to 

punish her husband. Unlike Larsen‘s Helga, who dies penniless and physically drained from 

childbirth, Cleo is determined to remain on her pedestal even after her husband must leave and 

rebuild his business elsewhere. With Bart gone to New York, Cleo can more easily maintain her 

chastity. 
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  The portrayal of wealthy uneducated Black Brahmins in the North before WWI is a rare 

look into the lifestyle of a small Black middle and upper class. Because of Bart‘s successful 

banana business, Cleo is able to sit on the throne that her ancestors had been adamantly denied. 

According to Glenda Dickerson, ―Women of color were triply locked out: by class, by race, and 

by history- they had been made  the mule  of  the world in slavery, how  could they  now aspire 

to silk parasols and  satin  dresses.  At  one  and  the  same  time turn-of-the-century women  of  

color found  themselves abhorring the  ‗cult‘ and aspiring to its  tenets‖ (179).  Cleo wears her 

―silk parasols‖ quite comfortably, and has her daughter do the same.  Again, Cleo is a rare 

exception here. She has no abhorrence  of the ―cult.‖ In fact, she is a proud, card-carrying 

member. 

 West‘s version of the marriage plot is quite progressive in terms of race and class politics. 

Cleo and Bart travel in the most exclusive social circles. Helga‘s four-walled shack in the South 

pales in comparison to Cleo‘s 10-room house in the North. This portrayal of marriage is 

revolutionary in its privileging of class (regardless of race) and its bold use of the inversion of 

heteronormative sex. Since slavery, when Black women did not own their bodies and were 

vulnerable to attack by White men, a Black woman‘s chastity has been out of her control. 

However, Cleo‘s virtue remains intact because Bart notices the sexual ―fever‖ in the eyes of her 

employer‘s nephew when he first visits her home before they begin dating.   Bart muses, ―He had 

to get Cleo out of this house before the fever in the young man‘s eyes spread to his loins. He 

could not let her be lost in one wanton night. Or her image would lie on his eyelids for the rest of 

his life‖ (West 34). As a man, Bart is able to save Cleo from the sexual vulnerability her 

ancestors faced.  

 By comparison to most Black women at the turn of the century, Cleo is a pampered 

princess. Cleo gives orders and spends her husband‘s money. This radical revision of Larsen‘s 

marriage plot flies in the face of the stereotype of the downtrodden poor Black woman. Cleo‘s 

determination to rule her household (and her husband) anticipates the concerns of the women‘s 

movement that will take shape decades later.  For Cleo to conceal sex in such a way that gives 

her power over Bart is groundbreaking indeed. In this way, Cleo is the exact opposite of the 

Jezebel stereotype that looms before her.  In fact, Cleo is such a master of manipulation that Bart 

does not seem to mind that his wife will not have sex with him: ―Some part of him was soothed 

and satisfied by the fact of his right to cherish her. It did not torment him to lie beside her and 
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know that he could not possess her‖ (West 35). Because West portrays marriage as a business 

contract, Bart is content with the terms of his ―business transaction.‖ For the Judson‘s, love and 

intimacy are not required to form a lasting partnership. Helga dies as a result of the marital bed, 

while Cleo thrives on avoiding it.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

COURTSHIP IN ALICE WALKER’S THE THIRD LIFE OF GRANGE 

COPELAND 

 In Alice Walker‘s first novel, The Third Life of Grange Copeland (1970), she warns 

against three kinds of marriages: Margaret and Grange‘s marriage, which is abusive and has no 

love in it at all; Brownfield and Mem‘s marriage is also abusive, but much more brutal and 

pathological in nature; and finally, Grange and Josie‘s marriage—one that reveals that Josie is 

full of love for Grange, yet he showers all his love and attention on his granddaughter, Ruth. 

Each marriage chronicles the severe ups and mostly downs of marital relations for the Copeland 

family in rural southern Georgia, which is mostly brought on by severe economic depression and 

collective rage at the racist hegemonic institutions that keep Blacks poor and bitter. 

   Upon publication, Walker‘s novel was highly scrutinized because it harshly portrays all 

the black men as abusive Neanderthals, which is a claim she will endure again over a decade 

later with her Pulitzer Prize-winning novel and film, The Color Purple. In the afterword to The 

Third Life, Walker admits that this novel is in direct opposition to the ideology of the then-

current and highly popular Black Aesthetic. ―Walker confessed that The Third Life of Grange 

Copeland was an ‗incredibly difficult novel to write‘ because it highlighted ‗violence among 

Black people‘ at a time when ‗all Black people. . . were enduring massive psychological and 

physical violence from white supremacists‘‖ (Dubey 107). Walker‘s ardent focus on truthfully 

exploring the depths of marriage amongst poor Blacks in the 20th century was  a painful, yet 

necessary task. In the 1970‘s, when Walker published this novel, the feminist movement was at 

its peak. In Blues Legacies and Black Feminism, Angela Davis describes the social and political 

climate of America when Third Life was published: 

  By focusing on the issue of misogynist violence, the first activist moments of  

  the second-wave twentieth-century women‘s movement exposed the   

  centrality of the ideological separation of the public and private spheres to   

 the structure of male domination. In the early 1970s, women began to speak   

 publicly about their experiences of rape, battery, and the violation of    

 reproductive rights. (25) 

Walker‘s portrayal of Mem and Margret‘s brutal beatings reflect Walker‘s contribution to 

exposing these private ills within a feminist framework. By telling these women‘s stories, 
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Walker breaks the silence that surrounds domestic abuse in literature. The second-wave feminist 

movement identified that ―the personal is political,‖ but Walker‘s text specifically focuses on the 

lives and treatment of poor Black women in the South, as this is where the brutality is the worst 

because of the modern-day version of slavery called sharecropping. 

  Walker had a more global concern that went beyond the scope of white, middle class 

women who were bored with their lives as housewives. To this end, Walker coined the term 

―womanism,‖ whose practitioners are committed to the ―survival and wholeness of [the] entire 

people, male and female‖ (―In Search‖xi). Walker‘s careful concern with Ruth ―surviving 

whole‖ reflects her womanist ethos. At the time of the novel‘s publication, the Feminist 

Movement and Black Arts Movement are in full swing, and the ferocity of the Civil Rights 

Movement is winding down because significant gains have been made. Certainly, each of these 

social and cultural movements influenced both the writing and critical reception of The Third 

Life. Even though the novel begins in the early 20th century, it ends several decades later with 

young civil rights activists on Grange‘s farm asking for his help with an upcoming election. 

Walker‘s novel shows that even though Margaret and Mem‘s marriages prove fatal, Ruth has 

new possibilities for choosing a mate. At novel‘s end, Ruth has her grandfather‘s farm and 

money; the implication is that she can go North and escape the brutal conditions of the South. 

The reader is convinced that Ruth will ―survive whole.‖ 

 The Third Life argues that in order for the macrocosm of community and microcosms of 

individual marriages to survive, the men cannot systematically oppress and denigrate women. 

For the community to achieve wholeness, every black man and black woman must help the other 

survive the damaging effects of poverty and sharecropping, and not contribute to the feelings of 

helplessness and despair. Walker‘s novel also vividly shows how fairytales can quickly turn into 

nightmares for black women in the South. The Third Life portrays several different versions of 

courtship that end badly for each of the women. None of these examples involve the traditional 

notion of courtship that most people are familiar with. There are no flowers and candy, or date 

nights at the movies. Josie and Mem‘s versions of courtship seem to be unique to the black 

female experience, as expressed by a black female novelist. 

 Walker‘s novel opens with  ten-year-old Brownfield in 1920‘s Georgia. He is waving 

goodbye to his family who were visiting from up North. A few pages later, the reader quickly 

learns what kind of relationship Brownfield‘s mother and father have: ―Brownfield frowned. His 
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mother agreed with his father whenever possible. And though he was only ten, Brownfield 

wondered about this. He thought his mother was like their dog in some ways. She didn‘t have a 

thing to say that did not in some way show her submission to his father‖ (5). Brownfield 

internalizes this behavior as normal between husband and wife, and sadly ends up repeating it 

with his own wife years later.  

 Brownfield and his mother‘s weeks were entirely dependent upon Grange‘s moods: ―Late 

Saturday night Grange would come home lurching drunk, threatening to kill his wife and 

Brownfield, stumbling and shooting off his shotgun‖ (14). Brownfield grows up believing that a 

woman should fear her husband and cower at his feet. He also wrongly assumes that a wife‘s life 

lies solely at the hands of her domineering husband. The dysfunctional example of marriage that 

his parents provide severely warps Brownfield‘s reality regarding matters of the heart. What‘s 

even more symbolic of the dysfunction and lack of a true bond is that ―His mother had no 

wedding ring, however‖ (6). Margaret has no tangible symbol of wedlock. Grange does not court 

her; therefore, there is no prelude to marriage.  

 Consequently, this absence  courtship in novels by Black women is quite common. In 

such novels, marriages are often born out of economic necessity and convenience.  Novels by 

Black women that do engage the subject of marriage also tend to focus more on the trappings of 

the actual marriage rather than the events leading up to the marriage. This omission is interesting 

because it suggests that the courtship phase is unimportant and merely signifies a means to an 

end. Through careful details, Alice Walker exposes the non-traditional ways in which courtship 

can occur. I would suggest that by using Brownfield and Mem Copeland‘s marriage, along with 

Grange and Josie Copeland‘s marriage as examples, Walker‘s novel makes a strong statement 

about the outcome of marriages that are based on courtships that involve unrealistic expectations 

and fantasies about lives they can never really attain.  

 In most relationships, there is a courtship phase that occurs before the betrothal. This is 

the period in which both parties develop and begin to nurture their undying love for one another. 

This process usually involves going on dates, holding hands, and gazing into each other‘s eyes. 

For Brownfield and Mem Copeland in The Third Life of Grange Copeland, their courtship is 

vastly different than what one might expect. Like Brownfield, Mem had a difficult childhood. 

Her mother is dead and her father is absent (living with his legitimate family up North); so she is 

raised by her aunt Josie, the madam of a whore house. Like Brownfield, Mem has no real idea of 



54 
 

what love and marriage should be. She has had no real examples of the warmth and comfort that 

should accompany marriage. She also does not know what courtship should look like.  

  When Mem moves into the whore house after she graduates from high school, 

Brownfield immediately takes notice: ―For a while her walk alone mystified him, intrigued him, 

and in every way set his inquisitive itch on edge‖ (58). While Brownfield is becoming totally 

engulfed in Mem, Josie tries to curb his enthusiasm for Mem. Josie thinks that the way to ―court‖ 

Brownfield is in the bedroom. In response to Brownfield‘s whining about how uppity Mem is, 

Josie replies: ―Aw, quit your going on and get on in this bed. . . Ain‘t no need for you looking at 

that one, she ain‘t got no real itch in her pussy. She can‘t do for you what I can do‖ (58). Then 

Josie proceeds to ask Brownfield when they are going to get married; but of course her request is 

in vain because ―after Mem came, what Lorene or Josie told him about anything didn‘t matter. 

He was interested only in Mem. How to penetrate her quiet strangeness occupied his whole 

mind‖(59).  

 Traditionally, courtship is an activity that occurs away from the home. According to 

Stephanie Coontz‘s extensive study called Marriage, a History: 

   A date took place in the public sphere, away from home. It involved money,  

  because when you moved from drinking mother‘s lemonade on the front porch to  

  buying Cokes at a restaurant, someone had to pay. And because in the context of  

  women‘s second-class economic status, the boy would have to pay, a girl could  

  not ask a boy to take her out. The initiative thus shifted from the girl and her  

  family to the boy.‖ (199-200) 

Because Brownfield does not have job, he must devise a different strategy for courting Mem.  It 

never occurs to Brownfield to take Mem out on a real date outside the Dew Drop Inn. 

Brownfield must concoct a plan to woo her that will allow her to fall in love with him, yet does 

not require money. 

 Brownfield‘s courtship of Mem began in his mind. Previous to her, Brownfield‘s 

thoughts had never been solely occupied by a woman. As the previous passage suggests, the first 

stage of courtship is mental. The cerebral act of falling in love is all-consuming and quite 

exciting for the parties involved. The danger, however, in falling in love is that its victims often 

throw caution and reason to the wind. In some cases, it makes the person doubt whether or not 

they are worthy of the love of their intended. For Brownfield, ―What he felt always when he 
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thought of Mem was guilt. Shame that he was no better than he was. Grime, Dirt. He thought of 

her as of another mother, the kind his own had not been. Someone to be loved and spoken to 

softly, someone never to frighten with his rough, course ways‖ (60). 

 Brownfield immediately realizes that Mem is special, and he cannot approach her the 

way he did Josie. Brownfield has no money, so he cannot take Mem to dinner or to the movies. 

As a result, Brownfield envisions a way to win her love that does not involve money. His 

impoverished social status forces him to be creative and improvise. Brownfield begins his 

courtship with Mem while she is teaching him how to read and write. Their ―dates‖ occur when 

he sits outside her classroom, listening to her teach her young students: ―When she began to 

teach at school he sometimes sat on the porch by the open  door and listened to her clear voice 

directing the small children, and he concentrated on what she said, as much for the subject matter 

(which taught him how to spell chicken, goat, cow, hog) as for pleasure of hearing her speak. . . 

Mem put some attention to what she was saying in it, and some warmth from her own self, and 

so much concern for the person she was speaking to that it made Brownfield want to cry‖ 

(Walker 61). Brownfield is mesmerized by not only her intelligence, but also her warmth and 

concern for others as well. Mem is unlike any woman he has ever met.   

 Mem is so prim and proper that she realizes it is inappropriate for a young lady to 

entertain the company of a young man without a chaperone. So whenever they are home alone, 

she always goes outside to escape the appearance of impropriety. He follows her onto the porch 

one day and asks Mem to teach him how to read and write. ―He caught on quickly to small 

things, and they spent many afternoons, before the Dew Drop Inn opened, on the steps outside 

with her old school books. When she began teaching grade school in the fall she took him along 

with her class. Or tried‖ (61). These long afternoons that Brownfield and Mem spend together 

provide the foundation for their friendship, which later develops into a relationship. Instead of 

spending their afternoons walking in the park holding hands, Brownfield courts Mem right at 

home, where they both feel comfortable and safe. These intimate moments between student and 

teacher provide the glue that bonds them together. Brownfield had never had a teacher before 

and Mem was a good one: ―He learned to write his own name, to recite the ABC‘s, and to write 

his name and her name linked together, all in a flourish, without lifting his hand from the paper‖ 

(61). Brownfield‘s courtship of Mem involves the very first stages of his literacy. His ability to 

trust her with his secret that he somehow made it to adulthood without learning how to read or 
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write shows that Brownfield is not afraid to be vulnerable with  Mem. He lovingly scribbles their 

names together the way young lovers do in their notebooks. Despite Brownfield‘s egregious 

sexual behavior with Josie and Lorene, courting Mem humanizes Brownfield in a very powerful 

way. Mem knows his weakness and lovingly tries to repair it. There is no judgment and no 

shame, just an open and honest relationship. Growing up as a child, Brownfield never 

experienced such tenderness from a woman. 

 Mem embodies everything his own mother does not. Unfortunately, because of his tragic 

memories of his mother, he allows another older woman to become a twisted rendition of her. 

Mem is soft and gentle, and asks nothing of him; whereas, Josie and Lorene (the mother and 

daughter pair he sleeps with regularly) use him to satisfy whatever needs they may have: ―And 

so he stood it around the house as long as he could, screwing Josie and Lorene like the animal he 

felt himself to be, especially when he stood the next day in the same room with Mem, whose 

heart, pained, was becoming readable in her eyes. There was no longer any joy in the conquest of 

the two women, for he had long since realized that he wasn‘t using them, they were using him‖ 

(Walker 62). In light of Brownfield‘s sordid sexual relationships with two family members, 

coupled with his mother‘s extensive sexual proclivities towards the end of her life (by bearing a 

child during wedlock that was not her husband‘s), Mem is the virtuous woman he never thought 

he could attain. Although Brownfield does not feel worthy enough to date her because he only 

owns the clothes on his back, his intense love for her gives him the courage to make a bid for her 

hand in marriage, which she accepts.  

 One thought process that goes through the minds of maidens during the courtship phase is 

what will become of them if they decide not to marry. In Frances Ellen Watkins Harper‘s 1859 

short story, ―The Two Offers,‖ Laura Lagrange is trying to decide between two marriage 

proposals. Her cousin cannot understand why Laura is so perplexed, until she replies: ―But then 

if I refuse, there is the risk of being an old maid and that is not to be thought of‖ (Ed. Smith 

Foster 97). Therefore, Laura feels that despite the difficulty of the task at hand, she must make a 

decision because the consequences of choosing neither are unacceptable. In Walker‘s novel, 

Mem also has two offers. Before Brownfield shows an interest in her, she is being courted by 

another teacher. He is educated and cultured, everything that Brownfield is not. ―One night he 

spied on Mem and her upright, clean-living beau and knew he must have her for his wife. And 

coming in that night, with him standing in the unlit doorway gazing out at them, Mem brushed 



57 
 

past him with tears in her eyes. That was the first time he knew she loved him. . .(64) In this 

scene, it is possible that Mem breaks off her courtship with the fellow teacher because she can no 

longer deny her feelings for Brownfield.  

 When Brownfield arrives at the Dew Drop Inn, inquiring about the whereabouts of his 

missing father, Josie welcomes him with open arms. She eventually confides in Brownfield that 

she and his father were lovers. Brownfield learns that Josie is the ―fat yellow bitch‖ that drove 

his mother to the brink of suicide after years of dealing with the knowledge that he visits Josie 

weekly. After a night of being out with some random man, Margaret tells Brownfield that his 

father isn‘t coming back home: ―How many times we done heard that. You‘d think he‘d be 

satisfied, me feeding him and her fucking him!‖(Walker 20) The reader is now learning that the 

―her‖ Margaret references is Josie. The same woman who essentially steals Margaret‘s husband, 

later begins sleeping with Margaret‘s son, Brownfield.  

 One might consider Grange and Josie‘s Saturday night rendezvous as ―courtship‖ based 

on their frequency and sexual intensity; however, there is nothing sweet and loving about their 

encounters. Their liaisons are purely sexual and Grange never has any intention of leaving his 

wife for Josie. During the years that Grange is married to Margaret, his courtship with Josie is 

purely sexual and visceral. Although Grange does eventually return from the North and marry 

Josie (after Margaret has killed herself), he only does so to convince her to sell her hotel so he 

can purchase a farm. Grange essentially uses Josie‘s intense longing to be courted like a real lady 

to manipulate her into serving his own financial ends. Despite Josie‘s efforts to build a solid 

foundation with Grange, he continuously and horribly berates her by calling her a ―no-good 

slanderous trollop, you near-white strumpet out of tallment, you motherless child, you pig, you 

bloated and painted cow!‖ (167) This horrible treatment of Josie by Grange shows his total lack 

of respect for her. Outside of the bedroom, Josie holds no interest for Grange. She is no longer 

worth courting because he is no longer interested in her sexual favors. Grange continues to live 

with her, but he totally ignores her and spends all his time with his granddaughter, Ruth. 

  Ever since Josie was raped and impregnated as a teenager, she has been letting men take 

advantage of her. Previous to Grange, this only involved sex. But Josie allows Grange to steal 

her financial independence because she mistakenly believes he loves her. All those years that 

Grange faithfully shows up to see Josie on Saturday night, Josie considered as Grange courting 

her. Of course the reader knows that not to be the case. Even young Brownfield knows about his 
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father‘s philandering: ―He knew his father was seeing another woman, and had been seeing one, 

or several, for a long time. It did not affect him the way it did his mother‖ (Walker 20). Sadly, as 

the reader learns, it does affect Brownfield because he repeats the same behavior with Mem. Just 

like Brownfield is aware of his father‘s many mistresses, so, too, does Josie realize she is not his 

only lover. However, this realization does not deter her from believing that Grange will take her 

North with him. Of course he does not, but she still holds out hope that he will return for her. 

Shockingly, Grange does return from the North and marries Josie, but not because he loves her: 

―he had come back to Baker County, because it was home, and to Josie, because she was only 

person in the world who loved him.‖ 

 While Josie is waiting on Grange to return from the North, she uses Grange‘s son as a 

sexual substitute. Both Josie and her daughter treat Brownfield like a male whore, yet Josie still 

believes there‘s a chance they will marry: ‗―When‘s you and me going to get married lover,‘ 

Josie asked, while Brownfield realized that Mem‘s bed was just on the other side of the wall, 

about a foot from her benevolent ‗mother‘s‘‖(Walker 59). Just like with Grange, Josie‘s idea of 

―courting‖ Brownfield occurs within the four walls of her bedroom. She requires no flowers, 

candy, or real intimacy-- just sex. Through Josie‘s character, Walker represents a Black heroine 

who explores her sexuality on her own terms.  Josie and Brownfield‘s relationship is an inversion 

of Larsen‘s version of how sex can be used. For Helga, sex functions as a weapon for self-

oppression. On the other hand, Josie uses sex as a weapon to manipulate men for her own 

personal and financial gain. Then, once she is married, Grange withholds sex from her. Both 

Larsen and Walker show how sex can be used as a weapon in the manipulation of loved ones, 

regardless of the needs of the spouse.  

 Just like with Grange, Josie allows sex to be the sole indication of her courtship with 

Brownfield. And also just like with Grange, there is no intimacy, no warmth, and no tenderness. 

Alice Walker‘s portrayal of a woman who is both promiscuous and financially independent 

reflects the evolving viewpoints of her intended audience. When this novel was published in 

1970, the height of the women‘s movement is occurring in America. Women are speaking out 

and taking charge of their sexual identities. This massive Women‘s Liberation Movement is also 

very White and very middle-class, two things that Walker‘s characters are not. Therefore, 

Walker coins the term, ―womanism‖ to provide the ideological space for a more inclusive 
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movement—a movement to include anyone of any color who is concerned about the rights of 

women. Walker‘s definitions of a womanist include:  

  A black feminist or feminist of color. . .A woman who loves other women,  

  sexually and/or nonsexually. . .Appreciates and prefers women‘s culture,   

  Women‘s emotional flexibility (values tears as natural counter-balance of   

  laughter), and women‘s strength. . .Committed to survival and wholeness of entire 

  people, male and female. . . Womanist is to feminist as purple to lavender   

  (Walker ―Preface‖ to In Search of Our Mother’s Gardens).  

 None of the courtships discussed in this chapter thus far produce wholeness. Mem is 

murdered by her once loving and gentle suitor, while Josie becomes near penniless and ignored 

by Grange during the marriage she so desperately wanted. In the end, Josie ends up poor and 

lonely. It turns out that marriage was nothing at all like she thought it would be. At least when 

she owned the Dew Drop Inn, Josie was financially independent and could enjoy the company of 

men who desired her. But the result of her ―courting‖ Grange was that she did not allow him 

time to fall in love with her, the way she was in love with him. With the example of Josie, 

Walker warns that courtship cannot be a solo act. Both partners must be engaged and invested in 

the flourishing of the relationship.  

          During their courtship, Brownfield thinks of Mem as ―Someone to be loved and spoken to 

softly, someone never to frighten with his rough, course ways‖ (Walker 60). But as the reader 

quickly discovers, the very thing that attracts Brownfield to Mem is the thing that he grows to 

despise in her, which is her education:  

  His crushed pride, his battered ego, made him drag Mem away from school  

  teaching. Her knowledge reflected badly on a husband who could scarcely read  

  and write. It was his great ignorance that sent her into white homes as a domestic,  

  his need to bring her down to his level. It was his rage at himself, and his life and  

  his world that made him beat her from an imaginary attraction she aroused in  

  other men. . .His rage could and did blame everything, everything, on her. And  

  she accepted all his burdens along with her own and dealt with them from   

  her own greater knowledge. (54-55) 

As the reader also discovers, Brownfield does more than simply ―frighten‖ her; he beats her on a 

regular basis. When he shoots Mem in the face in front of their children,that serves as the 
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emphatic end to her life and their courtship. Walker was highly criticized for ―airing the Black 

community‘s dirty laundry‖ concerning domestic violence, but her depictions represent an 

important addition to literature that tells the truth, whether it is in the private sphere or not. 

―Historically, there has been no great body of literature on battering because well-to-do white 

women who were in a position to write about their experiences in abusive relationships only 

recently have been convinced that such privately executed violence is a suitable subject of public 

discourse‖ (Davis 25). Walker did not need convincing. As I stated earlier in this chapter, Walker 

finds it regrettable that she knows so many Brownfields—poor Black men who feel emasculated 

by a racist White society.  

  After years of trying to provide a decent living for his family, Brownfield gives up hope 

of ever escaping the devastating poverty of sharecropping in the South, and takes out this 

frustration on his innocent wife. Much like Harper‘s ―The Two Offers,‖ The Third Life ―is not 

anti-marriage. It is pro-wise choices‖ (Foster 35). When Mem is presented with the choice of 

courting a fellow teacher or an illiterate womanizer, she chooses the latter, and so marks the first 

of many mistakes she will make as a married woman.  

 Her second largest unwise choice is allowing Brownfield to ruin their finances and keep 

them living below the poverty line. From the very beginning, Mem has the ability to attain a 

teaching job and keep her family in the black; however, she wrongly hands over the reins to 

Brownfield, knowing full well that he is incapable of such responsibility. Lastly, it can be argued 

that Mem‘s final unwise choice involves her not shooting Brownfield when she has the chance. 

In a powerful and poignant scene, Mem finally grows weary of Brownfield‘s harsh treatment and 

aims a shotgun between his legs. She makes him cower at her feet the same way he has done to 

her for the past nine years. She makes him answer with a resounding ―yes ma‘am‖ while she 

yells out imperatives that Brownfield must learn to follow. Mem‘s biggest mistake is not 

realizing that she cannot draw  a weapon on an emotionally damaged man like Brownfield and 

not expect there to be repercussions. Had Mem finished the job and shot Brownfield on the spot, 

that would have saved her from being shot in the face just days later by the same exact gun. Mem 

has garnered ―sainthood‖ in the eyes of Grange because she endured so much suffering with little 

or no complaint. One has to wonder what would have become of Mem had she allowed her 

fellow teacher to continue courting her. At least we know she probably would have held on to 

her prized education and likely continued working as a school teacher, and  not as a domestic for 
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white people. The real tragedy of Mem‘s life is that at the root of her suffering is her first unwise 

choice to choose the wrong form of courtship. This tragedy of events surely attests to the 

blinders that love can put on a person, whether they are educated or not. Mem‘s murder is the 

beginning of the end of her family unit; no one in Mem‘s family ―survives whole,‖ except for 

Ruth.  

  Once Grange marries Josie, he effectively casts her aside for Ruth. When Ruth comes to 

live with Grange and Josie, she is only eight years old and is dealing with the sudden and tragic 

death of her mother. ―Gradually, sulkily, Josie faded into the background, and Ruth and her 

grandfather became inseparable. They did not plan it this way; but always they were together; 

where Grange went, Ruth went, what he did, Ruth did‖ (168).  Grange‘s relationship with Ruth 

represents his third life, his final try to get his life right.  

 If courtship means ―to seek the affections of,‖ then Grange could be said to be courting 

Ruth and vice versa. Grange‘s relationship with Ruth is his first and only truly loving 

relationship he has with a female. Also, Grange is the first and only man that Ruth loves and 

trusts. Ruth has the benefit of knowing an older, wiser Grange who has finally figured out how to 

be happy in life and not bitter towards women or white people, which were the perceived 

obstacles of his youth.  

 Although Grange‘s courtship with Ruth is purely innocent and loving, Josie feels 

extremely slighted because he never bothered to try to court her in any way. Although Josie is his 

wife, Ruth clearly holds all of Grange‘s affections:  

  Josie saw them dancing together once, in the small log cabin Grange had built  

  Ruth as a playhouse. It was on Ruth‘s tenth birthday and she was dressed from  

  head to toe in brand-new clothes. Josie was furious. Grange had not bought  

  clothes for her since they‘d been married. And he had never, after Ruth came to  

  stay with them, taken the trouble to dance with her. (175) 

In an ironic twist of events, Grange and Ruth show Josie what true courting looks like: two 

people who genuinely care about getting to know each other and attempt to make the other 

happy. Sadly, Josie feels replaced as ―woman of the house‖ by a child. She must sit by and watch 

her husband court her ―granddaughter.‖ Josie must feel like this treatment is some kind of 

punishment for all her years of whoring around. Now that she is settled down and wants to be a 
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one-woman man, the man she chose did not choose her back. Josie becomes heart-sick 

emotionally, while Grange is heart-sick physically. 

 Grange has heart trouble that he successfully hides from Ruth until he becomes visibly 

sick. Once Grange feels he does not have long to live, he shows Ruth the bankbook with both 

their names on it with $900 in it. He also brings out an old cigar box that has $400 in it. Grange 

admonishes her to take all the money to the bank the following morning and open an account in 

her name. Grange feels death creeping in on him and he wants his life‘s work to be complete: 

―He had survived. But to survive whole was what he wanted for Ruth‖ (272). Ruth is the only 

female character in the novel whose future is hopeful and bright. Unlike Mem and Josie‘s failed 

courtships, Ruth‘s courtship prepared her for the harsh world she would eventually be thrust into 

upon Grange‘s death. By saving up all that money and signing the car over to Ruth, Grange 

makes it possible for Ruth to leave the South, go to college, meet a nice guy, and have a decent 

family life. Because of Grange‘s meticulous planning, it is now possible for Ruth to have all the 

things Grange did not—a loving spouse, a well-paying job, a college education, and respect from 

all people, regardless of their race. ―Surviving whole‖ to Grange means that Ruth will have the 

strength to endure life without the severe handicaps he faced:  

  And still, in all her living there must be joy, laughter, contentment in being a  

  woman; someday there must be happiness in enjoying a man, and children. Each  

  day must be spent, in a sense, apart from any other; on each day there would be  

  sun and cheerfulness or rain and sorrow or quiet contemplation of life. Each day  

  must be past, present and future, with dancing and wine-making and drinking and  

  as few regrets as possible. Her future must be the day she lived in. (272)  

In an effort to ensure this ―whole‖ life for Ruth, Grange totally ignores his wife, Josie, in the 

process. 

 Josie becomes so disgusted by Grange constantly lavishing all his love and attention on 

Ruth and not her, that she begins visiting Brownfield in prison on a weekly basis. ―Josie began to 

leave them every Sunday. She went into town to visit the jail where Brownfield was kept. 

Grange did nothing to detain her, or if he did Ruth knew nothing of it. . .Ruth began to relax and 

to enjoy her grandfather, who, now that Josie spent her time cooking chickens and baking pies 

for Brownfield, was all her own‖ (176). Yet again, Walker reveals how Josie has misplaced ideas 

about courtship. In yet another dysfunctional relationship, Josie is courting a man that will not 
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and cannot court her back. Now that she can‘t use sex to court Brownfield, she instead turns to 

cooking and baking, probably hoping that the old adage, ―the best way to a man‘s heart is 

through his stomach‖ is true. Josie comes home talking about her ―dates‖ with Brownfield at the 

jail and no one listens.  

 Josie visits on Sundays because that‘s the day the prisoners are allowed to sit outside 

under the trees. Josie finally gets a man to lounge under a tree with her like people do on real 

dates, and he happens to be a convicted felon who has murdered her niece. Grange and Ruth 

could care less that Josie is even gone. Ruth wonders how anyone can go and visit such a 

monster. Ironically, Brownfield is the only person who will listen to Josie‘s complaints of 

Grange‘s neglect. Frances Smith Foster is correct in her assessment that, ―Marriage among 

African Americans was and is a rare, often doomed endeavor‖ (x). Josie waits for decades for 

Grange to marry her and she ends up being more miserable than she has ever been in her entire 

life. At least when she ―courted‖ him while he was married to Margaret, he showed Josie real 

interest and affection. Now that she is courting his son right in Grange‘s face, Grange has no 

emotion. Remarkably, Josie‘s initiation of courtship with her husband‘s son (during their 

marriage) reflects a glaring Feminist sensibility. Josie refuses to wait around for affection from 

Grange. Josie decides that she needs intimacy, so she goes out and gets it. By doing this, Josie 

accomplishes what generations of women before her could not conceive of.  She owns her sexual 

independence in a way that was rarely portrayed in literature before.  

 Josie is the kind of woman who needs a man in her life, always. The sad part is that she 

always seems to be doing the courting alone. No one ever courts her back. Despite this fact, 

Josie‘s character is still progressive and reflects the changing times. For most of the novel, Josie 

is an independent business owner who is not economically dependent upon anyone. In fact, it is 

Josie who employs Brownfield. This financial savvy addresses the feminist concerns at the time 

of the novel‘s publication.  

  Part of the Women‘s Liberation Movement‘s agenda is concerned with the sexual 

liberation of women. White women want to be removed from the pedestal of the cult of 

domesticity, while Black women are adamantly fighting the stereotypes of the Jezebel and 

Sapphire. Although Josie certainly fits the description of a loose woman, she uses her body as a 

commodity that generates income. Josie‘s entrepreneurial spirit affords her a business that is 

recession proof, even if it is illegal and immoral. Walker‘s portrayal of Josie mirrors the larger 
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social movement of women finally taking control of their financial lives and not depending upon 

men to provide their income. The fact that Josie eventually marries Grange, sells her business 

and gives him the profits so he can buy a farm, and he leaves her financially destitute provides a 

strong warning against how restrictive and stifling marriage can be for women—even ―liberated‖ 

ones. 

 The Third Life of Grange Copeland has the unique cultural position of being published in 

the aftermath of the Civil Rights Movement, the Black Arts Movement, the Women‘s Liberation 

Movement, and the Anti-War movement. As Barbara Christian observes, ―In 1970, at the height 

of cultural nationalism, the substance of most Black literary activity was focused on the 

rebellious urban Black in confrontation with white society‖ (459). Although the Copeland‘s are 

deeply entrenched in the South, it is when Grange goes North that he experiences the height of 

his hatred for White people.  Up North, Grange acts out his rage in a way that is not possible to 

do as a Black man in the South. It is Grange and Brownfield‘s constant battle with a racist White 

power structure that fuels their rage and perpetuates their harsh behavior towards their families. 

The Copeland women endure the brunt of grossly unfair social conditions.  

 1970 is also the year that Toni Morrison‘s The Bluest Eye was published. It, too, tells the 

story of a Black family railing against the damaging psychological effects of racism. Writers like 

Morrison, Walker, and Paule Marshall represent the few Black women writing against the very 

male literary climate. Ishmael Reed, Richard Wright, Amiri Baraka and others were unconcerned 

with portraying the Black female‘s plight. Also, the Black Arts Movement, which Baraka 

spearheaded, is a very male-dominated endeavor that blatantly excluded women. That is what 

makes the publication of novels by Black women about Black women so crucial at this particular 

cultural moment.  

  As the ―initiator of discursive practice,‖ Larsen provided a literary space for later Black 

female writers to emerge. Larsen‘s concerns about gender roles and class distinctions reverberate 

in the art of her literary daughters.  In Helga‘s world, Blacks do not have civil rights and women 

have even fewer rights. All a woman could hope for is financial security and physical safety 

within the confines of a marriage. Characters like Ruth, however, have a chance to choose 

marriage rather than have it choose them.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

GLORIA NAYLOR’S LINDEN HILLS AND NEW PARADIGMS FOR THE MARRIAGE 

PLOT  

 

 Gloria Naylor‘s Linden Hills (1985) is ostensibly about the price Blacks are willing to 

pay to live on the highly sought after Tupelo Drive. As the inhabitants of this hand-picked 

community exemplify, the closer they get to achieving the ever elusive American Dream, the 

deeper their souls are plunged into the overwhelming depths of hell. In addition to their 

insatiable hunger for wealth and status, the residents of Linden Hills show varying degrees of 

marital discord and dysfunction. By critiquing the marital slavery of the Nedeed wives, and the 

loveless marriages and shameful affairs of several residents, Naylor suggests that a new direction 

for the future of marriage in the Black community must be forged. The tragic demise of the 

Nedeed family dynasty suggests that in order for a new generation of happy and loving coupling 

to emerge, the old regime of hate and submissiveness must literally die out. Although rather 

vague, the ending of the novel is hopeful because it leaves open the possibility that the harsh 

treatment of wives by their husbands is dead, and that new, healthy relationships can emerge. 

 In her review of Linden Hills immediately following its publication, Sherley Anne 

Williams writes that: ―Although Linden Hills has many compelling moments, the ‗sins‘ of this 

community—hypocrisy, loveless marriage and marital infidelities, idleness—seem too trivial to 

carry the weight of Naylor‘s expert literary attentions‖ (10). Williams‘ review seems a bit trite 

and underdeveloped. While the aforementioned sins are only a few of the many that Naylor 

grapples with, Williams misses the import of several of the overarching themes that permeate 

this novel. While idleness might be one of the least interesting human sins, ―loveless marriage 

and marital infidelities‖ speak to a deeper problem within the fabric of Linden Hills. Troubled 

marriages reflect a wider community epidemic of dishonesty, mistrust, ill intentions, and in the 

case of Linden Hills, pure treachery and evil.  

 In the Preface to The Norton Anthology of Literature by Women: The Tradition in 

English, it states that:  

 Together, these texts not only emphasize the vitality of women‘s literary history,  

 they also  allow us to trace a number of traditions within that history—the Black, 

 the regional, the lesbian, the working-class, and the native-American traditions—
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 as well as to document the  many ways in which women poets and fiction writers 

 have confronted female experiences of creation and procreation, marriage and 

 maternity, adolescence and aging, desire and death. (xxx) 

Naylor‘s novel boldly grapples with each of these uniquely female experiences that Sandra 

Gilbert and Susan Gubar mention above. Although Gloria Naylor is not included in their 

anthology, I would argue that her moving portrayal of the devastatingly brutal Black female 

experience should earn her a place amongst her female writer peers. On the third page of Linden 

Hills, the reader is presented with a creation story: ―As the sun disappeared on the seventh day of 

his vigil.‖ Luther Nedeed, the visionary who decided to go into business for himself, decided on 

the seventh day that wealth was attainable for him and his progeny if he opened a funeral home; 

after all, death knows no color.  The reader quickly discovers that the deaths in this novel are 

both literal and figurative. 

 Each generation of Nedeed wives loses her identity, autonomy, and independence when 

she marries a Luther Nedeed. At one point, Luther II tries to recall his mother‘s first name, but 

has considerable difficulty because he suddenly realizes it had never been uttered in their home 

or elsewhere: ―He actually had to pause a moment in order to remember his mother‘s first name, 

because everyone—including his father—had called her nothing but Mrs. Nedeed‖ (18). This 

proper title suggests that she does not have ownership of her own name, let alone her own body. 

After all, she, like every Nedeed wife before her, ―had been brought to Tupelo Drive to fade 

against the whitewashed boards of the Nedeed home after conceiving and giving over a son to 

the stamp and will of the father‖ (18). In this troubling portrayal of marriage and motherhood, 

women are depicted as mere incubators whose sole job is to produce an heir to the Nedeed 

lineage. The needs and wants of the wife are irrelevant; indeed, this kind of marital bondage 

produces a slow and painful death of the sprit for the Nedeed women. 

 To add insult to injury, Luther suspects his wife of infidelity when their son is born fair-

skinned instead of pitch-black like himself and every Nedeed man before him. Rather than 

considering the indelible mark that slavery has left upon the Black gene pool, Luther 

immediately blames his wife and questions her integrity as a woman. Although he feels totally 

justified by the idea of throwing her out on the street, he declines because ―no one in his family 

had ever gotten divorced‖ (19). As punishment, Luther banishes his wife and ―illegitimate‖ child 

to the basement of their home. The child eventually dies from starvation and dehydration, so 
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Luther‘s wife gradually loses her mind. Just as it is difficult for an addict to work through the 

twelve steps of recovery, Willa also finds it almost impossible to gather the strength to ascend 

those twelve steps that began her descent into hell.  At the end of the novel, Willie notes that 

―there‘s a woman who lives at the bottom of the hill who doesn‘t have a name.‖ Before her 

literal death, her soul and identity dies within a community that is largely uninterested in who 

she is. Other women, however, like Ruth Anderson, have the power to totally captivate the likes 

of White Willie, a character through whom much of the narrative is filtered, in conjunction with 

his friend, Lester.  

 The marriage between Ruth and Norman Anderson is unique in several ways. ―It is 

significant that they make their home outside of Linden Hills‖ (Whitt 73). This couple, arguably 

the only happily married one in the novel, is poor and barely has enough furniture to sit on. 

Norman has a severe case of paranoia and is obsessed with getting imaginary pink spots off of 

his skin. He digs deeply into his own skin with blunt objects to remove ―the pinks.‖ This literal 

and perpetual purging of perceived filth parallels the constant nature of the residents of Linden 

Hills‘ desire for wealth. No matter what it costs them, no matter how bad it may hurt them, they 

continue in its pursuit. Just like Norman‘s annual spring battle with ―the pinks,‖ the residents‘ 

greed and superficiality is pathological; it continues beyond rationality.  

 Because the Anderson‘s live in a tiny apartment in a seedy neighborhood called Putney 

Wayne, the reader can infer that they are immune from the immoral machinations of Linden 

Hills. At the end of a visit to the Anderson home by Willie and Lester on a bitter winter day, 

Ruth suggests that the boys do some odd jobs for the rich residents of Linden Hills during the 

Christmas holiday to earn some money, because after all: ―I hate to see you looking so sad just 

because of money‖ (41). In Ruth‘s infinite wisdom, here, she comments on the pointlessness, 

elusiveness, and futility of constantly scrambling to attain the American Dream. Ruth suggests 

that there are more important things in life than the acquisition of wealth and its pursuit, things 

like love.  

 On this same visit, Willie, Lester, and Norman joke about how to ―put a woman in her 

place.‖ Norman tells the young men: ―Man, you don‘t know how to handle a woman . . . You 

gotta put your foot on their necks and let ‗em know who‘s boss . . . And then if that don‘t work, 

you put the other foot on it too‖ (37). Shortly after Norman finishes lamenting over the myriad 

reasons why ―A man‘s gotta be the boss in his home!,‖ Ruth finally jumps in and forces Norman 
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to be honest about how a real marriage works. In addition to a man and wife sharing domestic 

duties, the key to a happy marriage is Norman‘s admission that ―Love rules in this house, Ruth‖ 

(38).  This powerful moment solidifies Ruth as a woman whose name Lester and Willie want to 

know. Willie is totally entranced by Ruth‘s beauty and grace. Naylor‘s sensitive portrayal of this 

couple suggests a new model for contemporary marriage relations for Black couples in general. 

This young couple respects and deeply loves one another, and is committing to literally sticking 

things out through sickness and in health. Despite Norman‘s mental disease and his lack of 

ingenuity in terms of providing them with a comfortable living, Ruth trusts him to always 

provide for her and love her until the day she dies. This model of marriage, one based on 

unconditional love and mutual respect, is starkly absent in Linden Hills. In Dorothy West‘s The 

Living is Easy, all three of Cleo‘s sisters are poor, but happily married before Cleo dismantles 

each of their houses of love, brick by brick. In this way, Naylor signifies on the relationships 

depicted in West‘s novel. Perhaps both novelists are suggesting that having real love and wealth 

must be mutually exclusive; indeed, many of the characters in Linden Hills who have wealth are 

certainly starved of meaningful and fulfilling romantic relationships and even friendships.  

 In Linden Hills, an unspoken prerequisite for an invitation to inhabit a home on Tupelo 

Drive is the ―right‖ kind of marriage. However, after eight years of successful coupling with 

David, Winston—a successful executive— decides he must marry Cassandra ―to whom Naylor 

gives no words,‖ in order to secure his proper place in the community (Whitt 84). Winston wants 

to have his proverbial cake and eat it too, but David refuses to be Winston‘s dirty little secret. In 

Kimberly Costino‘s article, ―Compulsory Heterosexuality and Capitalism in Linden Hills,‖ she 

asserts that ―Gloria Naylor‘s novel quartet suggests that she, too, believes that examining 

compulsory heterosexuality as a political institution and developing a spectrum of sexuality 

rather than a strict binarism is both useful and important‖ (41).Through the characters of David 

and Winston, Naylor makes room for the existence of successful coupling between two men. 

Unfortunately, Winston allows capitalism to trump his love for David. David and Winston could 

have lived happily ever on Second Crescent Drive in relative obscurity, but Winston cares more 

about appearances than true happiness. These characters suggest the steep price that lovers who 

rail against the heterosexual hegemony must pay. If more men like David refuse to be relegated 

to the sidelines, then more healthy homosexual relationships can eventually emerge.  
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 In two opposing ways, heterosexuality is used as a weapon to maintain and perpetuate 

order and capitalism within the Linden Hills community. The sanctity of heterosexual sex within 

Winston and Cassandra‘s marriage is the veil that covers the true sexual desires of David and 

Winston. In this way, Naylor presents homosexuality as a dangerous alternative to the societal 

norm of compulsory heterosexuality. For the Nedeed men, heterosexual sex is used a weapon to 

wield control over their wives. According to Costino: 

 These men engage in heterosexual sex for the sole purpose of (re) producing a 

 male heir. They keep charts and journals that trace ‗the dates and times of 

 penetrations, conceptions, and births for every Nedeed in Linden Hills (18) so that 

 each generation will be able to reproduce a sole male heir. Once this son is born, 

 the wives are no longer necessary and are therefore erased from both the father‘s 

 and the son‘s lives. Thus, for the Nedeeds, a heterosexual identity and lifestyle is 

 claimed solely for the purpose of producing an heir to perpetuate the Nedeed 

 capitalist reign in Linden Hills. (44) 

Just like in Winston and Cassandra‘s case, the Nedeed marital bed is merely a sham. There is no 

sanctity within the confines of their relationship. Once the solitary son is conceived, the wives 

are discarded; their needs are not considered. As difficult as this lonely life is, it reflects the same 

dilemma that Cleo has. The Nedeed wives are put so high up on a pedestal that they are 

untouchable, unless it is on the solitary occasion required to conceive a son. The Nedeed wives 

are forced to live by the rules of the Cult of True Womanhood, yet they receive no benefits from 

such membership. This cult is an elite club that no one wants to be a part of because its sole 

purpose is to repress the needs and desires of women sexually. The echoes of slavery ring loudly 

when the reader considers that the first Mrs. Nedeed was indeed owned by her husband. The 

subsequent wives are treated as property as well; the only difference is that they have no formal 

paperwork to document their bondage. Like Helga, the Nedeed wives embark on journeys to find 

their identities in a male-dominated world. Their efforts are stunted for various reasons—chiefly, 

by the forces of patriarchy— 

and they are likewise relegated to the status of servant and incubator. 

 Each generation of Nedeed wives finds an obsession to occupy her time with. Evelyn 

Creton-Nedeed becomes so obsessed with food that she grocery shops compulsively, writes 

down every ingredient in a journal, then alternates between cycles of overeating and then 
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purging. Evelyn desperately tries to feed her soul and spirit with food, rather than love. While 

reading Evelyn‘s journals, Willa—the current Nedeed wife— recognizes Evelyn‘s compulsive 

nature as well as the impetus for her gradual descent into insanity, which culminates with her 

buying poison as an ingredient in her last meal. While Willa is locked in the basement with her 

dead child in tow, she reads the intimate musings of all the mistreated Nedeed wives before her. 

―As Angela Davis puts it, ‗the housewife, according to bourgeois ideology, is, quite simply, her 

husband‘s lifelong servant‖ (Montgomery 60). Armed with the resolve to confront this 

realization, Willa finally ascends the stairs to reclaim her rightful place as mistress of her home, 

and confront the demons of centuries of Nedeed patriarchal control. Willa‘s powerful ascent up 

those twelve steps indicates that she has successfully worked through the twelve steps of 

recovery in her mind. In this moment, Naylor suggests that only a spiritually and psychologically 

whole person can successfully confront five generations of male dominance and tyranny. Even 

though Willa, Luther, and their dead son literally go up in smoke as the Nedeed home burns to 

the ground, the ending of the novel is hopeful in that is suggests the dawn of a new era in Linden 

Hills. The fact that the residents watch silently and do nothing while the house burns down 

suggests that they too are ready for the coming of a new day in Linden Hills.  

 The ending of this text suggests a significant departure from the stifling demands 

previously set forth upon the female inhabitants of Linden Hills. Laurel Dumont, the beautiful 

and talented woman who ―headed a whole division of men at IBM and didn‘t take any flak‖ is 

flabbergasted to discover that she must move out of her home in Linden Hills, even though she is 

more than financially equipped to ―buy Howard out of whatever rights he feels are his.‖ Of 

course these ―rights‖ Laurel refers to include the inherent patriarchal privileges that were 

bestowed upon him upon being born a male. Laurel is gravely punished for never bowing to 

societal and local expectations of maternity. Had Laurel produced any children, she would have 

been entitled to remain her home. But because Laurel did not participate in the heterosexually 

normed activity of procreation, she will immediately be no longer welcome in her own home 

after the divorce is final. In this way, heterosexual coupling is used as a weapon to either provide 

security or destroy it.  

 Shockingly, yet another double standard exists for Laurel in terms of who is allowed to 

remain in their homes once a marriage dissolves. When Luther is callously explaining to Laurel 

that her Linden Hills life no longer exists without the validation of marriage, she rebuts that Dr. 
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Braithwaite, the neighborhood historian, did not have to leave his home when his wife died. 

Luther responds by saying that: ―Daniel Braithwaite has the right to that property for as long as 

he lives. And there was always the chance that he might remarry,‖ to which Laurel immediately 

retorts, ―Well, I might remarry, too. Did you ever think about that?‖ (245) But of course the 

situations are not the same; once again, Naylor highlights the disparaging gap in the equitable 

treatment of men and women. The only way for Laurel to remain in her home is if Luther 

decides to negotiate a lease with her new husband, who of course is a person who does not exist 

yet. Unlike Chester Parker who literally cannot wait for his wife‘s body to be cold in the ground 

before he moves his mistress into his home, Laurel is contemplative and more interested in 

discovering what makes her happy, rather than how she can make someone else happy. This 

revelation of her unworthiness (despite her Phi Beta Kappa key), floors Laurel and triggers her 

sudden breakdown and subsequent suicide.  

 Despite all of Laurel‘s impressive professional and academic accomplishments, she is not 

worthy to inhabit her home on Tupelo Drive without the validation of a superficial marriage. 

This idea that a woman can only find worth within the domestic sphere is exactly the kind of 

ideology that the feminist movement rallies against. Second-Wave Feminism, which took hold in 

the late 1960‘s and early 1970‘s, was primarily concerned with securing equal rights and equal 

pay within the workforce. Characters like Laurel have obviously benefitted from such gains, but 

because men still control the power structure, her credentials are worthless where it really counts. 

Feminism may have helped women gain more access to education and jobs, but Laurel is a 

perfect example of the work that must be done within the household, which is where most 

women‘s level of  oppression is the greatest. 

 As a wife, Laurel is only useful as the arm piece of her District Attorney husband, even 

though she is equally accomplished in the professional arena. According to Helen Levy: ―Naylor 

shows marriage within the material competition placing the wife on a shelf as one of many 

possessions who display the husband‘s achievement‖ (276). In this oxymoronic situation, a 

woman‘s education and credentials are necessary in order for her to land an address on Tupelo 

Drive; however, once she is there, it is her beauty and ability to throw tea parties that secures her 

place there. Charles Wilson, Jr. also notes this obsession with Linden Hills men treating their 

women like trophies. A young, successful executive in the automobile industry, ―Maxwell 

(Smyth) has denied himself the privilege of marrying because he cannot find the proper woman 
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to ‗accessorize‘ his accomplishments‖ (74). Perhaps this is for the best; after all, she may end up 

jumping into an empty pool like Laurel does once she realizes the futility in being a Linden Hills 

trophy wife.  

 The lack of water in the Olympic-sized pool represents the expansive dryness of Laurel‘s 

married life. Whether she jumps into the pool or is pushed by Luther is totally irrelevant because 

the end result is the same: Laurel‘s death is undoubtedly the result of the capitalistic and 

patriarchal system that pervades the women‘s lives in Linden Hills. Laurel‘s death, in 

conjunction with the Nedeed home burning down, suggests a literal dying out of this kind of 

backwards culture in order for a new generation to emerge. Hopefully, a new generation of 

inhabitants will rally fiercely against the tragedies of Laurel Dumont and the Nedeed wives. 

With any luck, the community culture that the next generation constructs will not enslave their 

women nor use them as incubators and servants. According to Charles Toombs: 

 Laurel‘s belief that her life is hopeless and her seeking of freedom in the pool 

 (though empty of water) is similar to Kate Chopin‘s rendering of Edna Pontellier 

 in The Awakening who also came to the realization that her marriage was a fraud, 

 that she had no home in her New Orleans mansion, and who plunged into water 

 (the sea) to find freedom (The Awakening, ed. Margaret Culley [New York: 

 Norton, 1967]). With no knowledge of or ability to recognize a tradition of 

 women who had succeeded on their own terms, Edna and Laurel think individual 

 freedom can only be had in death. 

Although Roxanne Tilson‘s fate is not so tragic, she still remains highly discouraged by her 

prospects for ever finding ―the right‖ husband. Roxanne is twenty-seven years old, Wellesley-

educated, and has a good job in an ad agency. This attractive young woman feels she has stiff 

competition for any upwardly mobile Black man because of all the equally fantastic Black 

women and ―desperate white women‖ who are all vying for the same prize: ―Roxanne groomed 

her life and body with a hawk like determination to marry black, marry well—or not at all‖ (53). 

The fact that Roxanne must attend Cassandra and Winston‘s wedding and watch the man she is 

casually dating on the arm of a white woman less accomplished and less attractive than she, 

suggests a radical reinvisioning of what Naylor sees as the ideal marriage paradigm. Since 

Roxanne never even comes close to marriage in the novel, perhaps Naylor is suggesting that 

Roxanne (and Black women like her) who are determined to only marry within the race should 
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reconsider. As her ―gentleman friend,‖ Xavier, makes clear, many Black men are entirely 

comfortable dating outside of their race, and perhaps it is time for Black women to do the same. 

In addition to considering a partner outside of the race, Naylor may also be suggesting coupling 

with blue collar men as well. Maybe ―marrying well‖ is not the key to happiness within a 

marriage after all.  

 In Barbara Christian‘s article, ―Gloria Naylor‘s Geography,‖ she writes, ―Like the tragic 

mulattas of nineteenth and early twentieth-century literature, they are trapped, without being 

aware of it, by their own adherence to class values that demean them as women‖ (371). Like 

Dorothy West‘s Cleo Judson, Roxanne is so blinded by societal expectations that she does not 

realize how much of herself she is giving up in order to possibly be some man‘s wife. In 

Naylor‘s rendering of Roxanne‘s character, marriage has the power to totally envelop a woman‘s 

psyche and govern every action she makes. Roxanne is a nibbler—on lettuce and cucumbers, fish 

and cottage cheese—so she can be desirable to men. But the sad ironic twist is that she never 

loses weight because she binges on Twinkies and potato chips when she becomes depressed 

about her marital prospects, which is quite frequently. As Christian suggests, Roxanne is 

completely unaware of how damaging her goal of marriage is to her body and spirit. In an 

interview with Toni Morrison, Naylor expresses in her own words the uneasiness she felt at the 

prospect of being thirty and unmarried (Conversations). Indeed, Naylor projects her angst at the 

thought of old maidhood onto Roxanne‘s character, who although seems devoted to the marriage 

ideal in the extreme, is sadly closer to the norm than the exception. 

 According to the final Luther Nedeed, picking a wife as a successful Black man amongst 

lonely educated Black women is like taking candy from a baby—frightfully easy. When Luther 

describes how he methodically picks his wife at his tenth college reunion, it reaffirms the 

hopelessness of women like Roxanne ever ―marrying well.‖ After ten years of discovering that 

being independent and accomplished will not keep them warm at night, Luther pounces on these 

Black women whom he perceives as being desperate to find a mate by now. He coldly states: 

And tipping the scale at thirty, the only thing they envisioned for their future was 

dying alone. Marriage was a sigh of relief at that age. She had been a teacher, an 

accountant, a chemist—but now she could be a woman. And she‘d quickly forget 

the foolish dreams that she‘d had for a mate ten years ago. She was more than 
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willing to join the life and rhythms of almost any man—and for a man like 

himself, she‘d bend over backward. (68) 

Luther Nedeed‘s arrogance at considering that a woman could be fulfilled by making him the 

perfect brandy and soda before bed is sickening. Luther is not interested in a helpmate or partner 

in life; all he wants is someone whom he can control and who will bear his namesake. Luther 

claims that he does not ask much of a wife, but it appears he requires her very soul and what is 

left of her mind after toiling around a house all day with nothing to do. The Nedeed men only 

want women to be their silent puppets; just like with children, they are to be seen and not heard.  

 This rhetoric that enforces the idea that a woman must be married by the age of thirty or 

else something is wrong with her is both psychologically and emotionally damaging. Even 

Naylor herself admits to buying into this propaganda about thirty being the cut-off age for 

marrying within a respectable time frame. In an interview with Toni Morrison in Conversations 

with Gloria Naylor, Naylor states that she ―wasn‘t married that terribly long to know that there 

was a difference between B.M. and A.M.—‗before marriage‘ and ‗after marriage‘‖ (13).  After 

that, Morrison asks Naylor how old she was when she got married and her convoluted, yet 

stanchly traditional response is surprising:  

  Thirty. I was twenty-nine when he proposed. I was going to turn thirty in   

  January. Then he proposed over the telephone—long distance collect when I was 

  twenty-nine and eleven months old. I was making that twenty-nine to thirty  

  transition, saying to myself,  ‗Well, what have I done with my life? I better go on 

  and get married.‘ It was really fear. Do you know Marcia Gillespie? I met her  

  that November of 1979 because I sent Essence one of my short stories and her  

  secretary called me and set up a luncheon appointment—my first literary   

  luncheon. And she just sat down and said, ‗Sister, if you do anything, keep  

  writing.‘ And that scared me. And so his proposal coming on the heels of that  

  statement sort of gave me a way out of my fear. I didn‘t have to face the terror of 

  the dream I had lived with all my life coming true—that was untraveled terrain.  

  But marrying  somebody—anybody—was very traveled terrain, because I grew  

  up feeling somehow that that was how you made your definition. Although  

  Marcia had offered me the hope of another way to make a definition, his was  

  safe—it was conventional. (14) 
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Naylor‘s proposal over the telephone recalls Betty Shabazz‘s proposal over the pay phone from 

Malcolm X. Although neither sounds terribly romantic, the fact that Naylor‘s beau calls her 

collect to ask such an important question speaks volumes about his level of thoughtfulness and 

economic stability. In her categorization of B.M. and A.M., this brings to mind the designations, 

B.C. and A.D. It seems fitting that these abbreviations refer to ―before Christ‖ and ―after death.‖ 

It would appear that marriage fits somewhere inbetween these vast amounts of time. The fact that 

Naylor questions her vast potential and settles on marriage as some kind of consolation prize 

speaks harshly of how far people are willing to go to be ―normal.‖ To answer her rhetorical 

question about what she was doing with her life at that point, the answer is: writing a 

groundbreaking novel that would eventually win the American Book Award for a first novel. 

Surely this must be viewed as a far more worthy task than merely being some man‘s wife. I 

strongly disagree with Naylor‘s assessment that marriage is ―safe.‖ Her own personal life (which 

includes a divorce from this husband within the year) and characters like Laurel Dumont, the 

Tilson women, and all the Nedeed wives strongly suggest otherwise. Each of these characters, as 

well as their creator, discovers that there is nothing magical about getting married by thirty. 

There is no prize; one does not pass go and collect $200. The idea that a woman, especially one 

as talented as Naylor, would ever want to be defined by marriage rather than by her personal and 

professional triumphs is a staggering revelation. This complacent attitude towards marriage 

provides ripe pickings for conceited monsters like all five of the Luther Nedeeds to acquire and 

use women for their own selfish purposes.  

 Luther Nedeed punishes his wife by withholding companionship and affection out of fear 

that his impotency will be revealed. According to Larry Andrews‘s article, ―Black Sisterhood in 

Naylor‘s Novels,‖ ―Intuitively she begins to recognize Luther‘s perverted potency: like his 

forebears (sic), he exercises all his tenderness on making his dead women look alive, like 

satisfied lovers, yet he deadens his living wife‖ (293). This sardonic twist suggests that Luther 

avoids intimate contact with Willa because he is physically unable to satisfy her sexually. Luther 

is wedded to the idea of making corpses look like real woman, fashioned in his idea of beauty. In 

this way, Luther, the devil-like figure, plays God by creating images of women in his likeness. 

Luther might even love these dead ―perfect‖ women more than he loves his own wife. 
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 It seems quite ironic that the Linden tree, with its heart-shaped flowers, is the namesake 

of a community so devoid of love. According to Margaret Whitt in her book, Understanding 

Gloria Naylor, she writes:  

 In the Greek legend, Philemon and Baucis, the classical Phyrygian couple of 

 wedded love, were allowed by Zeus to die at the same moment, and their bodies 

 were changed to trees—Philemon became an oak, and Baucis, a linden tree. 

 According to the folklore of the linden tree, the qualities of a tender wife unite in 

 this tree—beauty, grace and simplicity, softness of manners, and an innocent 

 gaiety. In the spring, the tree is covered with a delicate greenness, emits an 

 enticing fragrance, and yields its blossoms to the visits of bees. The shade of the 

 linden tree is the place of gossip and romance. What constitutes an acceptable 

 wife in modern Linden Hills is more akin to the wife of legend than a capable, 

 independent woman. (60) 

This soft and gay woman that men like the Nedeed‘s desire is literally the stuff of folklore. 

Educated and accomplished women should never settle for simply being someone‘s doormat or 

trophy piece.  At the end of the novel, Naylor‘s fictional world of silent women who are trapped 

in the basement is destroyed. Naylor is calling for ―capable, independent women‖ to stand up 

and fight for their rightful place as helpmates, and not slaves to men.  

 Perhaps the most sobering moment in the novel is when Willa Prescott Nedeed reads 

Luwana Packerville‘s Bible and learns that Luwana was technically a slave who was owned by 

her husband. Luther has the manumission papers drawn up to free his son at the age of two, but 

never bothers to do the same for his wife. Luwana is too proud to ask for this simple, yet hugely 

important task because ―it is a small matter since I could go nowhere and would go nowhere—

this is my home‖ (119).  This desperate admission on Luwana‘s part is staggering. In the margins 

of her Bible she writes: ―Luther told me today that I have no rights to my son. He owns the child 

as he owns me . . . I thought in the name of decency my husband would have destroyed the 

evidence of my cursed bondage. . . O Blessed Savior, can it be that I have only exchanged one 

master for another? Can it be that the innocent scribbling I sought only to hide from a husband‘s 

amused contempt are now the diary of a slave?‖ (117) The sad irony of this situation is that 

Luwana wrote this journal entry in 1837. Willa Prescott Nedeed is reading these confessions 

over a century later; unfortunately, her condition is still that of a slave. Although Willa is legally 
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a citizen, she allows Luther to remand her and their son to the basement of their home to wither 

and die as if they are less human than slaves. In a way, Luwana‘s situation is preferable to 

Willa‘s. Even though Luwana has no legal rights to her son, she still can enjoy him and raise him 

as her own. Willa, on the other hand, is forced to watch her only son waste away in a cold, dark 

basement because of Luther‘s doubts about his paternity.  

 Locking a woman in the basement conjures up images and the cultural memory of 

slavery. Since the first Nedeed wife is legally a slave, and the subsequent wives are treated like 

slaves, Naylor highlights the lack of progress that has been made in terms of gender relations 

since slavery. With each dysfunctional relationship, Naylor portrays marriage as a broken 

institution that is designed to enslave and punish women. The fact that none of the marriages 

―work,‖ suggests Naylor‘s trepidation about the pervasiveness of heterosexuality being used as a 

weapon to perpetuate societal norms that are damaging to Black women‘s identity. It is the 

homosexual and homoerotic relationships between characters like David and Winston or Willie 

and Lester that appear to have the most potential for success. Willa finds comfort and 

empowerment through reading Luwana‘s testimony, but Laurel has no female predecessor from 

whom to find strength and encouragement. Laurel‘s feminist ideals literally become dead in the 

water. Like Helga, Laurel‘s demise is absolutely tied to the failure of domesticity to function as a 

woman‘s master narrative in life. 

 According to Rosamond Rosenmeier‘s article, ―Selling the ‗Mirror in Your Soul,‘‖ 

―Reading Luwana‘s inscription of the nightmare of her life finally releases ‗the flood‘ in Willa 

herself, ‗for all those silent mornings‘ she has spent with Luther and for her realization that, ‗if 

her life depended on it, the man she had lived with for the last six years wouldn‘t be able to tell 

the executioner‘ anything of her life—not even the unimportant details known by her beautician, 

grocer, and mailman‖ (LH, 125). This is a prime example of the devastating kind of sin that 

Naylor tackles in this novel that Sherley Anne Williams finds not worthy of Naylor‘s literary 

talent.  On the contrary, for a woman to share her bed with a man who does not know her 

favorite food or what kind of magazines she reads seems incalculably cruel and unfeeling. In this 

moment, Willa realizes that her partner in life is a stranger to her, and she to him. There are 

fewer sins greater than blatantly dishonoring a legal and sacred contract entered into with fear 

and reverence for, and ordained by God. The way the Nedeed men treat their wives openly 

disavows the marital contract and implies that they feel they are above the laws of God and man. 
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The Nedeed home must burn in the end—in atonement for fiercely mocking God and His intent 

for the blessed union between man and wife. 

 Religion plays a powerful role in this narrative as well. It is within the pages of Luwana 

Packerville Nedeed‘s Bible that Willa reads of the horrors she endured while married to Luther 

Nedeed. It is only after reading her scribblings and the cookbooks and photographs of the other 

wives that Willa begins to formulate a semblance of herself. In recognizing the previous wives‘ 

complete absence, Willa discovers herself both literally and figuratively. At the very end of the 

novel, the reader learns Willa‘s name as she discovers it again for herself. In an interview with 

Toni Morrison, Naylor explains how this process occurs: ―After she had dug up the remnants of 

the other Nedeed women, I created a way for her to see her own reflection in a pan of water 

because she had no self up until that moment. And when she realized that she had a face, then 

maybe she had other things going for her as well, and she could take her destiny in her own 

hands‖ (Andrews 294). Here, Naylor delivers her stinging indictment of marriage and the 

possible tragic results of seeking to define one‘s self within its limited confines. In an inversion 

of Gilbert and Gubar‘s reconstituted popular phrase, ―Mad Woman in the Attic,‖ which mainly 

refers to middle and upper class housewives in the nineteenth Century,  Willa becomes the crazy 

Black woman in the basement in the 20th Century.  

 Because of her abusive and punitive marriage to Luther Nedeed, Willa literally loses 

identity and becomes a phantom of her former self. The strong words of caution here warn 

against a woman completely allowing a man to control her life and destiny, as all of the Nedeed 

wives have done. Margaret Whitt proclaims: ―‗Her name was Willa Prescott Nedeed‘ (227), but 

the reader does not know this information until her twelfth appearance in, and near the end of, 

the novel‖ (102). Willa‘s late realization of her name represents her delayed awareness of self. 

This namelessness for most of the novel represents her absence as a significant character and as a 

wife. This phantom-like creature harkens back to Margaret Copeland in Alice Walker‘s The 

Third Life of Grange Copeland. Margaret is primarily viewed through the lens of wife and 

mother, just as Willa is solely identified as Mrs. Nedeed. The reader is several pages into the 

novel before Margaret‘s name is revealed. Her young son makes this painful observation: ―His 

mother agreed with his father whenever possible. And though he was only ten Brownfield 

wondered about this. He thought his mother was like their dog in some ways. She didn‘t have a 

thing to say that did not in some way show her submission to his father‖ (Walker 6). In this way, 
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Naylor‘s work signifies on Walker‘s, who is another Black female writer who is invested in 

critiquing marriage as a site of degradation and anonymity for Black women. Maxine 

Montgomery levels a daunting task at the meek housewife, Willa: ―As the last woman in the 

Nedeed clan, Willa is to dismantle the master‘s house of patriarchal privilege and thereby disrupt 

the aristocratic ideology governing life in Linden Hills‖ (22). Armed with the knowledge of all 

the Nedeed wives before her, Willa gathers her strength and resolve from their stories. Willa‘s 

ability to finally stand up to Luther Nedeed pays homage to the wives who struggled before her. 

The combined life forces of their stories gives Willa the strength to reclaim her life and ascend 

those steps. As Barbara Christian notes in her essay, ―Gloria Naylor‘s Geography,‖ ―Naylor does 

not so much give us solutions as she uses her knowledge of Afro-American women‘s literature to 

show how complex the conditions of powerless groups are‖ (374). Naylor uses the literature of 

all the Black female writers before her to construct her characters reality. The Nedeed wives and 

the Copeland women in Walker‘s text allow their identities to be erased by their husbands in the 

same way that Helga does in Quicksand. In an ironic way, being married is what takes away their 

individual agency as women. 

 A recurrent theme in this novel is women ruining their lives either in the pursuit of 

marriage (like Roxanne Tilson), within a marriage (like all the Nedeed wives), or in the 

aftermath of a failed marriage (like Laurel Dumont). Rosenmeier accurately asserts that:  

 Although Willa is not, like the nineteenth-century Luwana, literally a slave, she 

 recognizes that she too had unsuccessfully sought a kind of freedom through her 

 marriage to Luther. The freedom Willa wanted was freedom from being an 

 unmarried woman of 30 and from the social stigmatism associated with that 

 status. Taught to believe that something must be ‗wrong with you if no one‘s 

 wanted you by now,‘ Willa was ‗free to marry a man that she didn‘t love because 

 there was no question of asking for love in return. It had been enough that he 

 needed her‘ (LH, 117). 

All for the sake of being needed, Willa gives up her entire identity and remains in a loveless 

marriage for the sake of not becoming a spinster. With Willa‘s character, Naylor strongly 

cautions against marrying because ―it‘s time‖ or because one is approaching old maidhood. 

Indeed, it ought to be a sin to enter into a marriage with no intentions of love being given or 

returned. Naylor paints this graphic image of a woman and her child being totally destroyed just 
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so Luther Nedeed can ―teach her a lesson.‖ Naylor wants the reader to (re) consider the absurdity 

of society putting a clock on something as natural and organic as love and marriage. Marriage 

cannot be an artificial space where love and devotion hover in the margins or on the sidelines. 

The new direction that marriage must take, according to Naylor, is one in which two partners 

approach the situation reverently and thoughtfully, and out of true love and respect for one 

another.  

 In a fascinating reading of Plato‘s cave, one that is not male-oriented or derived, 

Margaret Homans writes an interesting critique entitled, ―The Woman in the Cave.‖ In reference 

to Willa Prescott Nedeed‘s both absence and presence in the novel, Homans comments on the 

ways in which absurd class consciousness contributes to the undoing of the Nedeed wives, and 

several other women in the novel too for that matter. Homans writes: 

 An absence that is present, tangible, is a ghost: these enslaved women fuel the 

 machine for making middle-class black people into phantoms, and then they 

 themselves become part of the production. Plato‘s cave, too, is a machine for 

 producing phantomlike replicas, and according to Irigaray‘s reading of it, this 

 replication depends (as in Virgil and in Naylor‘s revisionary underworld) on the 

 appropriation and repression of women‘s bodies. (160) 

It is in fact true that the Nedeed men depend on the subjugation of women in order to reproduce 

their heirs. While in the basement, Willa does in indeed become a ghost of herself, a mere 

phantom of the woman she used to be. While she is locked away, Willa‘s only child dies, so she 

is no longer a mother; her husband abandons her, so she is no longer a wife; and as a result, she 

retreats inward—which is the only place she can go. Because of her initial fear of being thirty 

and single, Willa marries a monster and becomes a prisoner in her own home. This gothic 

element of Naylor‘s fictional underworld harkens back to the sinister world of Mary Shelley‘s 

Frankenstein.  

 In the basement, which was the first Luther Nedeed‘s morgue, Willa is surrounded by 

instruments and chemicals used in the embalming of bodies. Like Victor Frankenstein, Luther 

Nedeed enjoys making dead bodies into his vision of what they should look like. Luther says: 

―With the proper touch, you could work miracles . . . it took gentleness and care to turn what was 

under your hands into a woman.‖  This statement is Luther‘s second announcement that 

somehow a woman is not fully formed without the care of a man. Earlier in the text, Luther states 
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that a woman is not fully a woman until she marries and essentially becomes the slave of her 

husband. Now, he states that a woman is not truly beautiful and cannot rest in peace without his 

male touch making her over. Luther‘s arrogance further confirms Homans‘s hypothesis that the 

phantoms of human beings that the Nedeed wives become relegates them as part and parcel of 

the very machinations that conspire to ruin them.  

  It is difficult to find examples of emotionally whole and spiritually healthy women in 

Linden Hills. Many of the women‘s lives appear to be ruled by and/or ruined by men. However, 

in a surprising twist, the novel‘s guides, Willie and Lester, are presented as a positive and 

refreshing coupling. Although both men are heterosexual and they do not become sexually 

involved with one another, they do share a very intimate relationship that is based on mutual 

interests and real friendship. In Helen Levy‘s article, ―Lead on with Light,‖ she argues that: 

―Willie and Lester share the most intense and sensitive relationship in the book. They bring to 

each other their dreams and their fears, together they seek a definition of manhood that will 

defeat the sterility and calculations of the personal relationships they see on Tupelo Drive‖ (271). 

Although not married, at least these two know enough about one another to give the eulogy at the 

other‘s funeral, unlike the married couples they observe in Linden Hills. After Winston and 

Cassandra‘s sham of a wedding, the male friends reflect on what they just witnessed. Willie tells 

Lester, ―God, we might as well have been married as much time as we‘ve spent together, and 

Lester replies with, ―That‘s no lie. The only thing we didn‘t do is sleep together,‖ which is ironic 

considering the wedding they just attended is that of a gay man. Winston, in fact, may never 

sleep with Cassandra either, other than the obligatory time when they must conceive a child to 

inherit their home on Tupelo Drive. ―Gates points out, however, that ‗Lester misstates the facts; 

the two boys spend the night before the wedding sleeping in the same bed, and Lester complains 

to his friend in the morning, ‗You hugging me worse than  a woman‘‖ (Costino 49-50). Although 

Lester‘s comment is meant to be a joke, it calls attention to the lack of intimacy in all of the other 

marriages in Linden Hills. There is no mention of Laurel Dumont‘s husband or any of the 

Nedeed husbands holding their wives tightly. In an interesting inversion, Willie and Lester‘s 

homoerotic relationship provides the model for what a healthy coupling should look like. Like 

the basis of any solid marriage, they are friends first and actually enjoy spending time together.  

 Willie and Lester have a bird‘s eye view of how not to behave and what actually makes 

people happy. With their characters, Naylor is suggesting a radical revisioning of the marriage 
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plot.   This is not to say that Naylor is suggesting that men should actually marry other men, as 

the two boys jokingly posit, but it is to say that Willie and Lester can provide a positive model 

for the future of successful coupling in Black women‘s literature. If  men can mold themselves 

into emotionally whole and giving individuals to their friends first, then this can provide a 

healthy model for the kind of men they will need to be with their spouses. Indeed, the 

commitment that Willie and Lester show each other as business partners seems easily adaptable 

to their future relationships with women. In the novel‘s final paragraph it states: ―Each with his 

own thoughts, they approached the chain fence . . . Hand anchored to hand, one helped the other 

to scale the open links‖ (304). This closing image of unity and bonding between men suggests a 

hopeful future for the younger residents of Linden Hills. That Willie and Lester end the novel 

united amidst tragic circumstance gives the reader hope that if their bond can survive after 

witnessing unspeakable horror, so can that of others. Even though the novel ends in death, Willie 

and Lester‘s enduring homoerotic relationship remains unscathed through all the tragedy. Again, 

the strength and longevity of their friendship speaks to the paradigm shift in the way Black 

women novelists portray marriage. According to Naylor‘s representation, heterosexual coupling 

is a doomed endeavor because of man‘s need to control his wife. Since Willie and Lester are 

both men, neither one of them are the de facto lesser partner because of their gender.  

 Naylor‘s novel is groundbreaking in that it tackles issues in the Black community that 

were by and large previously swept under the rug. Naylor, along with Alice Walker, Toni 

Morrison, and a handful of other Black female writers, are interested in highlighting the dangers 

that lurk within the confines of domesticity for Black women. Although Naylor and Walker were 

heavily ridiculed for demeaning the Black man while simultaneously attempting to show the 

truths of the struggles of the Black woman, their work should be celebrated rather than 

condemned. ―To present the women‘s struggles should in no way, according to Naylor, be 

construed as an assault on Black men. This argument coincides seamlessly with Naylor‘s focus 

on transcendence. Just as Naylor resists all attempts at fixity, she rejects the ‗either-or‘ premise 

that to highlight the black woman‘s pain automatically denigrates the black man‖ (Wilson 26). 

The practice of minimizing or avoiding the cruelty that exists within some marriages is over and 

done with, as is avoiding the severe limitations of the domestic sphere in general. While some 

readers may criticize Naylor for airing the Black community‘s dirty laundry, I for one, am 

excited by the prospect that writers like Naylor are brave enough to put it all on the (clothes) 
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line. Because after all, as Dr. Maxine Montgomery notes in her essay, ―Good Housekeeping: 

Domestic Ritual in Gloria Naylor‘s Fiction,‖ ―The Nedeed wives are little more than their 

husbands‘ servants, and the Sisyphean housekeeping tasks the women carry out place them in a 

hell-like state that is even more debilitating than that which the residents of Brewster Place 

experience‖ (60). Indeed, it is ironic that the rich residents of Linden Hills are far more 

psychologically damaged and emotionally void than the poverty-stricken residents of Brewster 

Place. In clear reference to the women tearing the wall down at the end of Naylor‘s first novel, 

Willa tears down the walls of the five generation Nedeed dynasty by finally rising from the 

basement and reclaiming her identity as a person first, and then wife second.  

 Naylor and the other three Black female novelists in this study each grapple with the 

same issue, which is how to realistically portray their heroines‘ search for identity without 

trivializing the journey. At the end of each novel (except Third Life), the heroines are destroyed. 

In Linden Hills, Willa finally realizes that her identity consists of far more than merely that of a 

helpless spouse. Unlike the Nedeed wives before her, Willa gathers the resolve the fight back 

against the tyranny of Luther Nedeed. That both she and her husband perish in a fire almost 

immediately following this revelation suggests that there are dire consequences for women who 

rally against the status quo. Willa‘s standing up for herself costs her her life.  

 Naylor‘s marriage plot is similar to Larsen‘s in that they both chose educated women as 

their heroines.  Helga and the Nedeed wives also share an intense need for respectability and 

legitimacy, which stems from their ancestry of the slave tradition. Where Naylor‘s novel revises 

Larsen‘s marriage plot lies in her representation of alternative means of coupling.  Willie and 

Lester‘s homoerotic relationship is presented as a viable alternative to the compulsory 

heterosexuality that dominates the novel. Also, Naylor explores the reality of many gay men who 

choose to marry women rather than face ridicule from their communities for openly living as gay 

men. Winston and Cassandra‘s marriage is carefully displayed as a farce; Winston and David are 

clearly the ones who are truly in love.  

 In the end, Linden Hills must literally burn to the ground to make room for different 

marital paradigms to emerge. With the Nedeed dynasty dismantled, the strict gender roles that 

the residents previously were bound by are suddenly non-existent. Perhaps characters like David 

and Winston can find the courage to openly be together, or maybe Willie and Lester will finally 

turn their homoerotic relationship into a physical one. Larsen could not have openly written 
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about such boldly progressive sexual  politics, but she certainly laid the foundation for Naylor to 

do so.  
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CONCLUSION 

 In Virginia Woolf‘s  A Room of One’s Own, she states that ―For books continue each 

other, in spite of our habit of judging them separately.‖ The purpose of this project was to show 

how Black women writers works are constantly in conversation with one another, even when one 

author claims to have never read the author that their work seems to be in conversation with.. For 

example, Toni Morrison claims to never have read the work of Zora Neale Hurston (except for 

one of her short stories) before she published her first novel: ―Because the fact that I had never 

read Zora Neale Hurston and wrote The Bluest Eye and Sula anyway means that the tradition 

really exists‖ (Morrison 34-5). This finding suggests an inherent connection between Black 

women writers that is visceral and organic, born out of a communal past of struggles that are 

particular to Black women. As Barbara Smith notes in Toward a Black Feminist Criticism, 

―Black women writers manifest common approaches to the art of creating literature as a direct 

result of the specific political, social, and economic experience they have been obliged to share.‖ 

Indeed, Black women novelists‘ texts speak to one another in a way that reinforces the ancient 

oral traditions that reside in the racial memory of African-Americans. Specifically, this study 

shows how West, Walker, and Naylor‘s marriage plots are revisions of Larsen‘s master marriage 

narrative. 

 This project represents a trajectory of Black women authors whose texts were all 

published in the 20th Century. By using a text from the early 20th Century  like Quicksand, and 

then ending with a text from the end of the century like Linden Hills, my aim was to show how 

portrayals of marriage have evolved over the roughly hundred year span. These four novels 

follow the Black women‘s literary tradition that includes Frances Harper‘s post-Reconstruction 

novel, Iola Leroy. In this novel, marriage is portrayed as a necessary tool to legitimize the Black 

family as a legal social unit. In the decades immediately following slavery, being able to legally 

marry was the primary signifier of freedom. However, with each passing decade, the 

circumstances surrounding Black marriage begins to evolve. By the time Quicksand  is published 

in the late 1920‘s, historically Black colleges and universities are established, thereby forming 

the basis for America‘s first generation of a Black middle class. WWI is over and droves of 

Blacks are migrating from an economically and racially oppressed South to what they believe 

will be a more progressive North.  The Jazz Age of the Roaring Twenties, the ending of WWI,  
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and the founding of H.B.C.U.‘s all combined to create the perfect backdrop for a cosmopolitan 

character like Helga Crane to emerge.  

 Nella Larsen‘s Quicksand (1928) is one of the first novels by a Black woman that 

unabashedly portrays the devastatingly dark depths of domesticity. Larsen portrays marriage and 

motherhood as death for Helga Crane, which is a tragic end for what was once such a vibrant 

life. This study also addresses why Larsen delivers such a harsh indictment of women like Helga 

who so easily slip into the murky waters of perpetual maternity. Larsen weaves her narrative in 

such a way that causes Helga to suffer a slow and calculating degrading death. By the end of the 

novel, even the illiterate female members of her husband‘s church take grave pity on her. That 

Helga allows nightly sex with her husband (whom she can barely stand the sight of with his dirty 

finger nails) to become the highlight of her day, flies in the face of the independent woman 

Larsen envisions an educated woman like Helga can be. Helga blindly loses herself in love for 

two reasons: first, she foolishly believes that a woman should get married and bear children 

simply because society says so; and secondly, she becomes infatuated by sex with the preacher 

and decides she must marry him at once. Larsen‘s novel strongly warns against jumping into a 

marriage hastily and allowing oneself to be caught up in the rapture of sex, even within the 

―safe‖ confines of marriage. As Deborah McDowell notes in ―The Changing Same:‖  

  Both Quicksand and Passing are poised between the tensions and conflicts that  

  are Western culture‘s stock ambivalences about female sexuality: Lady/Jezebel or 

  virgin/whore. Larsen sees and indicts the sources of this ambivalence: the network 

  of social institutions—education, marriage, and religion, among the most   

  prominent—all interacting with each other to strangle and control the sexual  

  expression of women. But, like her heroine Helga, Larsen could ‗neither conform  

  nor be happy in her conformity‘ (7). (94) 

As an educated woman teaching at an all-Black school, modeled after Booker T. Washington‘s 

Tuskegee Institute, Helga is first pressured into marriage by James Vayle, a fellow teacher whose 

parents belong to one of the South‘s ―first families‖ who are firmly rooted in DuBois‘s ideology 

of the Talented Tenth.  

 Much later in the novel, on a cold and rainy night, Helga becomes infatuated by religion 

and marriage at the same time after stumbling into a storefront church‘s revival. It is fitting that 

Helga wears a red dress during this encounter, and one of the female congregants calls her a ―po‘ 
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los‘ jezebel.‖ Helga remains on the side of virgin for most of the novel, but once she has a one-

night stand with Reverend Pleasant Green, she believes that marrying him will absolve her of her 

sin. This narrative is what Bone finds so troubling. Larsen‘s tone of reproach is so remarkable 

because Helga chooses the man who seems least suited for her. Allowing sex guide her decision 

to marry the preacher also reflects these ―tensions and conflicts that are Western culture‘s stock 

ambivalences‖ that McDowell describes. As Ann duCille notes in The Coupling Convention, 

―The novels of Fauset [and] Larsen . . . rewrite the revisionist, political projects of their 

predecessors . . . [by making marriage] the symbol of material achievement [and] as such    . . . 

the focal point of . . . biting critiques of bourgeois black society and so-called middle class 

values‖ (87). For Helga Crane, she leaves behind her world of fancy clothes and living abroad to 

live as a peasant in the South. Helga abandons her middle class values and her life still ends up in 

ruins.  

 Additionally, the fact that Helga realizes on her deathbed that she really loves Dr. 

Anderson and should have married him speaks volumes about the dangers of unrequited love. 

Larsen‘s text can certainly be read as a marriage protest novel because it strongly cautions 

against marriage for the wrong reasons, like lust (in the case of Rev. Pleasant Green) and money 

(in the case of Axel Olson). During this time in American history, one generation removed from 

the end of slavery, marriage and voting are the primary signifiers of freedom; therefore, 

Quicksand warns against casting one‘s ballot too hastily, whether the candidate is a potential 

mate or a politician. Marriage for Blacks in the early 20th Century is highly political in nature. 

As McDowell notes in her essay, ―The ‗Nameless . . . Shameful Impulse,‘‖ In Quicksand, Larsen 

stakes her exploration of female sexuality in the narrative zone that women writers have 

traditionally used: within the genre of the romance in which sex for women is enacted and 

legitimated within marriage and harnessed to motherhood‖ (87). Unfortunately for Helga, this 

―harnessing‖ leads to extreme depression and eventual obliteration. A few decades later, Dorothy 

West‘s heroine, Cleo Judson, takes a different approach towards legitimating sex. 

 In West‘s novel, The Living is Easy (1948), Cleo clearly perceives sex with her husband 

as a means for him to both gain and maintain control over her body. Unlike Helga who is totally 

enraptured by her nights spent with her husband, Cleo goes five years without sleeping with her 

husband for the first and seemingly only time, solely for the purpose of conceiving a child. 

West‘s depiction of marriage as a calculated business decision is indicative of the time and place 
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of her novel. The Living is Easy is also a migration novel that begins with Cleo‘s youth in the 

South and concludes with her adult life in the North in the early 1900‘s. ―As the wife of Bart 

Judson, the wealthiest Black man in Boston, Cleo is cold, hostile and manipulative‖ (9). Not only 

is Cleo cold in the bedroom, but she is also cold and unfeeling in other rooms of the house as 

well. Her young nieces and nephews are afraid to laugh and giggle around her. According to 

Sharon Jones in her chapter entitled, ―A Closet Revolutionary:‖ ―The novel ends tragically, with 

Bart Judson as a broken-down man victimized by racism and classism as well as his wife Cleo, 

whose gross materialism and lack of love for her husband create an empty marriage‖ (139).  

With Bart‘s sudden departure at the end of the novel, the reader is left to consider the fact that 

had Cleo really been a helpmate to Bart, rather than viewing that as being a ―man‘s slave,‖ they 

might have been a better financial situation that could have allowed Bart to restart his business in 

Boston, instead of him having to relocate to New York.  

 Cleo‘s character warns against several issues pertaining to marriage. West admonishes 

her readers not to marry solely for the sake of money because as we see with the Judson 

marriage, as well as Simeon‘s marriage to the Duchess, wealth does not always preclude a happy 

ending. Also, perhaps the most flagrant admonishment to the reader reveals the danger in 

allowing other people to interfere in their marriage. Each of Cleo‘s three sisters has a happy, 

healthy marriage until Cleo lures them away from their husbands one by one and forces them to 

become solely dependent upon her for emotional and financial support. West‘s novel shows that 

―the living still isn‘t easy‖ for wealthy Blacks in Boston in the early part of the 20th Century. 

Easy living, according to West, is having old money and access to lines of credit that will enable 

a business man like Bart to keep his business afloat, despite war and a harsh economy. Easy 

living for Bart is having a wife who adores him and is willing to show it by making love to him 

and trying to produce the male heir he so desperately desires. West‘s novel boldly asserts that 

―easy living‖ is nothing but an illusion for people of color, regardless of how much money they 

have. West‘s text sends a huge cautionary warning about the many pitfalls of marriage, which 

can be financial, personal, or otherwise. The fact that none of the six marriages that are presented 

in great depth survives, suggests West‘s deep distrust that a marriage can survive amongst 

Blacks, even in fair circumstances. ―Through Cleo, West seems to suggest that marriage should 

not be a woman‘s major goal in life (Wade-Gayles 141)‖ (Barnes 105). 



89 
 

 Whereas Larsen depicts marriage as a tool to repress women through marriage and 

sexuality, ―West depicts the institution as an instrument in the repression of women‖ in general 

(Wilks 198). Through the Duchess‘s marriage to Simeon Binney for his ―respectable‖ name, 

West presents another terrible reason to wed. To make matters worse, the Duchess will not 

consummate their marriage because they did not have a Catholic wedding. As McDowell 

suggests, religion and marriage are but a few of the social institutions that can lead to the 

downfall of married women. The Duchess dies a young death of a broken heart because their 

marriage is not built on a foundation of love and respect.  This glaring lack of love and respect 

within a marriage is also evident in Alice Walker‘s The Third Life of Grange Copeland. 

 While this study focuses on the courtship phase of marriage within the The Third Life of 

Grange Copeland (1970), this novel published two decades after The Living is Easy, shows a 

definite progression in the harshness of the portrayal of marriage for Black women. Unlike 

Cleo‘s debatable ―easy living‖ up North, Walker‘s characters are crushed by the grueling effects 

of racism, sexism, and classism in the South. Walker‘s men are beaten down by sharecropping 

and harsh, unfair treatment by white men; as a result, they take out their anger and frustrations on 

the only people they have control over—their wives and children. The narrative of Brownfield 

and Mem Copeland is so shocking and compelling that the details of this pathological brutality 

can only artfully and accurately be described by a Black woman. In Helen Levy‘s essay, ―Lead 

on with Light,‖ she notes: ―The use of Black women‘s language and cultural experience in books 

by Black women about Black women results in a miraculously rich coalescing of form and 

content and also takes their writing far beyond the confines of white/male literary 

structures‖(281). In The Third Life of Grange Copeland, Walker writes about the abuse and 

victimization of Margaret and Mem Copeland with an intimate awareness of the true grit that 

forms the basis for these characters. Walker‘s parents were sharecroppers, so she is familiar with 

the devastating economic effects that kind of system can have on a family. Walker accurately 

displays sharecropping as one step up from slavery, and realistically shows how it can damage 

the fabric of a family, both socially and economically.   

 When Margaret Copeland finally kills herself because she can no longer handle her 

husband‘s harsh treatment and flagrant infidelities, the reader thinks that the worst has passed. 

But later on in the novel, Margaret‘s son, Brownfield, treats his wife like a mule and eventually 

shoots her in the face in front of their three children. All of this seemingly psychotic behavior 
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occurs within the confines of marriage. Walker‘s novel suggests that for poor Blacks in the 

South, marriage cannot be the sacred union God intended it to be. When men are stripped of their 

masculinity and ability to provide for their families, when mothers bodies are offered in 

exchange to help pay off debt, there can be no sanctity in marriage. This generation of 

sharecropping victims must literally die out in order for healthy relationships to emerge. 

 Near the end of the novel, Grange develops a loving and caring relationship with his 

granddaughter, Ruth. They are like two peas in a pod; they spend so much time together that 

Grange‘s wife becomes jealous of their relationship. In an intense showdown, Grange shoots his 

only son, Brownfield, in order to protect Ruth. Unlike her mother, Ruth does not embody 

Walker‘s ―mule of the world‖ archetype. Ruth is smart, has money, a bankbook, and a farm 

(thanks to Grange), as well as the opportunity to go North and get an education. With her mother, 

father, and grandfather dead, Ruth represents the dawn of a new generation and her future is 

hopeful. She likely will not suffer the repercussions of such brute masculinity as a result of 

sharecropping the way her mother did. When Ruth is a young woman, the Civil Rights 

movement is in full swing. Ruth can fight for her rights as a woman and as a citizen of the 

United States, who is entitled to due process and equal protection under the law. Through 

Grange‘s loving and tender example, Ruth knows how a man is supposed to treat a woman, 

which is with the same warmth and tenderness that Grange shows her.  

 In addition to Ruth‘s character, two young civil rights activists show up at Grange‘s farm, 

asking him to sign a petition for voting rights in their county. This young couple shares a loving 

and seemingly equitable partnership. Again, with these characters, it appears that this younger 

generation has a fighting chance at having healthy marriages. The old regime of pain and poverty 

literally dies out with Grange and Brownfield so that a new order can emerge. Although 

Walker‘s novel opens with a grim portrayal of Margaret‘s marriage, with a ten-year-old 

Brownfield stating that his mother (Margaret) was ―like their dog in some ways,‖ she does offer 

a glimmer of hope at the end of the novel with a young generation of Black men and women who 

know how to treat one another, who are not economically depressed, and have had healthy 

models of how relationships between men and women should work.   

 In Gloria Naylor‘s Linden Hills, she provides a new direction for the future of Black 

women‘s novels. ―Barbara Christian in Black Women Novelists: The Development of a Tradition 

argues that central within the tradition of Black women writers is a reworking of the racist 
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stereotypes about black women‖ (Barnes 108). Because almost all of the Black female characters 

in Naylor‘s novel are the middle and upper class residents of Linden Hills, the typical stereotypes 

of jezebel, Aunt Jemima, or Sapphire are blatantly absent. The lone exception to this rule is when 

Luther Nedeed banishes Willa to the basement of their home because he thinks she has been 

unfaithful since their son is fair -skinned and he is not. Here, Luther uses the virgin-whore 

dichotomy as an excuse to punish his wife. Initially, she is viewed as pure and chaste. As 

Luther‘s wife, she sits higher on the pedestal than any other wife in Linden Hills. Willa and her 

predecessors are firmly entrenched in the ideology of the cult of true womanhood. Given Willa‘s 

purity and devotion to Luther, it seems absurd that Luther would doubt his wife‘s commitment to 

their marriage. Luther chooses to ignore the real culprit here, which is the haunting legacy of 

slavery. Their son is fair-skinned because his female ancestors were raped by slave masters or 

any other White men who felt so inclined. Not only is Willa treated like a slave and domestic 

servant, but she is also unfairly punished for the actions of people whom she never met. Willa‘s 

reward for remaining chaste within a marriage until she bears her husband the son he desires is 

banishment and being forced to watch her only son die in her arms. This version of the marriage 

plot suggests that Willa is trapped by the legacy of slavery and further imprisoned within the 

walls of matrimony by her husband. Death is the only escape for her, just like Helga. That Willa 

and Helga are educated and attractive women does not save them, nor does it equip them to 

survive the brutal reality of patriarchy. It is striking that in the sixty years between the 

publication dates of Quicksand and Linden Hills, the fate of Black married women has not 

changed. Despite the efforts of feminists and womanists alike, the portrayal of the Black heroine 

is still tragic. Unlike the Reverend, Willa‘s husband has money, property, and status. As Naylor 

shows, class has nothing to do with the far more powerful force of gender oppression.  

  By and large, the Black women of Linden Hills are well-educated and very successful 

professionally. This new direction that Naylor suggests is one in which the residents do not have 

to ―sell their souls‖ to the devil (a.k.a. Luther Nedeed) in order to acquire an address on Tupelo 

Drive. The female characters must rally fiercely against the strong patriarchal control of the 

Nedeed dynasty. The marriages on the hill are fake and transparent; no one is happy, yet no one 

complains. There is always room on Tupelo Drive, yet no one wonders why. The wives of 

Linden Hills are reminiscent of Stepford wives who are mere machines, taught to think and act in 

accordance with behavior that strictly supports the patriarchal system that oppresses them. 
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 On the last page of the novel, Willie and Lester climb the fence and trot off into the 

sunset with vast possibilities ahead of them. They have witnessed the dangers that lurk beneath 

the capitalistic brute patriarchy in Linden Hills. The reader is hopeful that Willie and Lester will 

choose a different path for their own lives. Willie is strangely connected to Willa in that they 

almost share a name, but also because Willie is the one who rescues Willa from the basement. 

While looking for Christmas decorations to hang on the tree in the Nedeed home, Willie 

accidentally unlocks the door to the basement that allows Willa to finally be free. Willie literally 

and figuratively helps Willa reclaim her freedom. Willie also witnesses Laurel Dumont jump into 

an empty pool to her death. Willie appears to be the tie that binds these disenfranchised women‘s 

stories. That Willie and Lester survive their week in Linden Hills whole, suggests that Naylor‘s 

text shares similar concerns with Walker‘s. In The Third Life of Grange Copeland, Grange is 

adamant that Ruth survive whole, which is a basic tenant of Alice Walker‘s global feminism, 

which is termed womanism. The characters of Willie and Lester remain whole as Ruth does, and 

represent a new generation of residents. Just as the old regime of poverty and sharecropping dies 

out with Grange and Brownfield, so too does the old regime of corruption die out with the 

burning of the Nedeed home. Fresh blood, like Willie and Lester, are required to fulfill Walker‘s 

womanist vision of equality in the world. 

 Each of the four novels presented in this study are remarkable in their treatment of 

marriage and its possible detriment to Black women. Larsen portrays marriage and motherhood 

as a slow and certain death. West warns against marriages based on financial and social gains, 

for surely they will fade if not nurtured with love and respect. Walker‘s indictment of marriage 

comingles racism and classism in a way that is very specific to the South, and provides a stark 

contrast to West‘s bourgeoisie Northern ideals. Finally, Naylor adamantly rails against loveless 

marriages and domineering tyrants who seek to enslave their wives with patriarchal control. 

 Black women novelists consistently portray marriage as a problematic social contract. 

For most Black women, the cons far outweigh the pros. Marriage is a dangerous estate for 

women of color whether they are educated like Laurel Dumont or uneducated like Cleo Judson. 

As these novels show, having an education does not bar one from the torments of poverty and 

marital slavery. Mem Copeland is an educated school teacher who allows an illiterate Brownfield 

to systematically erase her formal education so she can begin to talk like ―the rest of us po‘ 

niggers.‖ Helga Crane, also a schoolteacher who becomes bored with her rigid existence, lives an 
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international life for a while in Copenhagen, but becomes disillusioned by the lack of cultural 

vibrancy that an area like Harlem has to offer. In time, she too abandons her formal education to 

become the wife of a poor southern preacher and has five children in as many years. What might 

have happened if Mem had married that fellow teacher who she courts before marrying 

Brownfield, or if Helga had married Dr. Anderson?  Both of them might well have survived 

whole and not been victims of repressive social institutions like religion. ―As Calvin Hernton 

notes, black women writers must cross a sexual mountain, for ‗the world of black literature in the 

United States has been a world of black men‘s literature‘‖ (Levy 265). In response to this 

traditional omission from the canon, Black women writers like Larsen, West, Walker, Naylor, 

and others are traversing this ―sexual mountain‖ in a way that highlights the pitfalls of marriage 

and maternity and cautions against hasty or petty rationales for coupling. The marriage plot as a 

convention has evolved drastically over time. Whether the reasons are financial, social, or 

otherwise, these four Black women writers seem to collectively agree that marriage almost never 

ends in ―the happily ever after‖ that girls are taught in fairy tales. There are no Prince Charmings 

to be found in these four novels. Perhaps a new generation of Black female writers can explore 

this pathology more closely and provide some realistic alternatives to Brownfield Copeland and 

Luther Nedeed. Both of these monsters perish at the end of their respective novels in order for a 

new breed of respectful men like Willie and Lester to emerge and learn how to treat women with 

love and respect.  What is blatantly obvious from this corpus of Black women novelists is 

mirrored in Hortense Spillers‘s assessment of their current state in  the literary canon: ―The 

community of black women writing in the United States now can be regarded as a vivid new fact 

of national life‖ (Gates 3). 
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