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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis examines male characters in five primary texts: The Women of Brewster 

Place, Linden Hills, Mama Day, Bailey’s Café, and The Men of Brewster Place, engaging 

theorists like bell hooks, James King, and Lawrence Hogue in a discussion of black masculinity.  

It explores Naylor‘s map of how black men could theoretically go from a place of bondage to a 

place of freedom.  Through the characters in her works, Naylor moves away from males who 

embrace a masculine ideal, from the essentialist roles of Western society, toward a polycentric 

ideal.  Naylor believes a space should exist where all men, regardless of the lifestyle/gender 

definition they choose, are considered equal and where each man has the ability to define who he 

is.  She presents a continuum on which her black male characters go from the confining roles of 

white society to a place where they can determine their own identities.   

In this progression, time and place also play a critical role in the journey from 

imprisonment to liberation.  Naylor‘s male characters‘ mindsets about masculinity reflect the 

setting they allow to influence them most, whether that is the South, the city, or a place that 

exists metaphysically, a place that presently does not exist.  As the setting for her male characters 

change, and the mindsets that they are influenced by change, from those places that are historical 

sites of bondage for black people to those that offer liberation, Naylor‘s male characters 

experience more freedom.  Though this does not prove true for all her male characters and 

exceptions do occur, one can see the connection Naylor makes between setting and freedom.  

Through her male characters, Naylor highlights a possible road to solving what she perceives as 

the problem of black male identity.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 

―I‘m a man—right, Max?  I‘m a man‖  

--Gloria Naylor, The Men of Brewster Place 

The fight for manhood has been an elusive one for most black men.  Since his entrance 

into America, it seems that the black man has been fighting for a definition of manhood that fits 

his reality.   Naylor addresses the black man‟s search for identity within her works. This thesis 

examines male characters in five primary texts: The Women of Brewster Place, Linden Hills, 

Mama Day, Bailey’s Cafe, and The Men of Brewster Place.  I will explore Naylor‘s 

representation of how black men could go from a place of bondage to a place of freedom.  I will 

use the ideas posited by patriarchal masculinity to frame my study showing how men move from 

imprisonment to freedom as they throw off the chains of this type of masculinity.  

The importance Naylor places on identity is the primary catalyst for this study. In an 

early conversation with Toni Morrison and in an interview with Kay Bonetti, for instance, we see 

that Naylor asks her characters and people in general to address the question, ―Who…am I?‖  In 

an interview with Charles H. Rowell, she also talks about her sense of self and how writing plays 

into that.  Her work focuses on identity and self-definition as most of her characters—both male 

and female—seek to free themselves from the negative, controlling images of white society.  

Because Naylor goes to great lengths to create a woman-centered reality, critics have given much 

attention to her female characters‘ search for identity and less attention to what she has to say 

about the black male.   

Though significantly less work has been done, scholars have addressed black masculinity 

and identity in Naylor‘s novels.  R. Mark Hall explores black masculinity in Mama Day, noting 

Naylor‘s efforts to create ―an assortment of male characters who reflect a vast complexity of 

existence,‖ asserting that Naylor presents these men as good nor bad, but a combination of both 

(79).  In his article, ―The Dream Defined,‖ William Nash discusses the ―identity reconstruction 

process‖ in the characters of Bailey, Miss Maple, and Eve and how these characters seek to 

redefine ―the ‗American dream‘‖ in Bailey’s Café (212).  With his discussion of Miss Maple, he 

takes a more in depth look at black manhood and how Miss Maple creates himself outside of the 

norms of white society.  Charles E. Wilson explores issues related to manhood in both Brewster 

Place novels in his work Gloria Naylor: A Critical Companion.  In ―Constructing Black 
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Masculinity,‖ Linden Lewis examines four of Naylor‘s male characters in The Men of Brewster 

Place, where he critiques Naylor‘s character development, arguing for a more nuanced picture of 

these men.   

  Though critics have discussed masculinity in individual texts, little, if any, work has been 

done on a more comprehensive level.  Naylor mentions that her first four novels constitute a 

quartet with inter contextual connections, and that her fifth novel is a fleshing out of her first 

novel.  Even though she places a great deal of her focus on the women and their plight, Naylor 

also appears to make a statement about men and their experience as well.  I would assert that 

masculinity serves as a link between her first four works, offering a sense of unity and 

coherence.   

Naylor‟s commentary on masculinity fits into the larger body of research done on the 

subject.  Scholars like Michael Kimmel, Susan Bordo, and bell hooks who have dedicated 

themselves to the study of identity would say that the definition of a “man” is something that 

those in power have constructed. In America, that group is wealthy, white men. According to 

each of these critics, the solution to the problem of constructed masculinity is self-definition 

apart from the narrowly prescribed roles of masculinity.  

In his article “Masculinity as Homophobia,” Michael Kimmel discusses the constructed 

nature of male identity.  He describes manhood as “neither static nor timeless…Manhood is not 

the manifestation of an inner essence; it is socially constructed.  Manhood does not bubble up 

from our biological makeup; it is created in our culture”  (82).  Kimmel uses hegemonic 

masculinity, “the masculinity that defines white, middle class, early middle-aged, heterosexual 

men,” as the term of choice to describe the dominating view of masculinity in America (84).  He 

asserts that those in power define what manhood looks like to the chagrin of any “others.”  The 

characteristics of masculinity are “aggression, competition, [and] anxiety … [to be] a man in 

power, a man with power, and a man of power” (84).  Any man who falls outside of this category 

is often not considered a real man.  In Manhood in America, Kimmel discusses the never-ending 

cycle of having to “prove” one‟s manhood.  Men must constantly seek more wealth, more power, 

more riches, and greater success, an idea that has been purported since the birth of this nation in 

the late 1700s and passed from one generation to the next (8).  

In The Male Body, Susan Bordo cites the traits a “real male” must possess and discusses 

how they are ingrained into young men. She asserts that being a “„real male‟ … requires that one 
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be fiercely competitive and aggressive in „manly arenas‟ like athletics and have a predatory, 

promiscuous, get-all-you-can attitude towards girls” with the rejection of any sense of 

compassion, softness, or artistic qualities (240). The older generation of men joins forces with 

the media in shaping boys into men. She discusses how male athletes learn from their coaches 

and fathers that “raw aggression” is good, and even if it takes place outside the lines, many 

usually get away with aggression towards women and property (234).  

Taking it a bit further than simple male identity, hooks focuses on black male identity, 

which has its own implications.   Black men represent one of the groups of “others” that Kimmel 

references. She describes the most influential form of masculinity as patriarchal masculinity and 

defines it as “a political system that insists that males are inherently dominating, superior to 

everything and everyone deemed weak, especially females, and endowed with the right to 

dominate and rule over the weak and maintain that dominance through various forms of 

psychological terrorism and violence” (The Will to Change 18). “In her book We Real Cool, 

hooks says to be a real man is to be emotionless and that fathers forcefully pass this down to 

their sons, continuing the cycle of bondage that patriarchal masculinity causes.  To escape its 

oppressive nature, men have to embrace selfhood, the idea “that it is enough for males to be to 

have value, that they do not have to „do,‟ to „perform,‟ to be affirmed or loved” (The Will to 

Change 117). 

Gloria Naylor would agree with these scholars in their assessment of male identity. In 

this thesis, I will look at the black man‘s plight through the characters in Naylor‘s novels.  

Chapter one will begin with the Brewster Place Duo, The Women of Brewster Place and The 

Men of Brewster Place, and will explore the lives of many of her male characters.  Here, I will 

analyze the lives of these men who find themselves locked in the roles patriarchy prescribes and 

what it costs them in terms of their lives and their loved ones.  

The theoretical framework I will use in chapter one‘s discussion is that of patriarchal 

masculinity, which I discussed earlier.  Because of the requirements of patriarchal masculinity, 

the men in Brewster Place find themselves in a position of defeat because they cannot, despite all 

of their efforts, measure up to what society dictates a man should be, which is ―power[ful], 

authorit[ative], and aggressive‖ (Connell 186).1  Through this framework, the reader will see 

how Naylor uses these characters to show this version of masculinity as detrimental to the black 
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male and his psyche.  It will also reveal the call from the mountaintop that she makes for 

something different, something that fits the black male experience to a greater degree.   

In addition to exploring the impact of patriarchal masculinity on the black men in the 

Brewster Place novels, I will also examine the implications that setting have on this mindset. 

Though Brewster Place is in the North, it is a liminal space very much connected to the South.   I 

will discuss southern oppression and the history of slavery and sharecropping in conjunction 

with gender definition because of the impact the southern mentality has on these men.  As a 

daughter of sharecroppers, Naylor recognizes the impact of that system on African American 

people.  Though she grew up in the North, she “grew up in a very southern home” (42).  She 

constantly heard stories about the lives her parents endured.  The oppression of the South had 

such a profound impact on her mother that she refuses to have her children born there.  The 

experiences of Naylor‟s family impact the development of the characters in these novels.   

Chapter two follows Naylor‘s trajectory with an examination of Willie and Lester of 

Linden Hills.  I will begin with an examination of the Linden Hills residents‘ bourgeois lifestyle 

and the mandate of exclusive heterosexuality that exists within the community.  Then, I will 

explore Willie and Lester‘s relationship, their recognition of homosexual desire within 

themselves, and their fear and repression of expression.  These men attempt to define 

themselves, but they find themselves oscillating between self-definition and societal definition.  I 

will primarily utilize the research of James King and his theory about men like Willie and Lester 

as a framework for discussing these two.   

In his book, On the Down Low, James King focuses on black men who have abandoned 

patriarchal masculinity‘s strict heterosexual mandate but who struggle to find and ―acceptable‖ 

identity in society.  King sheds light on a phenomenon that is prevalent in the black community, 

where men who see themselves as heterosexual simultaneously engage in sex with other men.  

The men about whom King writes are concerned with retaining their masculine image:  

DL Men cannot and will not be associated with anything that would raise any 

questions about his sexuality.  They will not say they are gay because those three 

little letters evoke so much fear.  Those three letters have them afraid of being 

ostracized by their community, by their church, and by their family.  If they tell 

the truth…they will be called a ―fag.‖ … When a man is called a fag, it hurts … It 

basically strips away his manhood. (21) 
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These men in hiding are in limbo.  They love women and men, but are ashamed to be frank about 

their feelings toward men because of what this confession would do to them and their 

reputations.  King encourages DL men to accept themselves for who they are, positing ―self 

acceptance is necessary before any hope of being accepted by others can be realized‖ (xiv).  Like 

Naylor, King believes that these men need to accept themselves for who they are, or in other 

words, define who they are outside of what patriarchal masculinity prescribes.  In this discussion, 

it is important to address the place that Naylor sees men such as Lester and Willie occupying in 

the larger scheme of masculinity. In our society, they are seen as less than masculine because of 

the picture of manhood that has been set up in this country, which excludes men who are not 

exclusively heterosexual.   

In this chapter, I will frame my discussion within the context of the black bourgeois and 

many in this class‘ unyielding desire for success.  I will examine the suburban setting of Linden 

Hills and the manner in which its prescription for success, according to Naylor, shatters authentic 

identity.   I will use the work of E. Franklin Frazier and others to enhance my discussion of the 

way in which the striving for success at any cost and the setting of the this community destroy 

any chance for a definition of manhood outside of what white society prescribes.  I will also 

contend that, while Naylor points out the flaws in their view of true masculinity, Naylor uses 

Willie and Lester, specifically, to critique the demands of patriarchal masculinity and the 

heterosexual mandate within communities like Linden Hills.  

 Chapter three continues Naylor‘s exploration of black male identity with an investigation 

of George of Mama Day.  I will examine George‘s life and his discarding of the maternal, which 

requires a belief in what cannot be seen and in the importance of the Mother and her supernatural 

abilities. Though he is not completely at the mercy of societal definitions of manhood, George 

does adhere to patriarchal masculinity‘s reliance on oneself only and on what is rational. In my 

examination of George, I will utilize a discussion of the maternal, as explored by critics like Julie 

Tharp and Mark Simpson-Vos, to frame the chapter.   

In this exploration of the maternal, setting plays a crucial role in what Naylor attempts to 

do through this novel.  Mark Simpson-Vos goes so far as to say that the island of ―Willow 

Springs seems to exist as a character itself, constantly interacting with and influencing those who 

come in contact with it‖ (30).  I will explore the way in which the island‘s location and 

metaphysical nature allows for a culture that finds its roots in Africa.  Willow Springs provides 
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its men with the history they need to accept what they cannot see as real and to rely on one 

another without ridicule.   George, with his American upbringing, does not encounter on this way 

of thinking and suffers because of it.   

Chapter four will bring us to the end of Naylor‟s trajectory and will primarily explore the 

life of Miss Maple of Bailey’s Cafe with a less detailed look at Chino in The Men of Brewster 

Place.  From Naylor‟s perspective, these two men experience the greatest degree of freedom 

because they do the best job in defining who they are and who they will be.  In this chapter, I 

will use Hogue‟s theory of polycentricity as the primary framework for analysis. In his book A 

Polycentric Approach to African American Literature, Criticism, and History, Hogue criticizes 

the essentialist categories of gender identity that Western society provides, as Naylor does, and 

proposes a polycentric model, which allows for self-definition. At the beginning of his book, 

Hogue describes the binary he sees in black America as similar to the one that exists between 

black and white people, where whites are superior and blacks inferior.  In this binary, “the 

elite/middle class African American is the center/norm,” superior to blacks who do not fit into 

this group and reside on the margins; this group of elite/middle class African Americans do not 

appreciate “the rich cultural diversity and approaches to life that comprise American/African 

American life” (2).  They reject diversity in an attempt to be the Same as white society.  Hogue 

asserts black middle class Christians follow the values of white society, along with their 

domination model, making them the Same as white society.  They strive for the same goals and 

behave in the same way as that culture with little regard to the history and heritage of their own 

culture.    

Later in his book, Hogue discusses the heterosexual/homosexual binary where 

heterosexuals represent the center/norm, and many in this group only accepts patriarchal 

masculinity‘s mandate of exclusive heterosexuality, a practice Hogue shuns.  According to him, 

people should have the freedom to enjoy sexual fluidity, moving from exclusive heterosexuality 

to exclusive homosexuality.  He presents the problem of the ―heterosexual/homosexual binary 

that otherizes homosexuality and represses sexual fluidity‖ (199) asserting this 

heterosexual/homosexual ―regime is at the core of Western Civilization and serves as a master 

framework for constructing self …‖ (203).  Masculinity in this framework is associated with 

heterosexuality‘s presupposition of strength and domination, while femininity, is associated with 

women and homosexuality‘s presupposition of weakness and subordination.  In essence, Hogue 
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seeks the destruction of any binary that does not embrace difference, specifically in the black 

community.  According to Hogue, a model of self-definition allows men to be all things to all 

people. 

I will frame my discussion of Chino and Miss Maple within the context of metaphysical 

space and its implications for self-identity.  In the case of both Chino and Miss Maple, setting 

plays a role in their freedom.  Chino resides in a place that exists inside the city, but, in reality, 

remains on the margins.  Here, Chino is able to find a place where he can be the self-defined man 

he wants to be.  On the contrary, the place Miss Maple exists is a metaphysical space whose very 

existence is questionable.  Bailey‟s Cafe and the establishments that surround it are said to be 

everywhere and nowhere at the same time.  According to Naylor, the Cafe is “between the edge 

of the world and infinite possibility,” and though she specifically addresses the women in the 

novel when she makes this statement, this placement could be used to define where Miss Maple 

is and the place that exists for male definition in the novel (95).  Naylor wants to see men reach 

this point of infinite possibility in their definition of themselves and a place (setting) where 

society does not marginalize this type of male definition.     

Through the characters in her works, Naylor moves away from males who embrace the 

masculine ideal patriarchal masculinity propose.  According to Hogue, men who do ―not need to 

embrace a superficial masculine mask, [men who] are caring and giving, [men who] can engage 

sexually with both men and women‖ are ―choosing an alternative lifestyle‖ and practice ―a 

different form of manhood/masculinity‖ (143).  They move from the essentialist roles of Western 

society toward a polycentric ideal where ―[h]eterosexuality and homosexuality are not 

watertight, mutually contradictory, and irreconcilable sexual orientations.  Sexuality [or 

manhood] is fluid; it is a continuum of desires and behaviors ranging from exclusive 

heterosexuality to exclusive homosexuality‖ (217).  Naylor, like Hogue, believes a space should 

exist where all men, regardless of the lifestyle/gender definition they choose, are considered 

equal and where each man has the ability to define who he is.  She presents a continuum on 

which her black male characters go from the confining roles of white society to a place where 

they can determine their own identities. These characters move from the castrated position of 

men like Ben in The Brewster Place Duo to the liminal space that Willie and Lester in Linden 

Hills occupy to the freedom characters like Miss Maple in Bailey’s Cafe experience.   
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The reader finds that through her works, Naylor has a great deal to say about men. Even 

though women are predominant, she presents men who are more psychologically complex than 

she has been given credit.  As she fleshes her male characters out and moves through her quartet 

plus one, Naylor‘s advocates a new definition of manhood.  The man that can, as hooks, puts it 

―reconnect with selfhood, uncovering the essential goodness of maleness,‖ a man who can be 

whoever he wants to be (The Will to Change 124). Naylor purports that there is not a place, at 

present, which exists for this new man yet that hope still exists for this place.  Her solution is the 

rejection of patriarchal masculinity and the embrace of manhood based on a polycentric model, 

one where each man determines for himself who and what he will be.  As I conclude, I will raise 

a few questions that her solution could possibly pose.  
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CHAPTER 1 

THE SOUTHERN LEGACY: BLACK MASCULINITY AND THE BREWSTER PLACE 

DUO  

 

In her Brewster Place novels, Gloria Naylor critiques various aspects of black masculinity.  In 

this chapter, the focus is on Naylor‘s criticism of the legacy of slavery and sharecropping that 

plagues the black male, and how that legacy can either cause a feeling of inferiority or cause 

black on black oppression.  I will explore the various men in the Brewster Place novels, utilizing 

the framework of patriarchal masculinity. In most cases, black men fall somewhere between 

being castrated by patriarchal masculinity or imitating white men and their tactics of domination. 

Many of the men in Naylor‘s Brewster Place novels find themselves somewhere on that 

spectrum.  Yet, no matter how hard they try to achieve manhood based on the directives of 

patriarchal masculinity, these men are destined to fail because of the nature of the system.  

To understand what Naylor attempts to do overall with her writing of these novels in 

conjunction with identity, the reader must look at them together, viewing The Men of Brewster 

Place as a continuation of The Women of Brewster Place.  In the first novel, one only gets a 

glimpse of who these men are, but with the publication of the second, Naylor provides greater 

insight into ―the plight of black men‖ (Montgomery 176).  She wants to, as Montgomery states, 

―elevate men‘s personal situation from the individual to the collective realm‖ (176).  After 

examining this novel, black male readers should connect, seeing those around them as ―hurting, 

struggling, coping, and trying to make the best out of what‘s left of their lives‖  (Thomas 31).  

All black men are searching for identity, and if they are not careful, will find themselves 

reaching for definitions of manhood that do not fit their lives and experiences.  Additionally, as 

Montgomery claims, Naylor ―direct[s] attention to the timelessness of the black male situation‖ 

through these characters (176). 

Even though Brewster Place finds itself in the North, it is a liminal space because the 

oppression of slavery and sharecropping of the South affects the residents who live there. Both 

systems impose a view of manhood that does not work for black men and causes pain to the 

women and children around them. Naylor views the South as the site of the greatest oppression 

because of the history that is linked to it, and effectually connects the South to Brewster Place. 
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Though, as Charles E. Wilson points out, ―the novel is firmly in the present, [Naylor] relies on 

the past…to offer an initial basis for understanding [the men of Brewster Place]‖ (154). 

The past for the black man tells him he does not have what it takes to be a man.   In 

Dismantling Black Manhood, Daniel P. Black analyzes black slaves‟ concept of masculinity.  He 

asserts: 

[M]ost enslaved black men used their white captor as the standard of manhood to 

which they aspired.  Although the black male concept of manhood was heavily 

rooted in West African tradition, the extent to which black men sought the 

privileges of white men influenced to an astonishing degree their assuming the 

extreme patriarchal notions of manhood demonstrated by their captors … .[bell 

hooks] notes that „although the gendered politics of slavery denied black men the 

freedom to act as “men” within the definition set by white norms, this notion of 

manhood did become a standard used to measure black male progress. (99) 

 Slavery taught the male slaves that authority was gained through domination and violence, and 

this authority constituted being a man.   This notion of manhood was different from what they 

had learned in their former land and placed black men in a precarious position, for the slave 

master or the overseer forced the black male slave to submit and follow his orders in public.  But 

at home things were different; oftentimes, the black male slaves treated their wives and children 

with the same harshness the slave masters administered to them.  The slave was learning a new 

form of patriarchal masculinity.  

After the Emancipation Proclamation and the abolition of slavery, patriarchal 

masculinity‘s influence on black men increased with the introduction of the sharecropping 

system. It kept the now freedmen grappling for something they could not have.  The 

sharecropping system was one that began as a compromise to the lack of a labor force on the part 

of the former slave owners and a lack of work on the part of the former slaves.  But, as Ian 

Ochiltree asserts, ―over time sharecropping in the South increasingly came to reflect the power 

and interests of white farmers and landowners, at the expense of black aspirations to independent 

farming‖ (359).1  It became a system of oppression not far removed from slavery that kept black 

men from achieving manhood as whites prescribed. Because sharecroppers often lacked the 

equipment and the housing they needed for themselves and their families, they had to depend on 

the landowners to provide these items.  These provisions made by the landowners resulted in 
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―usurious credit arising from the crop-liens system [which] often locked croppers into a system 

of virtual debt peonage,‖ setting black males further back economically (Mann 777).    As 

Ochiltree contends, whites ―resented the way that sharecroppers aspired to what they regarded as 

white standards ― and ―saw that sharecropping could become a solution to the problem of how to 

reassert their dominance‖ (366).   After the incorporation of the unfair Jim Crow Laws, black 

sharecroppers were subjugated to an even greater degree.  Black men were still denied access to 

the symbols of masculinity, such as power, and status, and, therefore, the right to be ―men.‖ 

While the landowners sought control over the freedmen, they encouraged the former slaves to 

exercise their ―patriarchal power‖ at home, which included the use of physical force (Ochiltree 

375).  Mann asserts, ―Unlike landowners and overseers who were now forbidden to use the lash, 

husbands and fathers could legally use corporal punishment to discipline their wives and 

children…Such obligations for disciplining family members were even contractually specified‖ 

(783).  

 By the time slavery and sharecropping ended, these patriarchal characteristics of 

manhood had been ingrained into many of the now black freemen and caused one of two 

responses.  One response was emasculation. The black male slave would internalize the 

masculine characteristics patriarchy prescribed, but he would not be able to reach them taking 

away black men‟s “„right‟ to be men,” (Carbado 347). Because of institutionalized racism, men 

were denied power and control, and thereby the tools necessary to be deemed successful. Black 

men who fell into the category of the emasculated felt powerless to contribute anything of value 

to their families or communities and faded away into the nothingness they saw themselves as.    

The alternative to emasculation is projection or imitation of white masculinity.  The black 

male internalizes white masculinity and then projects it onto others. Because of what black men 

had learned through hundreds of years of slavery and what had been passed down from 

generation to generation, many black men felt their goal was to become like the white men they 

had been in subjugation to.   Due to the discriminatory nature of the system that had been set up 

in the United States, becoming like the white male and having what the white male had was 

almost an impossibility for most, and many black men, from the days after the Civil War until 

today, were and are set up for failure.  

 In Gloria Naylor‘s novels, men who grow up in the South or embrace the mentality 

associated with it, fall somewhere in between these two alternatives.  In Naylor‘s continuum, 
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some of her male characters allow patriarchal masculinity to define manhood for them.  These 

men move from total emasculation to imitation, enduring what Naylor would call ―the worst 

impositions of gendered masculine patriarchal identity‖ (hooks, We Real Cool xii).  Through the 

Brewster place novels, Naylor addresses one of the problems that she believes black men face, 

the bondage they live under when they seek to attain a definition of manhood that does not exist 

for them.  In essence, she reveals, through her male characters, how ineffectual black men can be 

when they try to live up to society‘s prescription for manhood.   

Naylor also illuminates the way in which the ineffectiveness of the men negatively 

impacts the women, leaving them doubly oppressed. They suffer oppression from white society 

and from the black men around them.  Mattie Michael lives in Brewster Place because her son 

Basil left town when she put up her house to bail him out of jail.  Etta winds up there because she 

wants to get away from a situation in which she finds herself with other women‘s husbands and 

meet ―a good man and settle down to live quiet in [her] old age‖ (WBP 61).  Ciel loses her 

daughter and almost forfeits her own life because her husband Eugene refuses to be open and 

honest with her about his sexual desires.  Lorraine becomes a rape victim because C.C. Baker, a 

young man who seeks street king status, feels her lesbianism threatens his manhood.  Finally, at 

the close of The Women of Brewster Place, the women dismantle the wall alone because the men 

are ineffectual.   These women face what they do because of the men and their lack of identity.   

Naylor artistically begins her exploration of black male identity and the black man‘s 

plight through Brother Jerome‘s music.  Brother Jerome, a mentally handicapped adolescent, has 

the gift of playing the piano and the blues brilliantly.  Ben describes Brother Jerome‘s music as 

―telling [the black men of Brewster Place] about [their] lives‖ without ―even know[ing] it,‖ and, 

essentially, as narrating their fight for manhood, from disenchantment resulting from jobs that do 

not pay enough to disrespect from their woman for failing to meet the family‘s needs.  Ironically, 

this young man, whose ―mind stayed at three years old‖ speaks to and of men, like Ben and 

others, of far greater age (MBP 32). 

In Ben‘s life, an internalization of patriarchal masculinity causes one of the worst cases 

of emasculation.  Because he does not reach patriarchal masculinity‘s demands, he feels as if he 

has failed as a man and those around him reinforce this idea.  As a result, Ben resides in a state 

of perpetual boyhood.  At the opening of his section in The Men of Brewster Place, he says of 

himself ―Near to sixty-eight years old when I look back over my life, one of the things that 
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bothers me the most is that I ain‘t never been in a situation where anybody ever called me sir‖ 

(11).  He lacks the characteristics that are representative of patriarchal manhood and allows what 

he has learned from the slavery of the South to cripple him.   

Naylor reveals how negatively the sharecropping system impacts Ben‟s life.  As a 

younger man, Ben is a sharecropper, and he suffers the typical setbacks most sharecroppers 

faced.  Economically, Ben lives a very limited life. He lives in an “old beat-up house” and the 

business of sharecropping “never lets [him] break even „cause by the time you bring in your 

crops you‟re still owing for the stuff you got up front … A little more than slavery but a lot less 

than doing well” (MBP 21).  He would like to provide a better existence for his family, but his 

landowner Mr. Clyde keeps him from doing so by keeping him unfairly indebted, making him a 

slave again.  He suffers from the peonage both Ochiltree and Mann mention convincing himself, 

he is “just a little bit in the hole,” but “that hole was a mile deep for most; and you ended up 

farming for the sake of a place to eat and sleep” (MBP 21).   

His economic situation adversely affects his life at home with his wife and daughter.  Just 

as Mr. Clyde‘s actions take away his right to be a man, his wife Elvira‘s berating comments and 

his lack of response do the same.  Elvira, who has accepted patriarchal masculinity‘s definition 

of manhood, assumes it is his fault that they only have one child, a crippled daughter at that, and 

makes certain that he knows how much of a man he is (or is not):  ―If you was half a man, you 

coulda given me more babies and we woulda had some help workin‘ this land instead of a half-

grown woman we gotta carry the load for‖ (MBP 26).  She connects manhood with the 

production of children and reinforces this ideal in her relationship with Ben.  In her estimation, it 

is his fault they cannot have children.    

In Ben‘s household, the traditional roles have been reversed, further evidence of his lack 

of manhood. Ben behaves as the stereotypical woman, allowing Elvira to yell at him, tell him 

what to do, and possibly use physical force in order to have her way while he quietly endures it. 

When Mr. Clyde drops Ben‘s daughter off at the house, his wife reprimands him like he is a 

child and threatens physical harm to his body when he does not greet their landowner: ―Man 

what is wrong with you?  Ain‘t you heard Mr. Clyde talkin‘ to you, and you just standin‘ there 

like a hunk of stone.  You better get some sense in your head ‗fore I knock some in you‖ (MBP 

24). While she treats her husband very disrespectfully, Elvira gives Mr. Clyde a great deal of 

respect.  She speaks well of and to Mr. Clyde and denounces anything said in the home that 
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would place him in a negative light.  As Ben says, ―she believed that everything white that God 

put in this world was good. And everything black was to be despised‖ (MBP 22).  As a result of 

his situation, he neither receives respect inside his home or outside of his home. 

Not only is Ben‘s relationship with his wife out of order, but his relationship with his 

daughter is also strained because he does not give her the protection she needs.  Ben‘s daughter 

is in a sexually abusive relationship with Mr. Clyde.  She goes to Mr. Clyde‘s house regularly 

and tends his house to help decrease the debt they owe him and allow her family to at least 

―break even.‖ His daughter explains to him and Elvira what is taking place in Mr. Clyde‘s ―big 

house.‖ Though Elvira claims she is lying, deep down Ben knows his daughter is telling the 

truth. When Ben explains to his wife that what is happening to their daughter is wrong, ―she 

turns her head and brushes [him] off like a fly, then heads toward the door of the house‖ as if 

Ben has not said anything (MBP 25).  At this point, he feels he can do nothing more and must 

simply live with what‘s happening. He beats himself up for who he thinks he cannot be, 

attempting to drink the memories away: ―So I settled on killing myself—slowly with booze—

and on God understanding that I‘m fighting for my manhood‖ (MBP 28). 

Ben‘s inability to speak or stand up for himself finds its roots in the slavery of the South.
2
 

Ben‘s grandparents, who were alive during the terrible days of slavery, raise him.  Through 

omniscient narration, the reader discovers from the memory of Ben‘s Grandpa the story of how 

he lost his sister, and how the overseer brutally rapes her, leading to her subsequent death.  This 

is the place where Ben‘s Grandpa learns about the silence of being a man:  

But Grandpa listens for someone to say, It was wrong…Even if among themselves 

there is some cry of No. Even if they have to whisper No.  But they all remain 

silent…As if none of it had happened.  The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away, 

the minister had said.  And Grandpa had yelled out No. No, he don’t.  All eyes 

turned to him before his mother slapped him.  Boy, shut your mouth, you hear?  

Shut your mouth and be a man. (MBP 15, emphasis added) 

The oppression of the South teaches Grandpa that oppressive silence is the only option he has.  

In order for him to be a man, he has to endure the unjust hardships of slavery, and later everyday 

life in “freedom,” with the silence of acceptance.  Though the master no longer imprisons 

Grandpa after slavery is abolished, he is still a prisoner to the conditioning that Southern life 

provides. Ben‟s Grandpa learns the lesson of silence early in life and passes it on to his grandson. 
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Like Grandpa, Ben simply endures the ―hardships‖ of life and sharecropping, which deny 

him access to the emblems that are indicative of manhood, in his case, economic independence 

to properly care for his family and respect. According to those around him, Ben is not a whole or 

real man, and acceptance of this notion destroys him.  The reader can clearly see the oppression 

that Ben has internalized because of the South. The lessons that Ben‘s grandfather learns from 

the oppressive South and passes on to him cripples Ben in his attempt at being a real man. His 

insecurities and inability to stand up for himself plague his marriage and cause him to lose his 

wife and his daughter.  He, like his Grandpa, turns to silence.  

While the unfair sharecropping system and the lessons he‟s learned from his grandfather 

denies Ben power, Butch Fuller‟s loss of power comes from a physical problem with which he is 

born. Butch is the smooth talking lady‟s man who has sex with Mattie Michael, one of the 

protagonists of The Women of Brewster Place, once, and leaves her pregnant to deal with the 

repercussions of their one-time encounter on her own (WBP).  The reader later discovers that 

Butch is a man who tries to see Mattie after he discovers she is pregnant.  At that point, he is 

seriously considering taking care of Mattie and his future son, but receives a resounding “no” 

from Sam Michael, her father (MBP).  His motivation for approaching Sam does not stem from a 

desire to do the right thing.  He wants to marry her because Mattie‟s pregnancy disproves the 

doctor‟s diagnosis of his impotence, establishing his manhood.  With the full picture of Butch 

Fuller, one can see how the white definition of manhood has plagued his life and how he has 

internalized the South‟s ideas about masculinity and sex.3 

In his relationships with Mattie and the other women he seduces, Butch is successful in 

being “a man” as society defines it because he seems to easily control them.  When one thinks of 

domination and control, thoughts of aggression and forcefulness come to mind, and though it 

may not be obvious at first glance, Butch is aggressive and forceful in a subtle way when it 

comes to women and getting what he wants from them.  He is a smooth talker, who, like a 

craftsman, draws women into his grasp.  In his conversation with Mattie, he does just that. Butch 

embraces a plantation ideal of sex, “sex informed first and foremost by male desire” (hooks 70).    

In his encounter with Mattie, Butch is the one who initiates the intercourse even before it 

occurs.   Through his words, he draws her in emotionally knowing it will lead to a physical 

response.  Because Mattie has led a very sheltered life, Butch first intrigues her with information 

of places she has never been “amus[ing] her with slightly laundered tales of the happenings in 
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the town‟s juke joints—places that were as foreign to her as Istanbul or Paris” (WBP 11).  Butch 

continues to increase his control of the situation by complimenting her as he cuts the cane that is 

“especially ripe,” commenting that “This one‟s like you, Mattie—plump and sweet,” drawing 

Mattie further in (WBP 14).  Even when she comes to a place where she knows she should turn 

back, Butch‟s words make her feel guilty and cause her to remain: “Now, ain‟t that just like a 

woman…Bring a man clear out of his way to cut three times as much cane as he needed for 

hisself and then want to double-time it back home” (WBP 15).  At this point, Butch takes Mattie 

to the cool of the dogwood trees and has her in the place where he wants her. 

To show the power Butch seems to have in the sexual world, Naylor changes the way the 

narration of Mattie‟s section proceeds.  Though Naylor presents Mattie‟s section from her 

perspective, the sexual encounter does not follow that format.  As Margaret Whitt aptly states, 

“Naylor describes the act of sex in detail, but she does it in Butch‟s mind” (19).  His control of 

the language as the communicator of the event is indicative of his control of the sexual 

experience itself.   For the sake of his manhood, Butch needs to be in control of what is going on 

with his women; this type of control would most obviously include sex. 

In addition to controlling his encounters with women through his smooth speech, Butch 

also controls his relationships‟ direction and when the relationship will end.  He reassures Mattie 

that he is not just a womanizer when he tells her “I don‟t run after a lot of women.  I just don‟t 

stay long enough to let the good times turn sour” (WBP 16).  Though Mattie and other women 

agree, in some degree, with Butch‟s logic, his manipulation serves as another form of control.  

Even his description of eating sugar cane parallels his philosophy about women:  

Eating cane is like living life.  You gotta know when to stop chewing—when to 

stop trying to wrench every last bit of sweetness out of a wedge—or you find 

yourself with a jawful of coarse straw that irritates your gums and the roof of your 

mouth … The trick … is to spit it out while the wedge is still firm and that last bit 

of juice … just escapes the tongue … It‟s hard, but you gotta spit it out right then. 

(WBP 18) 

One could simply replace “living life” with engaging with women, and Butch‟s words would 

match up with his previous statement.    

Though he is in control of the relationships he has with women, Butch seems to find 

himself at a loss when dealing with relationships with others in the community and with men in 
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particular, including his son.  Mattie makes it known that Butch has a “bad reputation” with 

people and that he is understood to be irresponsible and reckless, indicating that he receives little 

respect, calling him “a filthy, low-down ditch dog” (WBP 13).   Later, Sam Michael, Mattie‟s 

father, denies him the right to see Mattie and his son and does not tell him the truth about where 

she goes after she leaves Rock Vale.  Butch does not appear to be very persistent in his attempt 

to see either of them; he easily accepts the fact that they will not be together resigning that they 

“were no more meant to be together than a rooster and a goldfish” (MBP 48).  Due to his lack of 

persistence to find his family, Butch forfeits a relationship with Basil conceding that life “gave 

me a son I was never to know” (MBP 49). In the end, Butch concludes their not being together as 

best. As Basil grows up, he never sees or hears from Butch, and Butch never provides any 

financial support for his son.  Even when Basil goes to see Butch as an adult, he denies him 

emotional support as he processes the loss of his mother going so far as to say he did not regret 

how he treated her. In light of white definitions of manhood, Butch would be seen as simply 

irresponsible and less than a man. 

 In addition to his low position in the eyes of others, his inability to produce children 

categorizes him as lacking true manliness. At first glance, Butch seems to have sexual potency. 

His single sexual encounter with Mattie results in pregnancy (WBP).  In terms of white 

definitions of masculinity, this would make Butch a force with which to be reckoned.  Naylor 

reveals that Butch‟s ability to get Mattie pregnant is simply an anomalous occurrence (MBP). 

Butch tells Basil, his only child, “From the time I was eighteen … the doctors told me I couldn‟t 

have no children.  Something about my sperm count” (MBP 48).  At this point, the reader can 

conclude that Butch has probably been sleeping with various women to compensate for his 

inability to have children and prove to society that he is a man.  One could even say that his 

refusal to get married results from his impotence and his desire to hide this deficiency.  If he 

were to marry, he would no longer be able to wear the mask of sexual potency.  His secret would 

eventually reveal itself destroying the image of manhood he has created for himself.    

When it comes to being a man as patriarchal society defines it, Butch fails.  Butch finds 

his masculinity in sex and conquering women through it.  Because he is impotent, Butch values 

sex much more.4  With each woman he is able to seduce, his place as a man increases, at least in 

his own mind.  As Butch does not wield any significant economic power or influence in the 

community, this is the one place he has power in a society that denies it to him elsewhere.   
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While Butch seeks to find his identity in his relationships with women, Basil looks to find 

his in the lives of his children and in making restitution for the misdeeds he has committed 

earlier in life.  The reader first meets Basil as a baby and has the opportunity to observe how 

Mattie‟s method of raising him creates in him a selfishness that costs his mother dearly. As a 

boy, Basil essentially does no evil in his mother‟s eyes and can manipulate her out of the 

discipline he so desperately needs with a kiss or a hug.  After Miss Eva, the lady who takes 

Mattie in after she leaves Rock Vale, dies, “Mattie spoils Basil incessantly so that by the time 

Basil is thirty, he has no sense of responsibility to himself, his mother, or society” (Wilson 39).  

He has learned that only his needs and desires matter. Basil‟s relationship with his mother is a 

give-take one, with her always giving and him constantly taking.  This leads to a life-altering 

event for both him and Mattie.  When Basil is accused of killing a man after a brawl at a bar over 

a woman, Mattie unwisely uses her house to bail Basil out of jail.  His decision to leave town 

costs his mother her home and forces her to move to Brewster Place.   

During the three years after he leaves his mother, Basil changes and after “engag[ing] in 

much soul-searching and introspection, Basil takes full responsibility for ruining his mother‟s 

life” and seeks to become a real “man” (Wilson 147).  Though he desires reconciliation with his 

mother and wants to pay restitution for the house she lost, he is too late, for when he returns, 

Basil finds that his mother has passed away.  Basil is never able to make up for what he has done 

to his mother or to thank her for all she has done for him, and as a result, he vows to make it up 

to some other woman.   

Though he is a new man, it would seem, as Wilson asserts “Basil‟s attempts at manhood 

are thwarted” (150).  Blinded by his desire to “redeem himself…and ultimately become the kind 

of loving and supportive father he never had,” he marries Keisha, a money-hungry welfare 

mother who seems to have little concern for her boys, for the sake of adopting her two sons.  

Basil enters into a relationship with this woman despite the advice others give him against this 

move.   

In the new home the two share together, Basil attempts to incorporate the family dynamic 

of the South to some degree.  He is the patriarch, saying of himself, “I was definitely the boss,” 

(MBP 60) and he seems to be proud of the fact that Keisha “respect[s] and even fear[s him] a 

little” (MBP 59). As far as the boys are concerned, what he says goes. Basil does make a positive 

impact on Eddie and Jason‟s lives initially.  He stops Keisha from physically and verbally 
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abusing them.  He is also very involved in their lives, seeking to help them be the best they can 

be, which included not allowing them to watch television until they finished their homework.  

Basil‟s “dreams for them end on the other side of the universe.  They could be anything they 

wanted … And Daddy‟s gonna be right there to cheer you on” (MBP 60).  He is the present 

father that is absent in so many African American households.   

The problem he faces at home is in his relationship with Keisha.  As a husband, she does 

not respect him.  The bond between the two of them is nonexistent; as he says, “It was very clear 

to both of us that I wasn‟t marrying Keisha, I was marrying her boys” (MBP 59). After depleting 

his $47, 000 of savings, Basil works double shifts at the umbrella factory to support the boys and 

provide for them and for Keisha.   Basil makes no effort to enhance his relationship with her or 

help her to be a better mother.  She still parties on the weekends and continues her relationships 

with other men, while spending a great deal of the money that Basil brings into the house on 

these men. Basil and Keisha rarely touch each other or spend time together.  After a physical 

altercation, she reports his whereabouts to the police, and he is arrested, marking the end of his 

precious relationship with Eddie and Jason for the next six years.  In the end, Naylor seems to 

suggest that Basil‟s involvement in the lives of Eddie and Jason could potentially produce more 

harm than good.  As Wilson states, “his sudden departure from Eddie and Jason has a detrimental 

effect” (150).  When Basil returns, Eddie is already in the justice system “ do[ing] time in 

juvenile detention for car theft and aggravated assault,” and “little Eddie had built a shell around 

himself, hard and permanent” (MBP 64).   

Naylor insinuates that the situation Basil finds himself in is not altogether his fault, but 

happens as a result of the nature of the American justice system, which is, at times, unfair to 

black men.  These injustices can be linked back to the days of sharecropping and the Black 

Codes, unjust laws for blacks, which sought “to keep the Negro exactly where he was [during 

slavery]: a propertyless rural laborer under strict controls, without political rights, and with 

inferior legal rights” (Stampp 79).5  According to Christopher Adamson, the purpose of these 

codes and the legal system was “to prevent ex-slaves from obtaining he status and rights enjoyed 

by wage workers” (555).6  Basil finds himself in a predicament where the legal system seems to 

deny him the right to obtain the family life he wants.  He “is arrested for involuntary 

manslaughter, not for jumping bail,” even though his “attorney assures him …that he will be 

exonerated” for that crime (Wilson 150).  The justice system has denied his aspiration to “white 
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standards” just as sharecropping had done before (Ochiltree 366).  In spite of the lack of fairness 

involved in the justice system, Basil still has to shoulder some of the blame for what happens to 

him and the family he has built.  It is interesting, as Linden Lewis notes, that “Basil‟s efforts 

represented an attempt to social engineering in a context in which he has not solved his own 

moral dilemma of jumping bail for manslaughter, but envisioned passing on ennobling values to 

two adopted sons” (56).  

Basil places his identity as a man in his ability to change the lives of these two boys, 

failing to take into consideration that they are individuals. Since he does not think it possible to 

reconcile with a system that mistreats young black men, Basil seeks to avoid it altogether, but 

that decision does not go well with him. His somewhat selfish attempt to assuage his own pain 

for what he did to his mother does not succeed.  Once again, Basil is left with the same feelings 

of guilt and reaching for a definition of manhood that is nearly impossible for him to attain.  The 

chapter ends with Basil asking himself “whether or not [he] could have made a difference” (MBP 

64).    

While Basil fights more of an external battle with the justice system and society, 

Eugene‘s battle for manhood is mostly internal.  Eugene is a man who leads a double life, the 

one he lives as husband and father in Brewster Place, and the one he lives in the Financial 

District, a community where gay men can find refuge. At home in Brewster place, he is ―all 

man.‖  He is the patriarch in his house, as hooks defines it: ―dominating, superior to everything 

weak, especially females, with a right to dominate and rule over the weak and maintain that 

dominance through various forms of psychological terrorism and violence‖ (The Will to Change, 

18). He treats Ciel very harshly and abuses her verbally. When he comes home after losing his 

job, Eugene picks a fight with his wife informing her that she‘s only good for ―[b]abies and bills‖ 

(WBP 94).  Elijah Anderson addresses the plight of the black inner city man in Code of the 

Street, analyzing his, oftentimes failing, attempt to achieve manhood.  Anderson would 

categorize Eugene as one who perceives himself as failing as a man: he is not able to provide for 

the family and, therefore, lacks the respect he so desperately desires.  So he lashes out, making 

Ciel feel as though she is less than nothing to soothe himself and provide an outlet for his anger.  

Initially, Eugene‟s attitude toward his wife seems to stem from his financial situation, his 

inability to hold a job and take care of his family.  A lot of the time, he falls into the group that 

was last hired, so he is the first to be fired. For many inner city men, money is the answer to their 
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problems and the lack thereof the cause of them.  Anderson states, “The notion is that with 

money comes control of the domestic situation” (175).  In other words, a woman/wife will 

respect a man, giving him his due, if he brings financial security.  Without that respect, violence 

may occur in the home between the man and woman. 

 Later, Naylor reveals that the true reason for Eugene‘s actions do not lie in his desire for 

respect but in his sexual desires; he is attracted to and wants to engage in relationships with men. 

The insight Naylor provides in Men shines light on Eugene‘s actions and his wrestle with 

masculinity.  Before his attraction to his boss Bruce, Eugene ―accept[s] the [patriarchal] notion 

that only a heterosexual existence define[s] manhood, masculinity, or manliness‖ and believes 

that ―if one harbors homoerotic feelings he risks losing his gendered identity‖ (Wilson 151).  

Because of his feelings, he must validate his manhood by maintaining his relationship with Ciel 

and Serena and any respect she still has for him: ―He keeps returning because he needs his role 

as husband and father to define him as a true man‖ (151).   In spite of his connection with his 

family, he is left with feelings of inadequacy because ―(1) he is not emotionally bound to this 

heterosexual existence; and (2) if he were, because of his economic limitations, Eugene cannot 

provide his wife and daughter with even a minimal standard of living‖ (Wilson 151).  By 

patriarchal standards and the inner city code of conduct, he is not a man; therefore, he seeks to 

find a place where his ―masculinity‖ is acceptable.  He finds this place in the Financial District 

and the Bulls & Roses.   

 The Bull & Roses and all that makes up his life in that circle represent something totally 

different for Eugene. After he leaves Ciel the first time, Eugene allows himself to be picked up at 

the bar going home with different men and enjoying the completeness he feels with them.  At the 

bar and in the atmosphere the bar creates, he can share his emotions and talk about his personal 

problems.  It seems like his real family is in this alternative community because he can truly be 

himself.  The Bull & Roses offers a place where Eugene can ―relish the possibilities,‖ the 

possibility that he is a normal man and that it is normal for men to want to be with other men 

(MBP 83).   

In his mind, it is feasible to envision being with those men that he sees, but he never fully 

accepts this side of himself.  After these nights at the bar, he feels dirty and goes home and 

attempts to scrub the ―dirt on [his] skin,‖ ―getting in to the shower and washing [himself], 

rubbing hard from top to bottom; shampooing [his] hair, even using a pumice stone on [his] feet‖ 
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(MBP 82).  Throughout the text, the reader can see how Eugene really feels about himself and 

his sexuality.  The word ―faggot‖ appears in italics many times in his section. As Whitt claims, 

―the word itself interrupts his telling, just as the reality of the word interrupts his life‖ (211-212).  

Eugene cannot escape the feelings of hurt this brings to him and the stripping of manhood it 

causes him.   

Because he never reconciles himself with the double life he leads, Eugene destroys both 

his life and the life of his family.  He neglects his responsibilities to his wife and his daughter, 

leaving them intermittently.  In these times, Eugene leaves his wife in the dark wondering what 

she has done wrong or what she has done to deserve the treatment she receives: ―‗What did I 

do?‖ [she] kept saying to me when I called to see how you were.  ―What did I do? He struggles 

so much with his own identity and wants so badly for Ciel to leave that he intentionally picks 

fights with her. The evening of Serena‘s death, he comes home knowing he ―was going to pick a 

fight‖ (MBP 87).  Though his wishes do not include destroying his family, that is ultimately what 

he does.  

Since he allows someone else to tell him who he is or who he should be, the final scene 

with Eugene is one of total devastation and self-inflicted pain.  The reader is left with a picture of 

Chino beating Eugene with a leather whip: ―Nine lashes that ended with metal tips [with] specks 

of [his] blood covering everything but the tiled ceiling‖ (MBP 94).  As Chino asks permission to 

stop, Eugene forces him to continue.  For Eugene, this beating represents his ―redemption‖ (MBP 

94).  The truth probably is as Whitt claims it to be: ―If Eugene does not die in his effort … , the 

reader senses he will repeatedly return to Chino for subsequent floggings, searching always to 

pay enough for his role in Ciel‘s pain for Serena‘s death‖ (213).  Eugene makes the transaction 

of pain for pain in the hope that one day he will have peace about the entire situation.  Naylor 

would contend, had Eugene chosen an alternate path, he probably would have avoided losing his 

daughter and could have possibly kept a friendship with his wife. 

Whereas Eugene does not know who he is as a man, Samuel Michael seems to have no 

qualms about who he is and to have acquired all the necessary attributes of a man as white 

society prescribes, until his daughter Mattie puts all of that to question.  Sam embraces the model 

of patriarchal masculinity slavery instilled in many black men in the South and has successfully 

incorporated it into his life.  He appears to believe that his authority and his family‟s respect of it 

constitute being a man. Initially, Sam is what hooks describes as a “benevolent 
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patriarch…seeking to attain…freedom to provide and protect black women, but then he becomes 

a patriarch who follows the “dominator model” (4).  As long as the women in his life abide by 

his rules, they stay in his good graces, but once they defy his headship, they lose all favor with 

him.  Sam seems to be very patient with his wife.   When they “have a difference of opinion…he 

would just sit on the porch rocker and read his Bible” (WBP 19).  More than likely, Sam waits 

for her to come around to accept his side of the discussion.  In regards to Mattie, he treats her 

like a princess as a young girl, sacrificing to get his daughter the things she desires and needs.  

When she asks for “ a pair of patent-leather pumps like the girls in town … [Sam] went and hired 

himself out in the sweet potato fields for a month on Saturdays, brought home the shoes, and 

dropped them in her lap” (WBP 19).  Likewise, when she comes down with a case of scarlet 

fever, he is the one who is eternally by her side.  He sits by her bed neglecting his farming duties 

and even gets “a white doctor from town to make that long trip to the house for her” (WBP 19).  

She and her mother have always been well fed and have never had to ask anybody for anything 

(WBP 21).  

 Through Mattie‟s childhood and adolescence, Sam is able to control her solely through 

his words.  He tells her what to do and she complies.  As Mattie grows into a young woman, 

Sam‟s authority appears to be well established. Even though Mattie is almost twenty-one years 

old, he still controls whom he allows her to be with.  Fred Watson, the man who is courting 

Mattie, is the only man her father has given her permission to date. When Sam discovers Mattie 

is pregnant, he automatically thinks it is Fred‟s child because “his mind had been so conditioned 

over the years to her unquestioning obedience that there was just no space for doubt” (WBP 21-

22).  He does not believe it is possible that his daughter would have gone out and slept with 

another man even though that is what has happened.   

 Once he has lost the ability to control Mattie‟s action through what he says, Sam uses 

physical force in his efforts to achieve compliance, reverting to the ways of the slave master.  

When Mattie refuses to tell her father the name of the man who impregnated her, he totally loses 

all self-control.  He grabs her by the hair and hits her so hard that “the blood trickled down her 

chin from her split lip” (WBP 22).  When she still refuses to give him the information, he picks 

up a broom and begins to beat her with it; this is the scene that ensues:  

Mattie‟s body contracted in a painful spasm each time the stick smashed down on 

her legs and back…He would repeat his question with each blow from the stick, 
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and her continued silence caused the blows to come faster and harder … he just 

pounded the whimpering girl on the floor … the broom had broken and he was 

now kneeling over Mattie and beating her with a jagged section of it that he had in 

his fist. (WBP 23) 

Like the master whose slave refuses to do as commanded, Sam beats his daughter in his attempt 

to impose, by whatever means necessary, his demands on her.  He is brutal and unrelenting; the 

only thing that is able to stop him is, as Whitt observes, is “more violence” (20). Her mother‟s 

threat to kill him with the shotgun finally brings him back from his blind anger.   

Mattie‟s pregnancy and refusal to relinquish the name of the man who has caused it 

makes Sam feel like a failure and as if he has lost his position of authority.  As Mattie says, “he 

had laid the blame for this [pregnancy] on his own shoulders” (21).  It is as if he has done 

something inherently wrong as a man. Because he places his identity as a man in the authority he 

has over the women in his life, Mattie‟s pregnancy and rebellion causes him to see himself as a 

failure.  

Moreland T. Woods is a man, who like Sam, seeks control of his domestic relationships, 

but who also desires to extend dominance outside his home.  He is a ladies‟ man who dictates the 

direction and the nature of his relationships with women and takes pride in his ability to obtain 

them.  His relationships with women are an indicator of his self-serving nature and reveal his 

belief that women are placed in his path for his pleasure.   In this respect, Woods is very similar 

to Butch.7  But in contrast to Butch, who will not go near a church, Moreland Woods pastors a 

church and clearly leads a hypocritical life.  The reader first learns about his character in Woods‟ 

relationship with Etta Mae, with whom he has a one-night stand (WBP).  Later, Naylor 

introduces the reader to his wife Annette, a woman whose kindness he abuses.  He calls her “a 

godsend,” because she was a woman “who understood exactly where he was going; who 

understood the late hours; and above all, who understood the other women” (MBP 109).   

Annette knows about his affairs but does not say anything about them.  Woods convinces himself 

that he suffers as well because her silence “weigh[s] on him like a club that he use[s] to beat up 

on himself” (MBP 109).  Even before he moves from Jamaica to the United States, Woods refers 

to the giving up of women as “a huge sacrifice that he could barely stand to think about” (MBP 

102).  After Annette‟s death, he stays single believing he will never find another woman like her.  
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He knows he can have his share of women in the church, like Etta Mae, since no one will confess 

to an intimate relationship with him.   

On his job, he finds his identity in his role as dominator, seeking as much power as he 

can get with little regard to what it costs those around him.  He, like the residents of Linden 

Hills, has sold his soul for power.  In the chapter‟s introduction, Ben says of him: “Something 

about him seems too smart…It‟s like his soul‟s been greased with Vaseline and nothing much 

really sticks there, nothing much is real” (MBP 98).  He is a minister who speaks of serving those 

around him, but in reality, he exploits the members of his congregation to get what he wants, 

money, power and respect from the white community.  As Wilson claims, “These desires/efforts 

are grounded not so much in an altruistic need to minister to the less fortunate, but rather in an 

obsessive impulse to propel himself to superstardom and later transform himself into a 

politician” (142).  Woods determines that he “needed a church of at least two thousand to form 

the base for his bid for public office” (MBP 100, emphasis added).  As he fights for votes from 

the congregants for the right to build a new church, he uses God‟s word to convince the people 

“using the pulpit to make his case” against the deacon board who did not see the need for a new 

building (MBP 115).  

His self-centeredness and reach for power is easily seen in the case of Sister Louise, 

whom he calls a “godsend” (MBP 116). She is pregnant and does not know who the father is, but 

one of the two potential fathers is on the deacon board. When she comes forward and shares with 

him the dilemma she faces, he knows he will win the bid for the new church building. He crafts a 

plan in which he asks the errant member of the deacon board to admit his sin knowing that no 

one would come forward; “With no one man to chastise, the congregation would chastise them 

all” (MBP 118).  

After the building of his new church, he finally attains the power he needs to win public 

office, and that is when he reveals how little he cares about those who have sacrificed for him 

and how much he wants power.  As Abshu states, “It was to be his mission to act as their eyes 

and ears—their voice on issues affecting the black community,” but “no sooner did he take off 

his hat and jacket than he betrayed them.  The wall was coming down and Brewster Place was 

slated to be condemned and the whole area built into middle-class housing” (MBP 134-135).  

Woods will do whatever it takes to retain and build upon the influence and power he has, even if 

it means betrayal of his own people.  He appears to care more about what the white community 
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and middle class black communities, like that of Linden Hills, will think of him because that‟s 

who he believes can take him on the road to the top, which for him is the mayor‟s mansion.   

Moreland Woods strives to be like the white man, seeking power, status, and influence as 

evidence of his masculinity, but he is destined to fail.  When Abshu‟s plot forces his resignation 

from office, he is left with none of the things he has worked so hard to have.8  Though Naylor 

does not explain what happens to Woods after he resigns from the city council, one could assume 

that his influence with those in the poor communities is gone as well as that of anyone else.  

Therefore, he will have to find another means of validating his masculinity. 

Regardless of whether they struggle with emasculation, imitation, or a combination of the 

two, Woods and the other men in Brewster Place seem to face this battle without the support of 

other black men.  Naylor critiques the lonely fight and the nature of black male interaction using 

the space of the barbershop and the character Greasy.  In the black community, the barbershop is 

supposed to represents the place where any man can go “to hang out and talk,” as Ben says, 

without the demands the outside world places upon them (MBP 157).  But that place of 

rest/solace does not exist for Greasy, a crack addict who has lost everything—his job, his family, 

and his future—because of his addiction.  Max‟s barbershop becomes a place of oppression as 

the men there “[make] themselves feel better about themselves by distancing themselves from 

Greasy‟s plight” (Wilson 153). Instead of rallying around Greasy, uniting as black men in that 

place, they make one man the target for their jokes.  As Wilson asserts, “Their sense of self, then, 

was dependent on the ostensible inferiority of another,” a reversion to the same tactics white men 

have used (153).  It becomes plain to the men when Greasy commits suicide: “We all 

remembered what it was like to go home and wash his blood from our clothes, our faces, and 

above all our hands.  To have to look into our mirrors and lie to ourselves it wasn‟t our fault” 

(MBP 166).  Even though they try to deny it, the black men in that shop know they share the 

responsibility for what happened at Max‟s.  Through this scene, Naylor insinuates that the 

problem with black male identity is not simply an individual one, but a collective one.  She 

encourages black men to come together in true community with one another, without looking to 

see which is better, but how they can help one another reach their own definition of manhood.    

Naylor does present a sense of hope in the character of Abshu.  He is a man who appears 

to have the “sense of brotherhood and communion with others in the community” that Naylor 

advocates with the barbershop scene (Wilson 153).  Unlike Moreland Woods, Abshu fights for 
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and remains loyal to those, like the boys and young men who visit the community center and the 

poor blacks of Brewster Place, who can do nothing for him financially or influentially.  After 

Brewster Place is torn down, he refuses to “accept that … there would always be the blues” for 

black men, continuing to fight for a better life for black men and women and an attainable 

definition of masculinity for black males (MBP 172).  Even though he is not without flaws, 

Naylor‟s portrayal of Abshu indicates that he will not give up or turn away from his fight for 

himself and his people like other men in the novels have done 

The real problem that exists in the lives of most of the men of Brewster Place, according 

to the Naylorian worldview, is that they never really define who they are outside patriarchal 

masculinity‟s bounds.  In order to change his position, each of these men “must rebuke white 

notions of success” (Wilson 159).  The reader rarely sees the men question the ideas of manhood 

that white society has imposed on them, nor do they attempt to define successful manhood on 

their own terms. According to Naylor, only this will truly set them free and allow them to be real 

men.   The mindsets of these men represent the problem in the African American community.  

Instead of determining who they are or will be, the men in Brewster Place allow patriarchy to 

dictate their identities, and they do nothing to counter it.  As Naylor sees it, this choice or lack 

thereof costs them their freedom and others‟ freedom as well.  Naylor presents this issue with the 

black male as a situation that has been passed from generation to generation and indicates that it 

will take a generation to stand up and change the direction in which black men are now headed.
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CHAPTER 2 

BLACK MEN IN THE CITY: THE DOWN LOW PHENOMENON 

 

Linden Hills extends Naylor‘s examination of authentic masculinity with a focus on 

Lester and Willie. As opposed to the Brewster Place men, who are totally at the mercy of societal 

definitions of manhood, Willie and Lester oscillate between self-definition and societal 

definition.  At times, Willie and Lester reject patriarchal masculinity‘s mandate for manhood, a 

decision Naylor would champion, but at other times, these men find themselves right back in its 

grasp.  Through these characters, Naylor seems to praise the rejection of certain aspects of the 

domination model while critiquing the embrace of a heterosexual mandate.  While they journey 

to find a definition of manhood that works for them, Willie and Lester also serve the purpose of 

providing critical commentary on the black middle class residents of Linden Hills.  In this 

chapter, I will focus on patriarchal masculinity‘s demand of heterosexuality in the lives of Willie 

and Lester and the residents of Linden Hills. 

Linden Hills tracks the journey of Lester and Willie as they move through the prestigious 

community of the same name performing odd jobs to make money to purchase Christmas gifts 

for their families.  In this novel, Naylor takes the story of Dante‘s Inferno and applies it to the 

black community.  In her article ―Gloria Naylor‘s Linden Hills: A Modern Inferno,‖ Catherine 

Ward asserts ―souls are damned not because they have offended God or violated a religious 

system, but because they have offended themselves [i]n their single-minded pursuit of upward 

mobility‖ (67).  In this novel, Naylor critiques success at the sacrifice of oneself and one‘s past, 

and within this critique, she also makes a statement about heterosexual normativity.  She uses the 

characters of Willie and Lester to achieve both.  Willie is the modern day Dante, a poet who lives 

outside of Linden Hills in the poor community of Putney Wayne, and Lester, Willie‘s best friend, 

is the modern day Virgil, who lives on the first circle of Linden Hills and serves as Willie‘s 

guide. 

Through Linden Hills, Naylor takes a critical look at the black bourgeois and their 

sacrifice of what she sees as true identity.  Her goal in this work, as she defines it in an interview 

with Kay Bonetti, is to ―give a microcosm of the Black middle-class experience, the hyphenated 

American experience, and its worst possible scenario‖ (Naylor 55).  Some of her indictments of 

the black middle class find its roots in what E. Franklin Frazier purports in his book Black 
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Bourgeoisie.  In Black Bourgeoisie, Frazier discusses many of the problems he sees in the 

African American middle class.  Like Naylor, Frazier describes the black bourgeois as being 

separated ―from its folk background‖ and without identity in their unending search for status 

(24).  They reject the black masses and seek connection with white society, who rejects them: 

the black bourgeoisie have shown no interest in the „liberation‟ of Negroes except 

as it affected their own status or acceptance by the white community.  They 

viewed with scorn the Garvey Movement with its nationalistic aims.  They 

showed practically no interest in the Negro Renaissance.  They wanted to forget 

the Negro‟s past, and they have attempted to conform to the behavior and values 

of the white community in the most minute details.   (Frazier 236) 

As a result of their rejection of other blacks and white society‘s rejection of them, the black 

middle class lives in isolation, seeking significance in the make-believe world they create, a 

world filled ―with a succession of carnivals‖ where they use ―lavish expenditures… to satisfy 

their longing for recognition‖ (201). Naylor does not see this as applicable to all members of the 

black middle class, but would agree with Lerone Bennett when he contends ―it is a fact that some 

sectors of the black middle class are hooked on conspicuous consumption and the feverish race 

for status‖ (53).1   

In “Middle Class Moralities,” Alan Wolfe also mentions the loss of identity that can 

occur in the middle class.  He says, “If anything, the more established and more liberal middle 

class is even less ethnic than the one that came after it.  Its ethnic identity, in fact, is so weak that 

it broadens into a lack of any identity at all, save for being middle class” (61).  Naylor would 

also agree with Wolfe‟s description of identity loss that can so easily occur as black people strive 

to have what white people have and become the people they are.  Naylor contends, “as you climb 

up [the ladder of success], you have…to relinquish ties or commit crimes against these ties” 

(56).2 Naylor then ranks the evilness of this cutting of ties claiming that “the first ties to go, are 

indeed ties of family…then there are communal ties…Then, ties with religious and spiritual 

values … [then] you meet my worst case scenario.  You meet those people who wake up in the 

morning and say to themselves that I have it all, but who … am I” (56).  Because these people 

forget who they are and where they have come from and live in a perpetual state of isolation, 

outside of those who are doing the exact same thing they are trying to do, they forfeit themselves 

and their very souls to the god of success. 
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Within this demand to reach the top by whatever means necessary is the mandate of 

exclusive heterosexuality.  According to the David Bradley, author of ―Searching for the Gay 

Masculinity,‖ ―masculinity is seen as strictly heterosexual‖ in Western society.  If one does not 

adhere to strict heterosexuality, he is not a man and cannot be a man in this culture.  In his book 

Masculinities, R. W.  Connell similarly claims that ―[p]atriarchal culture has a simple 

interpretation of gay men: they lack masculinity‖ (143).  One could argue this to be the case for 

anyone who does not adhere to a heterosexual identification only.   Both authors disagree with 

this mandate but acknowledge its presence while looking for solutions to the problem.    

Before beginning a discussion of Willie and Lester‟s commentary on the residents of 

Linden Hills, it is important to examine its structure.  Linden Hills is controlled by its patriarch 

Luther Nedeed, a man who exchanges an authentic identity for success in white eyes and creates 

his own “whitewashed” history: “The Nedeeds had made history there and it spoke loudly of 

what blacks could do … Linden Hills wasn‟t black; it was successful.  The shining surface of 

their careers, brass railings, and cars” (LH 16-17). He subjects his residents to the demands of 

patriarchal masculinity in the name of this success and demands they forget their past. Black 

memory is denied its proper place and leads to the destruction of a group of people:  

When they [the Linden Hill residents] needed to journey back, it would be to the brick 

and marble they would erect with this man‟s help.  Strong solid walls and heavy, marble 

steps…strong enough, solid enough to bury permanently any outside reflections about other 

beginnings.  The Tupelo Realty Corporation offered them all this, and a memory was a small 

price to pay (LH 11). 

Like white society, Luther reminds his black residents that memory has to be sacrificed 

for “progress” to be made.  Forgetting the past is necessary to move forward in the present.  The 

residents of the Nedeed community seek such a form of “progress.”  Ms. Tilson, Lester‟s mom, 

works her husband to death because she wanted to have what everyone around her has.  Xavier 

Donnell and Maxwell Smyth forfeit who they are on the altar, or to the god, of success, and both 

men live very calculated lives, seeking to attain the material possessions, influence, and prestige 

white men have. Maintaining their image is a second full-time job, which “demanded constant 

attention and surveillance” (LH 99).  The Reverend Michael T. Hollis fights to become greater 

and more influential than Nedeed to make him feel like his life matters.  He lives a lonely life 

because the “[y]ears [he] spent pursuing sensual pleasure and material possessions” have cost 
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him one of his dearest gifts, his relationship with his wife Marie. Laurel Dumont loses who she is 

in an empty marriage and career that provide her with material wealth but bankrupt her of the 

true riches of life.  She wonders “what else [would be] left” if she no longer had her job, her 

house in Linden Hills, or marriage to cling to (LH 228).  She becomes what Naylor describes as 

“an empty shell” because “when you live so much in what you do you forget about where home 

is” (91).3  Dr. Braithwaite, a former history professor, coldly records what happens in Linden 

Hills, creating a Nedeed influenced history for the community with the hope of receiving the 

Nobel Prize for his work.  His “analytical detach[ment]” from the people he sees allows him “to 

record the decay around him” with “no intention of stopping the corruption he observes” all in 

the name of an award (Ward 189).   Each resident sacrifices what is truly important for what, in 

reality, are insignificant possessions or achievements.   

Naylor uses Willie and Lester to comment on Linden Hills‘ residents and expose their 

shortcomings.  At the novel‘s beginning, Naylor presents both young men as outsiders of the 

Linden Hills community and of some aspects of patriarchal masculinity.  Lester and his family 

reside on the first street of Linden Hills, and like those in Dante‘s first circle of hell, these 

residents ―have redeeming qualities‖ (4).4 For the most part, Lester has rejected the lifestyle of 

Linden Hills and its patriarch Luther Nedeed, and in doing so, rejected society‘s definition of 

manhood.  Lester refuses to accept the idea that upward mobility and the control of economic 

resources should be one of his main goals in life.  Lester graduates from high school but refuses 

to continue through to college, and ―[a]ll of his mother‘s tears, threats, and stony silences 

couldn‘t convince him to enroll‖ (LH 28).  Additionally, his decision to be a poet serves as a 

rejection of the quest for financial success.  He will never join the group of those who move 

down toward Tupelo Drive and the house of Luther Nedeed, nor does he desire to do so.   

 Willie is more of an outsider than Lester is.  He does not live in the community and lives 

his life in opposition to upward mobility, refusing to become the Same as the white person.
5
   

Unlike Lester, he does not even finish high school dropping out in the ninth grade.  He claims, 

―There was really nothing more they could teach him.  He knew how to read and write and 

reason‖ (LH 28).  He even shuns the teachers and, subsequently, the white world‘s designation of 

what‘s important: ―from [ninth grade] on, it was all propaganda.  He was now free to read books 

that were important to him, not to some rusty-minded teacher‖ (LH 28).  Furthermore, as Willie 

gets older, he works less and less.  Like Lester, he is a poet, but Willie relies on his memory for 
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the poems because he does not trust the written word or those who are in charge of what‘s 

written.  This reliance on the oral tradition aligns him with his cultural past, another divider 

between him and the Linden Hills residents.
6
  

Naylor also presents Willie as being less in line with traditional ideas of masculinity by 

aligning him with Willa Nedeed, and subsequently, as Luther Nedeed‘s antithesis. In the novel, 

he and Willa Nedeed are two sides of the same coin with the similarity between their names 

serving as an indication.  Keith Sandiford claims that Willie is ―a sympathetic or androgynous 

consciousness (he is the only one to hear Willa‘s piercing screams from the basement)‖ (209).7  

In fact, Goddu claims that Willie ―becomes more feminized‖ as the novel progresses (222).  One 

scene ―ends with him wondering about whether he is turning into a woman‖ (222).  At the 

novel‘s end, he fully engages with Willa and her story and history and ―is turned, if only for a 

moment, into a woman. After looking into the mirror, he sees ‗what Willa saw,‘ finding her face 

in the mirror instead of his own.  Willie‘s total identification with Willa, then, allows for the 

possibility of his seeing as a woman‖ (222).  As representative of Willa‘s other half, Willie is the 

antagonist to Luther Nedeed, one who is willing to incorporate the woman‘s story and one who 

sees the devastation and destruction many aspects of the patriarchal system of Linden Hills 

produces. Gates refers to him ―as a sexual cynosure in the novel,‖ but Naylor seems to portray 

him as much more than that (610). Goddu refers to Willie as ―an outsider in every sense,‖ 

including the positioning of his ―marginal sexuality‖ (220).8 

In addition to his connection with Willa, Willie most clearly sees the shortcomings of 

Linden Hills. As the guests at the Alcott wedding reception eat every bit of food the waiters 

bring out, he recognizes the façade of the people and sees the guests as they really are, not as 

“birds of paradise,” but “vultures” (LH 84).  Willie also recognizes the lack of authenticity in the 

Linden Hills residents at the wake of Lycentia Parker, whose husband is already in the process of 

changing her bedroom in order to prepare for his next wife.  Sandiford describes them as “self 

devouring cannibals” (212).  As the mourners gather around his table, they are once again eating, 

“they are not only consuming portions of rare roast beef, but they are also consuming the 

reflected images of themselves consuming rare roast beef” (Sandiford 212).  Willie sees that for 

this group of people, it is about consumption, a literal consumption of what the white world 

views as important and a figurative consumption of themselves and each other.  In the case of 

Xavier and Maxwell, Willie discerns their warped view of progress.  While looking at a 
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penthouse spread that contains an Africentric black woman in a jungle scene with her foot on a 

white man‟s neck, Maxwell and Xavier declare that as evidence of the advancement of black 

society since it portrays the black woman on top.  Willie sees the picture for what its heavy “iron 

chain” represent, a re-enslaving of the black woman, making here, once again, the object of the 

white man‟s gaze (LH 115).  In his conversation with the Reverend Hollis, Willie sees through 

the minister‟s façade and recognizes the hypocrisy within and his striving to find an identity 

where none exists.  Through his interaction with Dr. Braithwaite, Willie sees the lack of concern 

the residents have for one another.  He is taken aback by the professor‟s detachment from the 

pain of the residents of Linden Hills, especially in his knowledge and inaction concerning the 

suicide of Laurel Dumont.  In the home of Braithwaite, Willie recognizes the death that resides 

in Linden Hills declaring, “I wouldn‟t live in Linden Hills if it was the last place on earth” (LH 

265). Naylor presents Willie as the true seer, the one who, because of his position and his 

connection to people, has the most insight into the misguided lives of the residents of the 

community. 

Not only do Willie and Lester remain in the margins in their choice of education and 

occupation, but their sexual desires also place them there, especially within the framework of the 

Linden Hills community. Linden Hills is a place where sexuality is not chosen; it is prescribed.  

In ―Weapons Against Women: Compulsory Heterosexuality and Capitalism in Linden Hills,‖ 

Costino explores this mandate of heterosexuality proposing that ―the social and economic 

privilege that Linden Hills residents enjoy is utterly dependent upon their willingness to conform 

to heterosexual norms‖ (44).  Naylor makes this unmistakably clear through the patriarch Luther 

Nedeed and his interactions with his family and his residents.    

The foundation of the Nedeed family finds its base in heterosexuality.  Each Nedeed 

marries for the sole purpose of creating a male heir to continue the family heritage:   

[Each] Luther Nedeed must marry a woman and produce „a squat carbon copy‟ of 

himself…These men engage in heterosexual sex for the sole purpose of 

(re)producing a 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.  (Costino 44)  
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Without a heterosexual lifestyle, the Nedeed regime cannot continue.  After each Nedeed man 

has his “carbon copy,” the wife is literally a nonfactor.   [The Nedeed wives] 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” (LH 18).  These women do not even sleep 

in the same room as Luther outside of the five days they have intercourse to conceive the next 

Luther Nedeed.  It is evident that there is no real love between Mr. and Mrs. Nedeed, only a 

sexual encounter that produces the necessary heir.  

Nedeed also imposes this stipulation of heterosexuality/heterosexual norms on the 

residents of Linden Hills transforming the community into a site of bondage. Inside those gates 

nothing else is acceptable. Anything outside of exclusive heterosexuality poses a threat to the 

Linden Hills community and undermines patriarchal masculinity.  Homosexuality, bisexuality, or 

anything in between rejects heterosexuality as the panacea and declares a wife and children as 

unnecessary to a fulfilling life and a healthy notion of manhood.  Naylor would likely contend 

that advocates, like Nedeed, of patriarchal masculinity must suppress homosexual desire at all 

costs to maintain their dominance. 

Costino makes reference to the heterosexual mandate in the nature of the leases Luther 

gives.  The leases are for a thousand years and a day with the only stipulation being that “they 

pass their property on to their children. And if they wanted to sell it, they had to sell it to another 

black family or the rights would revert back to the Nedeeds” (LH 7).  The reader sees this in the 

situation with Laurel Dumont, a woman whose husband files for divorce after the stress and 

strain of success destroys their marriage.  Because the couple does not have any children, and she 

marries into the Dumont family, she must leave the house she has lived in for the past ten years.  

Nedeed treats her as if she is not even a person, essentially saying she does not exist because she 

and her soon to be ex-husband choose not to participate in childbearing.   

  According to Costino, this imposition is most clearly seen in the life of Winston Alcott, 

who exchanges an eight-year relationship with David for a “successful” life in Linden Hills.  

When Nedeed discovers Winston‟s relationship with David and threatens Winston‟s father with 

disclosing this information to Winston‟s law firm, it‟s the beginning of the end for Winston and 

David.  When confronted with it all, Winston denies the relationship and quickly finds a bride to 

validate his heterosexuality.  According to Costino, “Winston is so steeped in capitalist ideology 

that says he must „make it‟ financially and do so within the traditional family structures that he is 
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unable to see that he could live life happily, but differently, with David” (46).  Winston 

reluctantly chooses to “bury one way of life for another,” (LH 74) letting go of David, “his 

center” (LH 79) for success and the opportunity to dominate in his field.  After Winston “[has] 

proven [his] dedication to Linden Hills,” Nedeed rewards him with a house on Tupelo Drive (LH 

87).  This, Costino declares, “ensures the cycle will continue … By rewarding Winston for 

fulfilling the expectations that capitalist ideology has established, Luther maintains and 

reinforces the connection between economic privilege and heterosexuality and is therefore 

complicitous in the cycle of oppression that allows heterosexuality to maintain its privileged 

position” (46). Through Winston‟s story, Naylor intricately links heterosexuality with economic 

success and power in Linden Hills, the representative of patriarchal society.  It also seems that 

she juxtaposes Winston and David‟s relationship with that Lester and Willie‟s (Costino 49). 

Naylor adds a twist to the typical best friend relationship between Lester and Willie by 

creating homoerotic tension within it.  Both Lester and Willie have looked at men in ways that, 

in patriarchal society and the community of Linden Hills, are exclusively for women.  Early in 

the novel, Naylor reveals this to the reader. Lester does not want Willie to think he is ―a fruit‖ 

because of ―the way [he] felt looking at the strong, muscular body of Hank Aaron twist around 

when he swung a bat‖ (LH 26), and Willie recalls getting ―the same crazy feelings from staring 

at the thighs of a Knicks center that he got from touching pretty Janie Benson‖ (LH 28).   

There is also, as Henry Louis Gates, Jr., asserts ―an undercurrent of nervous joking 

between the two boys, meant to exorcise the persistent threat of eros between them‖ (609).  Early 

in the novel, the two young men sleep together in a small bed and find themselves in positions as 

men do with women.  When Lester wakes up and finds himself in ―a respectable half nelson 

[with] his neck fixed firmly under Willie‘s chin,‖ he attempts to break free (LH 71).  As Willie 

awakes, he hugs him tighter commenting ―And they said it wouldn‘t last‖ (LH 72).  After calling 

Willie a name, Lester laughs it off and moves on.  Later that morning, as Willie watches Lester 

perform his morning exercises, he tells him ―You don‘t have a bad [behind], though‖ (LH 72).  

Once again, Lester uses humor to get himself out of an awkward moment.  Near the end of the 

novel, Lester jokingly refers to the amount of time he and Willie have spent together saying the 

two ―might as well have been married, as much time as [they‘ve] spent together,‖ which causes 

an uncomfortable moment between them.  Their words seem to be an attempt to cover up 



 36 

feelings that are truly there.  The comments that they both make bring up questions in regards to 

their masculinity and make them uneasy.  

Though Lester and Willie are free enough to entertain thoughts and feelings of 

homosexuality and would even accept it in the lives of others, the men suppress any further 

action because of the repercussions the feelings will bring upon themselves.
9
  They refuse to 

define themselves publicly outside of patriarchal masculinity‘s heterosexual mandate. While 

neither has had a sexual encounter with a man, both Lester and Willie carry the characteristics of 

men who would, according to James King.  They exaggerate their conquests of and attraction to 

women and ensure others notice their ―manliness‖ to make up for these feelings.  Because of 

their actions, King would describe them as potential DL men. They have a ―macho ‗ultra-male‘ 

image that borders on homophobia,‖ and are very concerned with outward appearance (55). 

Regarding this aspect of their lives, Naylor moves Willie and Lester from providers of critical 

commentary to the ones receiving the critique. 

 Because they recognize the same sex inclination that lies within, Lester and Willie put 

forth a macho persona to validate their manhood.  First, Both Lester and Willie frequently 

discuss their heterosexual sexual encounters.   In one section of the novel, Willie and Lester are 

talking about some of the less attractive women they have dated, and Willie refers to Lester‘s 

former girlfriends as ―chimpanzees‖ and implies that one could even be classified as a dog (LH 

73). Furthermore, at Winston‘s wedding, Lester makes mention of a couple of white women with 

whom he has had sex, ensuring Willie‘s knowledge of his conquests.  Lester also discusses his 

need to stay in shape with Willie. Lester claims that he does fifty push-ups and ―deep knee bends 

[because] I owe it to the daughters of America to keep this body in shape.  I don‘t want the ones 

waiting at the end of the line to be disappointed when their turn comes‖ (LH 72).  With this 

statement, he implies that the plans to sleep with and enjoy many women.  It is his job to keep 

his body in shape so he can satisfy the women with which he has intercourse. Willie has also 

been involved with a number of women.  He references some of the less desirable ones in his 

conversation with Lester.  Willie reminds Lester that he himself has ― had to keep a few cans of 

Alpo around the house in [his] time too (LH 73).   

 In addition to discussing sexual conquests, Lester and Willie threaten and invoke 

violence on one another and others to show their physical power and strength. After Willie and 

Lester visit Norm and Ruth, Willie is the one who threatens to invoke bodily harm as Lester talks 
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about Ruth‘s body as if she were a stripper or one of the ―whores on Wayne Avenue‖ (LH 43).  

As he slams Lester up against the fence, Willie reminds him that he could always beat him 

despite the fact that he is not as tall as Lester is.  Willie lets Lester know who the real man is as 

he stands up for ―his‖ woman and, subsequently, his manhood.   

Later, when Willie and Lester accept a job from Mr. Parker, Willie reminds himself that 

he and Lester can take on any other ―strange‖ man who may try to put their masculinity to the 

test, so that, as Gates asserts, ―there assignment is [not] an assignation‖ in terms of their 

sexuality (610).
10

   As they enter Mr. Parker‘s house to paint his recently deceased wife‘s room, 

his suspicious behavior is unsettling.  Mr. Parker sneaks them to into his house through the back 

door, and initially, he is not forthright about the job he wants them to complete.  When Willie 

and Lester arrive at the top of the stairs at an oak door, ―Willie quickly gauged the size and age 

of the man. If he tried something weird, he and Lester could take this guy on with no trouble‖ 

(LH 127). Willie validates his and Lester‘s manhood through their ability to inflict physical pain 

on another man, winning the battle of man against man.  

Because of their concern with what others will think of them, Lester and Willie refuse to 

acknowledge their love for poetry.  For instance, both young men are poets, but they hide this 

fact from everyone outside their poetry circle. Gates implies that Lester and Willie‘s very act of 

writing poetry is ―associated with the betrayal of their masculinity—with effeminacy‖ (609). 

Initially, they even shy away from telling each other about their passion for poetry because of its 

association with homosexuality.  The first time Lester reads Willie one of his poems, he has to 

―summon up enough courage to pull them out‖ because ―[w]riting poems was sissy stuff in the 

crowd he and Willie hung with—unless it was something about Mrs. Thatcher … But crap like 

this about sunsets and flowers, and how sometimes he still got a little afraid of the dark, or how 

he wanted to grow up and be like Malcolm X‖ was unacceptable (LH 27). When he finally reads 

the poem, he threatens to ―kick [Willie] right in the butt‖ if he laughs and to kick it again if he 

tells people at school (LH 27).  Because he feels that poetry makes him less manly, he has to 

assert his manhood in some other way; therefore, he reinforces it by reminding Willie about his 

ability to beat anyone at the school with the exception of one guy who does not fight fairly.  He 

considers writing poetry to be unmanly in some way, as does Willie.  After Lester shares, Willie 

admits to having poems memorized but never writing them down on paper. He claims ―If my 

brothers ever saw me writing poems, they‘d call me a queer and then it‘d be all over school … 
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Most guys think you‘re a sissy if you like this stuff‖ (LH 27).  Publicly, they shy away from 

anything that places their sexuality in question.   

Through Linden Hills and its male characters, Naylor makes greater implications about 

the suppression of homosexuality in the black community. One could compare what Naylor 

implies about sexuality with the novel‘s main focus, the true cost of upward mobility at the 

sacrifice of one‘s culture, or, as Naylor states in her interview with Donna Perry, ―the stripping 

away of your soul when you move toward some sort of assimilation‖ (229).11
  Although Lester 

and Willie do not fall into the trap of forgetting who they are in exchange for economic success, 

they do abandon, in some sense, alternate definitions of masculinity, a restriction patriarchy 

placed on black men.   

According to Naylor, patriarchy causes black men like Lester and Willie to feel ashamed 

of their homosexual desires, forcing them to suppress them or think them to be unnatural.  It does 

not seem as if Willie and Lester are fully aware of the suppression of homosexuality in their own 

lives; without thinking, both automatically assume these desires are wrong for them.  Naylor 

reveals what she sees as the full extent of the damage that this crushing of desire can cause in the 

story of Winston Alcott. Though Lester and Willie do not share Winston‘s reason for rejecting 

homosexuality, they do push these desires aside for acceptance into the community of people 

with which they associate.  

From King and Naylor‘s perspectives, Lester and Willie repress their sexuality and allow 

others to define who they are.  Because the two men concern themselves with the way others will 

see them, they, like the DL men King discusses, have to appear to publicly be all male as 

patriarchal masculinity defines it.  Willie and Lester must not show a hint of homosexuality.  If 

they do, they will lose the position that they have in society and forfeit acceptance and the 

desirable label of normalcy.  The best friends seem to fear the effects that ―coming out of the 

closet‖ will have on their lives. 

Naylor extends her discussion of male sexuality in Linden Hills from the Brewster Place 

novels, creating characters who find themselves in a sexually liminal position.  In the Brewster 

Place novels, it is Eugene who is affected by the heterosexual directive.  He leads the double life 

as a DL man because he refuses to define himself outside of patriarchal masculinity‘s norms.  

Because he succumbs to society‘s demand, he loses everything—his wife, his daughter, and the 
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opportunity for an enjoyable future.  Just like Eugene of Brewster Place, Willie and Lester suffer, 

albeit to a lesser degree, from the demand of heterosexuality.  

In spite of their own feelings about homosexuality, the last scene in the novel offers some 

hope for Willie and Lester in their quest for a workable definition of manhood.  Naylor leaves 

the reader with the two men leaving Linden Hills holding hands: “Each with his own thoughts, 

they approached the chain fence, illuminated by a full moon just slipping toward the point over 

the horizon that signaled midnight.  Hand anchored to hand, one helped the other to scale the 

open links.  Then, they walked, out of Tupelo Drive into the last days of the year” (LH 304).   

Through this scene, Naylor could be indicating that the men will not only leave the costly 

struggle for success, but they may also abandon the heterosexual mandate that exists there and 

become comfortable with and act upon their feelings about other men. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE IMPORTANCE OF EMBRACING THE MATERNAL 

 

 With Mama Day, Naylor continues her critique of American masculinity, primarily 

through the character of George Andrews. She follows George on his journey through Willow 

Springs, the home of his wife Cocoa, as he struggles to embrace the alternate way of thinking 

and living that take place there.  Naylor focuses on the detriment discarding the maternal, a 

characteristic she sees as inherent in patriarchal masculinity, can have on the black male.  

 In American culture, young boys are taught to leave the mother and what she embodies to 

become like the father.  Boys learn that too much of a connection with the mother is 

unacceptable. Michael Kimmel discusses this phenomenon in his book Race, Class, and Gender 

in the United States.  He describes this as a ―flight from the feminine,‖ indicating that ―[t]he 

drive to repudiate the mother as the indication of the acquisition of masculine gender identity‖ 

(86). Kimmel contends that this drive cause him to ―[push] away his real mother, and with her, 

the traits of nurturance, compassion, and tenderness she may have embodied … he [also] 

suppresses those traits in himself‖ (86).  Naylor would include the characteristics of intuitiveness 

and a connection with the spiritual in this list of traits.  In her creation of the island of Willow 

Springs and the protagonist Mama Day, Naylor envisions a culture that does the opposite 

through embracing the maternal.   

Setting plays an important role in Mama Day‘s connection to the maternal.  Naylor‘s 

island of Willow Springs offers its inhabitants a great deal of freedom because there they are not 

bound to what she would consider the negative influence of Western thought and practice.  The 

island sits on the line between Georgia and South Carolina, but belongs to neither state and does 

not find itself on anyone‘s map. It is metaphysical, in a way, residing ―in a geographic limbo,‖ as 

Page states, ―simultaneously present and absent, existing and not existing‖ (166).1
   The 

precarious nature of this island is not without significance.  As Page asserts, Willow Springs is ―a 

place outside history and geography, [which] allows for a new perspective, not limited to the 

racial stereotypes and cultural restrictions of ordinary places‖ (166). The residents of the island 

own the land and determine the way in which it will operate.  As Simpson-Vos contends in her 

article ―Hope from the Ashes,‖ ―Willow Springs is able to maintain geographical and figurative 

distance from those on the mainland‖ and ―seems geographically perfect to encourage and 
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sustain life [s]urrounded by water and covered with trees‖ (30).2 Due, in part, to the setting, 

Mama Day and the other inhabitants of the island are able to break away from the demands of 

Western culture and tradition and embrace the customs of Africa.   

Time is also measured differently in Willow Springs.  Julie Tharp contends the island 

“runs on mythic time [with] the history of the island exist[ing] simultaneously in the past and in 

the present” (122).3 There seems to be no ending of life, but simply a transition of it to the next 

generation.  This idea is evidenced in the transfer of “Sapphira‟s knowledge” from one woman to 

another in the Day family (Tharp 124).  Mama Day actually hears Sapphira speak to her in a 

whisper as she goes through the woods and in a dream she has while she is at the other place. 4  

Even though Cocoa is not aware yet, she seems to be “another woman in the Day line who has 

the potential to rise up as a great grand mother” (Tharp 124).  As Mama Day thinks about Cocoa, 

she realizes that “the Baby Girl brings back the great, grand Mother.  We ain‟t seen 18 & 23 

black from that time until now” (MD 48).5   

Naylor sets the island, its history and its way of life in contrast with the setting of her 

previous novel Linden Hills with the character of Willa Nedeed connecting the two places.
6
  

Simpson-Vos discusses this contrast in her article ―Hope from the Ashes.‖  In Linden Hills, the 

patriarch ―Nedeed‘s story repeats the patrilinear anti-historical aspects of his fathers‖ (25) 

whereas Willa Nedeed‘s rediscovery of her history and the history of Willow Springs is 

―distinctly female‖ (30).  The island of Willow Springs finds its tradition in the legend of 

Sapphira Wade; the island‘s history rests on ―a slave woman who brought a whole new meaning 

to both of them words‖ (MD 3).  Sapphira has seven sons, and her seventh son has seven sons; 

―these children are Mama Day‘s ancestors, and together shape the island through their lives‖ 

(Simpson-Vos 31).   

Even the way in which the novel is narrated speaks to the maternal in contrast to the 

paternal nature of Linden Hills.  Though both Linden Hills and Mama Day are ―told from 

multiple narrative perspectives, and in several voices,‖ the latter presents those voices as 

functioning together to ―[enhance] the fabric of the narrative‖ (Simpson-Vos 29).  Instead of 

working in opposition to one another, ―The cooperation of many voices to form one text creates 

a strong atmosphere of community from the first pages of Mama Day‖ (Simpson-Vos 29).  The 

strength of this community is evidenced in Naylor‘s use of what Simpson-Vos calls a 

―community narrator‖ (30). 
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In Willow Springs, the idea of living with and for one another is very strong. The island 

and its inhabitants realize the importance of one another and exemplify this in their annual 

tradition of the Candle Walk, a celebration on December 22
nd

 where the island inhabitants walk 

along the road exchanging greetings and gifts:  

Used to be when Willow Springs was mostly cotton and farming, by the end of 

the year it was common knowledge who done turned a profit and who didn‘t … 

winter could be mighty tight for some … Candle Walk was a way of getting help 

without feeling obliged…them that needed a little more got it quiet-like from their 

neighbors. (MD 110) 

They also show their love and support for one another in the reconstruction of the bridge after 

the big storm and in their taking a break in that building to attend the funeral of Bernice‟s son.   

The maternal aesthetic is very important in Naylor‘s canon, and that is made blatantly 

obvious through the character of Mama Day. Mama Day represents the black mother, despite the 

fact that she has no biological children.  Shirley Stave refers to her as ―the incarnation of 

Sapphira Wade,‖ a woman who has seven children (100).
7
  Mama Day serves as what Collins 

refers to as an ―othermother,‖ one who plays the role of mother to many in the community, like 

Bernice, a family friend, and Cocoa, her great niece.
8
  Like Meridian in Alice Walker‘s novel of 

the same name, Mama Day‘s role ―take[s] her beyond the society‘s narrow meaning of the word 

mother as a physical state and expand[s] its meaning to those who create, nurture, and save life 

in social and psychological as well as physical terms‖ (Christian 242). 

First, she serves as the island‘s resident doctor and healer, ―embod[ying] the healing 

potential available through the African American mother‖ (Tharp 123).  She delivers the babies 

born there and if anyone on the island has some ailment or malady, they first go to her, and she 

usually provides some natural solution to the problem.  The doctor across the bridge illuminates 

this point with his statement about his practice: ―No point in prescribing treatment for gout, bone 

inflammation, diabetes, or even heart trouble when the person‘s going straight to Miranda after 

seeing him for her yea or nay.  And if it was nay, she‘d send ‗em right back to him with a list of 

reasons‖ (84).  At times, she uses more than just a combination of herbs and such to provide life.  

In the case of Bernice, Mama Day‘s conjuring power is revealed as she creates life using a baby 

chick.  Her ability to tap into both the natural and the supernatural connects her with African 

tradition and, as Stave states, ―disallows … a ‗rational‘ reading of her character‖ (100).   
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In addition to sustaining life, Mama Day is also the bearer and transferor of Willow 

Spring‘s history.  In contrast to the detached, lifeless history Dr. Braithwaite provides in Linden 

Hills, Mama Day speaks of a history that is alive and at work.  Where Dr. Braithwaite serves as a 

collector of facts, Mama Day engages in the history and hears and sees what has happened 

before.  As Julie Tharp contends, ―Mama Day and [her sister] Abigail embody the historical 

legacy of the island‖ and that of Sapphira Wade, the island‘s founder and link to ―the African 

maternal tradition‖ (122).9  As she walks through the forest and her family‘s graveyard after 

Candle Walk, she remembers the story of her family and hears the sounds of the events that took 

place in the past.  Later, as she searches through the attic at the other place, she finds the ledger 

with Sapphira Wade‘s papers in it and dreams about the woman finally discovering her name on 

an island where ―[e]verybody knows but nobody talks about [her] legend‖ (MD 3). 

Finally, she is very sensitive to the spiritual, to the unseen and intangible.  As Tharp 

states, ―Mama Day reads and understands the world through material signs, reading storms in the 

behavior of her chickens‖ (123).  Mama Day knows things that are going to happen before they 

actually do, and  her ―second sight usually comes to her when she‘s performing traditional 

women‘s tasks—tending family graves, quilting, brewing tea—connecting her to ‗other ways of 

knowing‘ with the materially feminine‖ (124).  For example, she realizes that Cocoa will not be 

bringing George to Willow Springs for the first few years of their marriage as she and Abigail 

sew a double-ring quilt as a wedding gift for the two of them.   

Embracing a belief in alternate forms of healing and the importance of spiritual 

sensitivity along with knowledge of a cultural history sustain the lush fabric of Willow Springs.  

Problems usually arise when people choose to live life ―beyond the bridge‖ and forget who they 

are.  In the novel‘s prologue, Naylor introduces the reader to Reema‘s boy, one of the 

inhabitant‘s son who has gone to ―one of those fancy colleges mainside‖ and forgotten the 

heritage of the island (MD 7).  The young man comes back to the island to interview the 

inhabitants with a plan to ―put Willow Springs on the map‖ (MD 7).  His question regarding the 

meaning of 18 & 23 for the book he is writing reveals the depth of his loss.  Everyone tries to tell 

him that ―it was just our way of saying something,‖ since 18 & 23 can be a person, place, thing, 

or even something abstract.  But because of the linear way of thinking he has learned in school, 

he cannot reconcile the flexibility of 18& 23 with the concrete nature of patrilineal thinking. 

Because he has forgotten his culture and history, Reema‘s boy ―ends up looking like a buffoon to 
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his former neighbors, having conformed to outside definitions of success and knowledge‖ 

(Simpson-Vos 31).  The same forgetting happens to those who come to the island from the states, 

but for people like George, this forgetting has taken place long before their births.   

In contrast to Reema‘s boy, Naylor presents George as a sympathetic character even as 

she critiques his western mindset.  His lack of identity comes from his lack of family, especially 

that of a mother.  As Simpson-Vos asserts, ―Although George‘s practicality enables him to see 

through the illusions of city life and overcome his difficult beginnings, he still lacks one crucial 

thing; a mother … [he] lacks the love and nurture a mother would have provided‖ (34).  The 

reader sees how heavily George‘s need for a mother impacts him and the pain it causes when he 

finally opens up to Cocoa: 

You see, when I was growing up, there was no reason for me to neglect her on the 

days that would have been important: her birthday, anniversary, or the second 

Sunday in May.  I didn‘t forget to call now and then to ask her how she was 

doing.  I didn‘t find her demands annoying, or her worries unnecessary.  I was the 

kind of son who didn‘t refuse to share my friends, my interests, or my hopes for 

the future with her.  Yeah, that‘s pretty close to the kind of son I was.  (131) 

George longs for the things he has missed because he does not grow up with a mother or 

othermother to raise him.   

Because he lacks a connection with family, he also has no personal or cultural history.  

All he has is what he learns at Wallace P. Andrews, the orphanage where he grows up.  Without 

any history, George has no information of who he is outside of what Mrs. Jackson, the supervisor 

of the orphanage, tells him.  In an effort to prepare the boys for the real world, she destroys the 

importance personal history for those under her care.  She tells them, ―Only the present has 

potential, sir,‖ (23) explaining to them that ―I am not your mother.  I am paid to run this place.  

You have no mothers or fathers.  This is not your home‖ (26).   Because he arrives at the 

institution as an infant, even his surname fails to provide him any history; it simply coincides 

with that of the orphanage.  At Wallace P. Andrews, George finds no history, no real affection, 

and only has what he deems as a ―forgettable past and no futuGeorge finds his identity in his 

ability to take care of himself.  He prides himself on being a self-made man who does not need 

anyone else‘s help.  He lives only in the present and for the present, taking on the identity that 

Mrs. Jackson and the orphanage have programmed into him. Cocoa and her family put all of 
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George‘s values to question.  The very idea of facts and rules being all that matter is challenged 

the first time he meets Cocoa and fate confronts him.  When she walks in to interview for the 

secretarial job he and his partner have, he remembers having seen her during lunch at a coffee 

shop five blocks away.  Though he tries to convince himself otherwise, he feels that he will see 

her again once he leaves the shop, and he does, eventually marrying her.    

George has a difficult time accepting much of what Willow Springs and the Day family 

represent.  The way in which his life has unfolded lies in opposition to life in Willow Springs, 

making George a foreigner there. Stave asserts that he ―embodies the antithesis of all the values, 

beliefs, and rituals of the folk of Willow Springs.  An engineer by profession, he represents 

science, reason, and the death of what he would call ‗superstition,‘ but what islanders consider 

magic‖ (101).  

Naylor reveals George‘s disconnect with the island and most of that with which he 

struggles through his dream his first night there: 

But that night, I dreamed of you [Cocoa]. You were calling me and calling me … I 

couldn‟t see you on the other side, but your voice kept getting louder an louder, the water 

heavier, and the shore farther and farther away.  If I just try harder I thought, but my increased 

efforts made it all the more impossible … In my struggles, I saw Mama Day leaning over the 

bridge.   Her voice came like thunder: No, Get Up And Walk.  She‟s a crazy old woman, I 

thought … I was fiercely angry at her for not helping us.  With my last bit of strength I pushed 

my shoulders out of the water to scream in her face … And I found myself standing up in the 

middle of the Sound. (183-184) 

Later, through Cocoa‟s parallel dream, the reader learns that George was swimming in 

the opposite direction from her.  This shows how far removed George‟s way of life is from that 

of the island‟s residents.‟ 

One of the characteristics of the inhabitants that is foreign to him is the idea of 

community and reliance on others.  Early in the novel, George voices a question that life in 

Wallace P. Andrews taught him when he says “And what else did we have but ourselves?”  He 

does not even believe in a higher power, so when he exclaims “God help me,” he reveals that he 

is really saying “Let the best in me help me” (MD 251).  This is the mentality he takes in his 

efforts to save his wife‟s life.  He shuns the help of other men, particularly Dr. Buzzard, who 

tries to guide George into saving Cocoa, and ultimately his own life, by doing things Mama 
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Day‟s way. This mindset leads him to do the irrational, trying to cross the Sound in a rowboat.  

Fortunately, the men of the island are kind enough to burn the boat for him because, as Abigail 

says, “they like you” (MD 289).   

In addition to his exaggerated self-reliance, George does not believe in what he cannot 

detect with his five senses.  When the reader first meets George, his statements reveal his 

disbelief in superstition and the unseen. He says, ―I had what I could see: my head and my two 

hands, and I had each day to do something with them…No rabbit‘s foot, no crucifixes — not 

even a lottery ticket.  I couldn‘t afford the dollar or the dreams while I was working my way 

through Columbia‖ (MD 27).  His first encounter with conjuring comes when he plays poker 

with Dr. Buzzard and a few of the other island men.  Dr. Buzzard offers to sale the men a 

―gambling hand,‖ a bag with ―lodestone, sugar, black pepper, and cayenne‖ and a live frog that 

would give them better odds of winning (MD 210).  George sees this purchase as ―beyond 

ridiculous,‖ not understanding why any person would pay for luck, something that, for George, 

does not exist in the first place (MD 210).  In the game, he relies on science and logic, using 

what he has learned ―in a mathematics course dealing with game theory‖ (MD 210).  His strategy 

for winning fins is basis in the seen, the use ―of matrix charts ― and analysis of the tangible odds 

of certain situations talking place within the game (MD 210).  Throughout the course of the 

evening, George tries to determine what Dr. Buzzard and the other men will play using the if-

then strategy he has learned.   

George‘s dependence on logic and his failure to recognize the irrational end up costing 

George his life since they fuel his disbelief in conjuring and Mama Day‘s far-fetched remedy.  

When Cocoa comes under the hex of Ruby, Mama Day knows that she will need George to bring 

her complete healing, but she also knows he will have a hard time ―seeing‖ the situation the way 

she does.  As Simpson-Vos contends, ―George must recognize finally that only when he reaches 

beyond himself, to Mama Day and a realm of forces he cannot understand, is he able to provide 

what Cocoa needs to save her life‖ (40).  At first, George cannot even believe that Cocoa suffers 

from anything other than a physical ailment.  When George comes home to Cocoa screaming in 

the shower because she believes the worms that plague the inside of her body are now coming 

from the shower head, he calms her reassuring her that ―it was [only] water‖ (MD 298).  It takes 

him actually seeing one of those worms on himself after he and Cocoa have intercourse and 

smelling the stench it leaves behind when he kills it to convince him that Mama Day might 
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possibly be right.  Before this experience, he only sees Mama Day‘s instructions of going to the 

chicken coop and ―[bringing her] straight back whatever [he] finds‖ as some ―mumbo –jumbo,‖ 

something he is unable to take any part in (MD 295). When he finally makes the decision to go 

back to the other place and enter the chicken coop, he does not believe his hands are enough to 

heal his wife, and so his life is sacrificed.   

Naylor‘s addressing of manhood is much subtler in Mama Day.  Because Naylor focuses 

on the woman‘s role in maintaining a community, much of the indirect discussion of masculinity 

revolves around the men‘s acceptance or rejection of the maternal.  The men who live on the 

island, though imperfect, do accept Mama Day as a powerful woman and respect who she is and 

what she does.  R. Mark Hall describes her portrayal of the black men in this novel as one that 

―reconciles the binary oppositions of positive negative,‖ asserting ―[f]or Naylor, either/or 

dichotomous thinking is both Eurocentric and masculinist … Naylor resists evoking a monolithic 

homogenous representation of black masculinity‖ (94).10
  There is Bernice‘s husband Ambush 

Duvall, a man who is a devoted father and husband, who at the same time wants his son to have a 

name that causes women to welcome him into their beds instead of one that ―won‘t be fit for 

nothing but designing ladies‘ panties‖ (MD 200-201).  Dr. Buzzard is a man Mama Day calls a 

con artist, but he does truly seem to care for people, as evidenced in his desire to see George save 

Cocoa‘s life, among other things.  Junior Lee is the least redeemable character, a lazy womanizer 

without much brain power.   

In contrast to these men, George finds his manhood in independence and the rational.  

His definition of manhood, belief in himself and what he can see, stand in stark opposition to 

what Dr. Buzzard defines as being a man.  Dr. Buzzard asserts ―a man would have grown enough 

to know that really believing in himself means that he ain‘t gotta be afraid to admit there‘s some 

things he just can‘t do alone‖ (MD 292).  On the island, patriarchal definitions of manhood, 

where individualism and rational thinking are concerned, do not influence many of the men on 

Willow Springs.  The black male characters the reader meets know about Mama Day and the 

power she possesses, and they recognize the need they have for one another.  

Although George fails to embrace all of what Willow Springs has to offer, Naylor does 

characterize him as a man who desires something different, one who knows something is missing 

in his life.  Before he and Cocoa get married, his statements about her history show his envy of 

what she has had: ―To be born in a grandmother‘s house, to be able to walk and see where a 



 48 

great-grandfather and even great-great-grandfather was born. You had more than a family, you 

had a history.  And I didn‘t have a real last name‖ (MD 129).   

After he arrives on the island, he realizes there is something that is missing during the 

poker game.  Though he wins the some of the hands over the course of the evening utilizing his 

westernized strategy, he really winds up the loser (MD 210).  When George begins winning, the 

men become quiet, and it seems as if all of the fun has been taken from the game.  It is with 

―disappointment‖ that George realizes Dr. Buzzard ‗had not won‖ (MD 213).  George fails to 

follow tradition, something invaluable in Willow Springs.  Dr. Buzzard always leaves having 

gained money, while everyone else has lost theirs, and the goal for the other men is to see how 

little he would lose.  Once again, George is reminded of what his life lacks.   

When George finally decides he will go to the chicken coop in his effort to save Cocoa‟s 

life, he sacrifices his disbelief, even if that sacrifice is only momentary. Though George has 

some desire to embrace a new way of thinking the idea of now and the tangible have such a hold 

on him that he is unable to embrace the different way of thinking that exists on Willow Springs 

in time enough to save his natural life.  It may not be too farfetched to conclude that George 

would come to know and see as the islanders know and see if he were given more time on Earth.     

In this novel, one of the main things Naylor attempts to do is encourage an embrace of 

the maternal and show the ill effects of its rejection.  Most of those who reside in Willow Springs 

accept all that Mama Day and the island represent, and George, in the end, makes an attempt to 

believe what he cannot see, but his efforts come too late.  The patriarchal belief in the logical and 

the linear cause a bondage in the minds of black men like George and keep them bound to what 

Naylor would call negative ways of thinking.   
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDING FREEDOM IN THE METAPHYSICAL SPACE 

 

With Bailey’s Cafe, Naylor provides us with what she deems as potential solutions for 

black male identity through the character of Miss Maple. Miss Maple is a representative of men 

who are willing to fearlessly define who they will be outside the norms patriarchy prescribes and, 

therefore, experience the greatest degree of freedom, as far as masculinity is concerned.  Miss 

Maple rejects the domination model and patriarchal masculinity‘s mandate of exclusive 

heterosexuality, blurring the boundaries of American manhood.  Though Miss Maple is able to 

achieve freedom, the location where Miss Maple finds it is in a place that does not currently exist 

in the United States.  This is an important aspect of Naylor‘s story worthy of further exploration. 

Naylor carries the metaphysical use of space from Mama Day into her fourth novel, 

increasing its influence on the text.  In Bailey‟s Cafe, Naylor creates a mythical space. Bailey’s 

Cafe and the buildings that surround it exist in a place that is everywhere and nowhere at the 

same time.  Just like the patrons who visit it, the cafe resides in a space ―right on the margin 

between the edge of the world and infinite possibility‖ (BC 76).  The setting of this novel is 

strongly linked to her characters‘ development of identity apart from the norm.  One of the main 

messages of the novel is the need for acceptance of difference.  As a whole, society would not 

accept Naylor‘s characters because who they are conflicts with the standard the majority has 

created.  According to Wilson, one of the major goals of Bailey‘s Cafe is ―defying boundaries 

and discarding labels,‖ and this rings true with her treatment of setting (127).   Bailey‘s Cafe 

represents a marginal space and ―represents the marginalized people who inhabit it‖ (127).  The 

outside world would consider each person who enters the cafe as dysfunctional and demented 

and would refuse them, leaving them on the edge of society. But Naylor embraces them in their 

unique situations. 

Each of the characters seems to be in the process of breaking away from patriarchy‟s 

definition of who they should be and the binaries inherent within its system.  These characters‟ 

“lives…have been destroyed by their horrific encounters with racial and gender discrimination, a 

monologic power that has been inflicted … brutally” on them (Page 174).1  Sadie is a wino and a 

prostitute whose lifetime search has been the American dream, the white picket fence and a 

husband, which she believes will give her life meaning.  Esther‟s brother exposes her to sexual 
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exploitation at the age of twelve, making her “the concubine of her brother‟s boss, a wealthy 

farmer,” though she believes she is the farmer‟s wife (Wilson 115).  Esther agrees to this because 

she feels she owes her brother and his wife for the twelve years they have cared for her.  Mary, 

also known as Peaches, is defined by her beauty from childhood and finds herself at the mercy of 

man‟s gaze and sexual desire.  As a result, she suffers from a split personality, one side that she 

deems evil and gives in to man‟s desire, and the other, which is pure and hates the evil one. Jesse 

Bell finds her identity in being a good wife and mother, initially suppressing her sexual desires 

and denying the culture of her side of the family.  Mariam, a fourteen-year-old pregnant girl from 

Ethiopia, suffers the oppression of a patriarchal culture, where she has undergone a clitorectomy.  

Her culture denies women sexual pleasure, subjecting them to the will of the men. As Wilson 

asserts, “The tentative development is best described as a process whereby characters strive 

initially to please others … ; then, find such an attempt unsatisfying or unrewarding, they opt to 

please only themselves” (122). 

 Part of understanding these women and any patron to Bailey‘s Cafe involves looking 

beyond what one sees outwardly. Bailey cautions the reader that ―[a]nything worth hearing in 

[his cafe] happens under the surface‖ (BC 35).  As Wilson states, ―In these observations Bailey 

emphasizes that one must be open to possibilities.  People who enter the cafe with preconceived 

notions (i.e., with fixed boundaries, labels, and rigid ideas of reality, all to be equated with a 

‗surface‘ understanding) will miss the bulk of information to be communicated‖ (128).  Naylor 

encourages her readers to look at these characters outside the categories society has designated 

for men and women to reside in.   

 The transient nature of the cafe speaks to this need for removing boundaries.  It 

represents a place of transition for those who enter and embrace the change they need to make in 

their lives.  In the novel, Naylor describes Bailey‟s Cafe as “real real mobile,” (BC 28) and the 

cafe exists wherever people need it:  

Every regular patron who first arrives enters the cafe directly from whatever place 

has caused the most recent pain, confusion, or despair.  For Bailey himself, it is 

San Francisco.  For Eve, it is New Orleans.  For Peaches, it is Cincinnati.  For 

Mariam, it is Addis Ababa.  And for Miss Maple, it is Pittsburgh.  Since the cafe 

itself is rooted in no particular place, it is the perfect haven for its transient 

patrons. (Wilson 128) 
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In its mobility, Bailey‟s Cafe adjusts itself to the needs of the people rather than the people 

having to adjust to the cafe, just as American society, Naylor would contend, should adjust to the 

lives of those in it instead of the reverse.   

Even though the novel gives prominence to the stories of women, men do have a role to 

play, and Naylor speaks to the position of men and to male identity.  In her interview with 

Virginia Fowler, Naylor reminds her readers that ―talk[ing] about what is female sexuality and 

female sexual identity necessitates talking about what is male sexuality and male sexual identity‖ 

(131).  In this novel, she treats the men more sympathetically, asserting, ―if they do fail, they are 

well meaning in their failures‖ (Naylor 136).   

The black man who seems to ―fail‖ most is Sugar Man, ―[a]ll-around hustler and pimp‖ 

(BC 33).  He relegates the usefulness of women to making him money and providing him with 

pleasure. He makes a floundering attempt to draw Peaches into his grasp, describing the purpose 

of her creation solely on the basis of her body and his gaze, for sex. If a woman cannot do 

anything sexually for him, she seems to be worthless.  His comment regarding Sister Carrie 

focuses on her lack of beauty:  ―No need for that dried stick to be cutting her eyes at me … I only 

mess with women like her in my nightmares‖ (BC 33).   In addition to his commodification of 

women, he has no room to acknowledge male difference.  He cannot accept Miss Maple as 

anything other than a ―faggot‖ because of his attire (BC 164).  The female clothing Miss Maple 

wears threatens Sugar Man‘s own masculinity, forcing him to hold onto the idea that Miss Maple 

is a homosexual just to keep his sense of self intact.  Though on the surface, he seems heartless, 

Bailey presents another side of him.  Sugar Man sees himself as a guardian of woman: ―And 

Sugar Man working hard to protect his women.  All women really need protecting.  It‘s a rough 

world out there‖ (BC 34).   

Bailey, the man who does a great deal of narrating in the novel, determines more for 

himself who he will be; though he, too, has his flaws.  He, as Nash claims, learns from a young 

age ―the value of [considering] multiple definitions and perspectives‖ (212) and recognizes ―the 

limitations of conventional definitions and the possibilities in the flexion of those definitions‖ 

(213).
2
  He does not automatically judge the customers in his cafe like the rest of the world 

would, but instead, he looks deeper than what he sees on the outside to see what is truly 

happening inside.  Bailey seeks to define himself beyond the binary of patriarchal culture and 

allows his visitors the same courtesy. Even his name reflects his belief in self-definition.  Bailey 
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is not really the proprietor‘s name, but he assumes it because that is the name of the cafe when he 

acquires it.  He shuns ―a fixed label because he believes it insufficient in capturing the 

complexity of his identity, [contending,] ‗Bailey‘ would allow latitude for self-definition‖ 

(Wilson 128).  Though he does afford the women he meets with a greater deal of respect than the 

outside world, he still views women as objects of desire, as is the case with Peaches. He 

mentions being a ―rear-end man‖ and watches Peaches‘ as she walks toward the door to leave the 

restaurant commenting on her bodily assets (BC 102).   

Miss Maple, whom Naylor refers to as the antithesis of Bailey, represents the male 

character who is freest from the demands of patriarchal masculinity.  Through the character of 

Miss Maple, Naylor reveals how black male identity, in particular, could benefit from spaces like 

Bailey‘s Cafe.  Naylor places a more obvious focus on manhood and the questions it raises with 

Miss Maple‘s character, starting in his childhood. Throughout the chapter, Miss Maple mentions 

manhood and what a real man is multiple times.  Naylor allows the reader to see the journey that 

Miss Maple takes to understanding true manhood.  

Ultimately Miss Maple rejects the binarism of patriarchal masculinity and creates an 

identity for himself.
3
  When Naylor first introduces the reader to Miss Maple, we discover that he 

is a man who dresses as a woman and works as a bouncer and a maid at Eve‘s Boardinghouse, 

but Miss Maple is no ordinary cross-dresser.  Though he does wear ―light percale housedresses 

most of the time … [and may] show up with a backless sundress or a little cotton romper,‖ Miss 

Maple wears ―no wigs … no makeup. No padded falsies. [Does] [n]o switching.  And if it‘s near 

the evening, we‘re talking a five o‘clock shadow that he runs his hands over like any tired man 

after a hard day at work‖ (BC 163).  Bailey asserts, ―In fact, it‘s impossible to look at the way 

Miss Maple walks in … and not see a rather tall, rather thin, reddish brown man in a light percale 

housedress‖ (BC 163).  Because of his choice of dress, Miss Maple‘s character causes major 

disruptions where definitions of manhood are concerned and destroys the male-female binary.  

Early in life, Miss Maple, born Stanley Beckworth Booker Taliferro Washington Carver, 

learns about true manhood from his father, though, initially, he does not see his father as a “real” 

man. At the beginning of his chapter, he recalls his mother telling him “one day [he] would 

understand that [his] father was teaching [him] … how to be [his] own man” (BC 173).  Naylor 

presents Miss Maple‟s father, a wealthy, finely dressed black man, as one who truly challenges 

traditional notions of manhood.  One way in which Stanley‟s father rejects the demands of 
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normative male behavior is in his initial refusal to fight back and dominate when most men 

would see it as absolutely necessary. What Stanley does not understand is how his father, as a 

real man, can take the taunting and mistreatment of whites every time he goes into town without 

retaliating.  When his father goes into town, the white townspeople spit tobacco at his feet and 

flatten his tires, while storekeepers ignore him until everyone else has been waited upon.  

Because of his actions, Stanley sees his father as “pathetic” (BC 173).  His father, though, is 

attempting to teach him something in ignoring the white citizens of the town and their assumed 

superiority.  Wilson rightly asserts that “Stanley‟s father does not want his son to believe … that 

white reality (with its presupposition of white supremacy and black bestiality) should define his 

perception of himself…[he teaches that] Stanley should in no way adopt these perceptions as his 

own” (BC 129-130).  Stanley must create his own standards and define who he is outside of these 

prescribed notions and ideas.   

As a teenager, Stanley develops a greater respect for his father finally viewing him as a 

man after one incident in particular that takes place in town.  He and his father‘s altercation with 

the Gatlins, a pair of white country boys, at the town‘s post office paints the first picture of what 

true manhood is to him.  When he and his father are in a closet stark naked after the Gatlins have 

―ripped off every stitch of [their] clothing,‖ Stanley‘s father, who Stanley has always seen as 

passive, stands up for himself and his son (BC 180).  In order to do this, he puts on the only 

clothing that he finds in the closet, which is a dress, and tells his son to put on the corset and 

proceeds to beat the Gatlin boys.  Stanley realizes that being a man means standing for what he 

believes in regardless of what the situation is. Here again, his father challenges patriarchal 

masculinity, dressing as a woman while at the same time remaining a ―man,‖ something 

patriarchal masculinity would deem impossible.  In her article ―From Stanley to Miss Maple: A 

Definition of Manhood in Gloria Naylor‘s Bailey’s Cafe,‖ Kathryn Rummell asserts that ―the 

women‘s clothing becomes protection for Stanley as well as providing a means to his eventual 

freedom‖ (94).  Similarly, William Nash claims that with this experience Stanley ―finally comes 

to see how the father‘s unconventional world view affords him a measure of freedom and power 

unlike anything he has ever seen before‖ (220).  Mr. Carver chooses a different path than 

patriarchal masculinity prescribes and takes pride in who he is regardless of what anyone else 

thinks.  The time in Stanley‘s life when he sees his father epitomize his idea of what a man is 
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occurs when his father is wearing a dress.  His decision to wear women‘s clothing seems to find 

its origin, at least subconsciously, in his adolescence.   

In this moment, Naylor juxtaposes the actions one usually associates with women with 

the actions one usually associates with a man.  As Rummell states, it “serves as a 

disruption…they expect a feminine (i.e. non-violent) response.  Yet the result is entirely the 

opposite” (94).  Though Stanley‟s father does use physical violence, he does this while wearing a 

dress, claiming the Gatlin boys “laughed so hard their knees got weak” (BC 184).  Through this 

juxtaposition, Naylor seems to question manhood as patriarchy determines and blurs the binary.    

According to patriarchal definitions of manhood, a real man does not wear a dress regardless of 

the situation at hand.  Doing so automatically characterizes a person as a “sissy,” as less than a 

man.  Through Mr. Carver‟s actions, Naylor shows that just because a man does wear a dress, 

that does not keep him from being a real man.  Miss Maple, like his father, challenges 

conventional definitions of manhood.   

Naylor uses Miss Maple‟s character to disrupt fixed categories on multiple levels.  

First, she works to blur the black/white binary with him and his family.  According to Wilson, 

Miss Maple ―is introduced as a defiant person, instead of one who must grow into rebellion‖ 

(124).  His family‘s existence itself represents defiance: ―An affluent family of color (theirs a 

mixture of ethnicities, not just African American) they challenge preconceived notions about 

laziness associated with blacks‖ (Wilson 125).   His family and his ancestors work hard for the 

land that they have acquired and use shrewdness to get it.  His Yuma grandmother had visions of 

white gold (which turns out to be cotton) on the property where they lived.  After the white 

settlers find that there is no ―real‖ gold there, they sell the land to the couple for practically 

nothing.  Wisely, Grandmother insists they pay something even if it is ―only a penny a parcel‖ 

because she ―had already learned what the white man could do when your land was given by 

God‖ (BC 170).   

Additionally, Miss Maple‘s ―academic success [and job search] challenged notions of 

inferiority‖ (Wilson 125).  He is a black man with a Ph.D., whose ―training had been in the 

application not of mops and brooms, but of variance, square roots, and bell curves‖ (BC 166).  

Because of his training, he refuses to take any job that is not suited to his qualifications.  As a 

result of his race, he goes to interview after interview not getting the job he desires.  In doing so, 
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he engages, according to Hogue, in the necessary steps to end the binary, which is ―refus[ing] to 

participate any longer in [it]‖ (87). 

Through Miss Maple, Naylor, most obviously, complicates gender definitions creating 

what Marjorie Garber calls “category crisis.” Garber defines category crisis as “a failure of 

definitional distinction, a borderline that becomes permeable, that permits border crossings from 

one (apparently distinct) category to another: black/white, Jew/Christian, noble/bourgeois, 

master/servant, master/slave” (16).  Naylor introduces the reader to a man like this in The Men of 

Brewster Place: Chino. He is a man who disrupts binaries, both male-female and heterosexual-

homosexual. He, like Miss Maple, chooses to cross-dress, creating a major place of disruption. 

Garber deems “one of the most important aspects of cross-dressing [to be] the way in which it 

offers a challenge to easy notions of binarity” (10). Chino‟s voice and body shape present the 

image of a male while his dress and mannerisms present that of a female.   

Not only does he disrupt the male-female binary through cross-dressing, he also does it 

through being who he is, a man who begins the process of becoming a woman and stops before 

fully assuming the role. After the doctor castrates him, he realizes that he does not want to 

become a woman.  Because of his anatomy, Chino more naturally finds himself in the sexually 

fluid role Hogue addresses, neither being exclusively homosexual or heterosexual.  The question 

remains: Is he a man sleeping with men or a women sleeping with men?  He seems to represent a 

place of major disruption and critiques binary thinking.  These disruptions cause problems 

because, as Garber states, people have “a desire to tell the difference, a difference that might 

otherwise put the identity of one‟s own position to question” (130).   

With Miss Maple the reader is able to see more of his past and his actual life than is true 

with Chino.  Naylor only makes a few statements about Chino‘s past that shine light on his 

transformation, but she gives us as readers an in-depth look into what changes Miss Maple and 

makes him the person he is in the novel‘s present.  

Miss Maple chooses to reject the imposed gendered identity of dominant society and 

decides for himself who he will be after his encounters with a racist society that denies his worth.  

First, Miss Maple rejects the heterosexual/homosexual binary Hogue discusses and the idea that 

he is homosexual simply because he has had sexual relations with a man. While he is in prison 

serving time as a conscientious objector to the war, Miss Maple allows another man to have his 

way with him. He claims, ―I was never raped, because I never resisted‖ (BC 193).  Miss Maple 
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declares he is ―not a homosexual, but he ―is not stupid either,‖ describing the man who 

approaches him as ―six-feet-two, as broad as he was tall, as ugly as he was mean, a repeat 

offender serving for three counts of murder with nothing left to lose‖ (BC 193).  Miss Maple 

chooses to preserve his own life rather than give it up over something he sees as trivial.  This 

decision alone automatically places him in the position of homosexual and excludes him from 

the category of a true man in the binaristic world of patriarchal masculinity; there is no other 

alternative since any man who has sex with another man does not practice exclusive 

heterosexuality.   

Additionally, Miss Maple refuses to assimilate his dress for the sake of others comfort 

and makes the decision to embrace difference and, subsequently, freedom.  Even his reason for 

cross-dressing differs from that of the typical transvestite.  Much of the time when people discuss 

male cross dressers, the man dresses as a woman because he wishes to connect with his feminine 

side.  Dr. Virginia Prince, an advocate and spokesperson for transvestites, explains the purpose 

of her magazine Transvestia, to be ―dedicated to the needs of those heterosexual persons who 

have become aware of their ‗other side‘ and seek to express it‖ (Feinbloom 60).  Many critics, 

such as Stoller, believe that ―transvestites have a fetish for clothing of the opposite sex‖ (King 

239).  Bullough and Bullough purport that men cross dress to get away from the pressures that 

masculine norms impose on them.
 
 Garber references three reasons: ―a) get a job, b) find a place 

in a man‘s world, and c) realize or fulfill some deep but acceptable need in terms of personal 

destiny, and claims ―another common ‗answer‘…has been the assumption that the cross-dresser 

must be gay‖ (69). 

In opposition to these (stereo)typical reasons, Miss Maple chooses to wear women‟s 

clothing simply because it is more comfortable. He has, as Phil Donahue says on an episode of 

his show featuring cross-dressers, “no interest in changing his body” (Wilson 129).  Before 

taking the job as Eve‟s bouncer/maid, Miss Maple seeks out a job as a marketing analyst. After 

multiple rejections from various businesses because of his race and the striking of a terrible heat 

wave, Stanley comes to the conclusion that “an extremely conservative dress would make no 

measurable difference in [his] probability of success than a gray flannel suit” (BC 202).  Shortly 

after this revelation, Stanley begins purchasing female attire and continues to do so throughout 

the novel. He would most likely ask the same questions of critics of his dress Feinbloom presents 

in her book as typical of some transvestites:  
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“Why is clothing so sexually determined?…If a woman can wear pants, why can‟t 

a man wear a dress?  [Some transvestites] maintain that the right to wear any 

clothing is an individual right and no one has the right to define another‟s hair 

length, jewelry preference, or choice of clothing” (22). 

He probably believes, as do these men, that “the only reason their behavior is judged unusual is 

because of society‟s norms” (Feinbloom 22).  Through Miss Maple‟s dress, Naylor seems to 

imply that these norms provide a level of comfort for others and helps them create/sustain a 

secure place of identity – us/ them, heterosexual/homosexual, male/female.   For him, the norms 

of society have no impact on what he does or will do. 

  Miss Maple‟s own views impact his interaction with others and how he sees them.  

Because he embraces a polycentric worldview, he is able to show open-mindedness in his 

interaction with others.  Page categorizes Miss Maple with Bailey, Nadine, Eve and Gabe 

asserting that he “offer[s] acceptance and solace on a hard-nosed acknowledgement of life‟s 

brutalities, on a relativistic incorporation of multiplicity, on a fixed on a gritty compromise at the 

rim of the well. 4  [He had] learned the futility of endorsing any fixed or originary value” (176).  

Because he knows who he is, those around him have the freedom to be whoever they want to be 

without his judging them or being intimidated by them. 

Naylor leaves readers asking themselves, “Who is Miss Maple?”  Miss Maple is a 

character who lives life on his own terms with no regard to what others think.  Wilson describes 

him thusly: “he is still a man though dressed in woman‟s clothes.  He is not a homosexual, and 

he does not want to be a woman.  He is simply being himself with little or no regard for outside 

opinions” (125). Like Hardy does in B-boy Blues, Naylor brings “masculinity into perilously 

close contact with that which must always be disavowed: homosexuality” (Simpson 5).5  He is a 

maid/bouncer who dresses in women‟s attire, and that‟s that.  According to Nash, he is a “truly 

free person, who literally and figuratively beats the forces of oppression into submission with 

superior strength, intelligence, and sense of identity” (220). 

One can take the character of Miss Maple and draw him in stark contrast to other 

characters discussed in this thesis because of his rejection of patriarchal definitions of 

masculinity.  Unlike Moreland Woods and Butch, Miss Maple does not concern himself with 

sexual potency or sexual conquests.  The reader never sees him boast about or even discuss his 

sex life, and we never see him attempting to sleep with the women at the boarding house.  In 
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contrast to most of the men in the Brewster Place novels, Miss Maple does not see the need to 

control women, rejecting the domination model.  He is around women most of the time and even 

works for one.  Over the course of the novel, the reader never sees him trying to present himself 

as superior to Eve or the other women at the boardinghouse.  As a matter of fact, he serves the 

women as their housekeeper.  He is content with the position and finds security in who he is 

instead of in the women he controls.  One can also draw a sharp contrast between Miss Maple‟s 

idea of protection and Sam‟s idea of protection. With Sam, he protects his family but expects 

undivided allegiance and obedience in return.  When he does not get that from his wife or his 

daughter, he becomes the inflictor of pain rather than the protector.  Miss Maple, on the other 

hand, protects the women of the boardinghouse from men who would harm them, but he does not 

expect anything in return.  Comfortable in a space between conventional definitions, Miss Maple 

can both clean the rooms literally and “clean house” when the “gentleman callers” become 

unruly (Nash 222).  Miss Maple has also moved beyond the place where Willie and Lester seem 

to be, the place of proving they are men. Miss Maple‟s sexuality is his own business, and though 

he is not a homosexual, the reader never sees him defending his position for the sake of others 

comfort. Unlike George, he has no problem accepting the maternal and things do not necessarily 

follow logical lines.  His very connection with Bailey‟s Café and Eve‟s Boardinghouse attest to 

that. 

 

 Naylor presents Miss Maple as a man who greets the world on his own terms.  His 

solution for black men is be whoever you want to be and do not change for anyone.  Naylor 

would probably agree with Rummell‘s assertion that ―[f]reedom indeed plays a large role in Miss 

Maple‘s definition of manhood‖ (96). This idea of freedom not only applies to the black race in 

general, but to black men in particular.  She compares the welts that plague Stanley‘s back 

because of his clothes to the welts blacks receive because of the abuse of white slave owners. As 

whites chained and beat black slaves, patriarchal society chains and represses black identity.  

White society has set a standard that many black men have not resisted or even questioned.  In 

Naylor‘s eyes, black men need to be more like Miss Maple, a man who experiences the true 

freedom that many African American men are missing out on. 
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Through her novel, Naylor advocates a new way of seeing, defining, and living together, 

using not only characters like Miss Maple, but also the owners of the businesses in Bailey‘s 

neighborhood.  As Page states:  

Naylor creates a worldview that privileges tolerance, open-endedness, and 

complexity, all of which become possible when one has acknowledged and 

accepted the abyss…Given the individual courage and strength of the four 

proprietors and given such ennobling values, the broken threads of the damaged 

community web can be reconnected.  Through the power of love and imagination, 

the proprietors create an alternate reality that allows for individual rebirth and 

fulfillment within the new community. For Naylor, this can only happen outside 

the parameters of the real world, but it can happen through the combined mental 

powers of the inhabitants of Willow Springs or Bailey‟s neighborhood.6
 (179) 

The four proprietors give their visitors the space they need to ―exorcise whatever demons are 

haunting them‖ on their way to self-determination (Wilson 122).  Eve allows those who reside in 

her boardinghouse to choose what they do with the men who visit them as well as the flowers 

these men must bring to them.  She does not force healing or change on them, as one can see in 

the case with Jesse Bell, but gives them the time, resources and space they need to recover if they 

so choose.
7
  Bailey and Nadine grant their patrons the respect the outside world denies them, but 

they, like Eve, do not influence whether these customers go out the back door never to come 

back or whether they come back as renewed people.  Gabe, the Russian Jewish owner of the 

Pawnshop and a man who shies away from judging people, directs those who come his way to 

Bailey‘s Cafe.  An older man, he knows who he is but does not impose his views on others, 

though he will express them.   

  Though this space of freedom does exist in the metaphysical neighborhood of Bailey‘s 

Cafe, the real world is not prepared for it. With this setting, Naylor presents a possible utopia 

where a true defining of self can occur in the lives of black people, away from the binarism of 

patriarchal society. Because these environs do not exist in the present time or only exist on the 

margins, it seems as if Naylor is suggesting that there is no space, at least in America, where a 

male can be free of what she believes to be the negative influence of patriarchal masculinity. 

 With places like Bailey‘s Cafe, Naylor, as Wilson asserts, ―celebrates (in fact, urges) the 

possibility for change. Because pat labels and simple clichés are insufficient in identifying 
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characters or in describing their lives, none of them is left in a fixed static condition‖ (128).  

These labels also do no justice for the place of Bailey‘s Cafe itself and what actually occurs 

within it.  Bailey‘s Cafe represents unexplored terrain and a whole new existence for its 

inhabitants.  For Miss Maple, it resides outside of a culture with prescribed definitions of 

manhood and masculinity and provides a place of freedom and individuality that he needs. 

Through the character of Miss Maple, and even Chino, Naylor advocates a different type 

of masculinity, one in which the individual determines what manhood is and plays it out 

according to his own desires. Naylor calls for what Hogue describes as a freedom that comes 

from ―a reading of African American life in which relations have many dynamic cultural, 

historical, critical, and literary locations, many possible vantage points, rather than center/norm 

and peripheries‖ (4, emphasis added).  If people cannot accept and see these vantage points, 

freedom will not come; finding freedom will take becoming more individualistic rather than 

following a preset group of norms:  

Freedom beyond the binary is attained through a state of mind, a hopelessly 

optimistic belief in radical individualism—the faith in oneself will set one free 

and that the path to salvation/peace lies within…[we need] the courage to listen to 

the inner drummer that will lead the listener down an individual path to freedom, 

even if that path counters or disrupts normative society. (Hogue 108) 

Through her works, Naylor, as Hogue advises, “challenges traditional categories of masculinity 

and heterosexuality, and, thus, opens the space for different forms of masculinity/sexuality to 

emerge” (221).   
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CONCLUSION 

 

According to critics like William Nash, Lawrence Hogue, and bell hooks, black men have had to 

endure white society‟s imposition of identity.   These men have not been given the opportunity to 

determine who they are and who they will be.  Through her novels, Gloria Naylor provides a 

potential solution to the problem of black masculinity/identity, using her characters to show how 

black men could go from a place of bondage to freedom.   

 Though most critics often focus on what Naylor does and says through the women in her 

novels, a closer look reveals what her thoughts and ideas about black manhood are.  Because the 

female characters in her works do not exist in a vacuum, one must take into account the men in 

order to fully understand and appreciate the women, as Naylor herself does. As one moves 

through the progression of her works, Naylor seems to create more dynamic male characters, and 

with The Men of Brewster Place, she returns to the space where her men were least developed to 

provide a fuller picture of who they are. 

Naylor‘s desire is for black men to define themselves outside of Western society‘s 

predetermined boundaries without fear of what others think.  Naylor presents the reader with a 

variety of men who are at different places in the fight for identity, from those bound by society‘s 

demands for manhood to those who live in freedom outside of patriarchal society‘s mandates of 

who they should be.  There are those, like many of the men in Brewster Place, who live at the 

mercy of society‘s definition of who they should be.  These men seek to gain the emblems of 

white manhood—money, power, respect—in a society whose structure inherently denies them 

these things.  As a result, these men are left with a sense of loss, futilely searching for something 

that will define them as men.  In Linden Hills, we meet men like Willie and Lester who are 

willing to step outside the confines of patriarchal masculinity in certain instances and have a say 

in who they will be, but still fall back into the hands of society‘s in others.  Willie and Lester 

reject the relentless pursuit for success and power but deny, for themselves, any sexual desire 

outside the norm.  In Mama Day, Naylor introduces the reader to George, a man who does not 

find his identity in the acquisition of money, power and respect, but still falls victim to 

patriarchal definitions of manhood in his reliance on logic and linear thinking.  We see how 

George‘s refusal to accept what he cannot see causes him his life.  And finally, in Bailey’s Cafe 

and The Men of Brewster Place, Naylor has characters like Miss Maple and Chino who seem to 
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achieve self-definition.  Though both men have their own personalities, desires, and ways of 

living, both live fearless lives, choosing to determine who they will be, even in the face of 

opposition, which ultimately serves to challenge the lives of the men around them.  Because of 

their choices, Chino and Miss Maple attain the greatest degree of freedom. 

Naylor demonstrates her commitment to freedom for the black male through her 

avoidance of rigid categories of demarcation, specifically with the character of Miss Maple. With 

Miss Maple and his family, she highlights certain characteristics of patriarchal masculinity as 

being valuable.  She upholds protection of the family and women in his story and the story of his 

family, as Mr. Carver fights to keep his family safe and Miss Maple does the same for the 

occupants of Eve‘s boardinghouse.  Naylor also praises the Carver family‘s valuation of hard 

work and academic achievement, both of which are important to successful white male identity.  

Though this does present contradictions, Naylor shows a clear difference between the motives of 

the Carver family and other characters like Sam and the Linden Hills residents.  Sam, a man who 

appears to protect his women, reveals that he only does so as long as they obey his commands.  

Miss Maple and his father do not expect anything in return for what they provide.  The residents 

of Linden Hills, who also strive for success and academic advancement, do so at the cost of their 

very souls.  The Carver family remembers their roots refusing to sell who they are for material 

possessions.  They still know where they are and the place from which they have come, defining 

who they will be on their own. It appears that Naylor does not want to imprison men again with 

new binaries. 

Naylor encourages black men to return to their roots to find a more freeing identity.  

Naylor‘s discussion of spiritual individualism in her interview with Tomeiko Ashford could be 

applied to what she believes about black men and what she sees as their need to remember their 

past.  On the island of Willow Springs, spirituality is individual even though there is a church or 

established religion:  

Their own idea or concept of spirituality exists side by side with a particular 

reverence for God even [though] it‘s not an orthodox practice of a faith…You see 

that the struggle going on in Willow Springs, a struggle between what is native in 

practice versus what is orthodox and religious in practice.  That basically just 

shows that. And what holds sway for them is more of their own tradition as 

opposed to a Judeo-Christian religion.  (80-81) 
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This same analogy could be used to describe what she attempts to achieve with black 

masculinity.  Through her characters, she encourages black men to return to ―what is native in 

practice,‖ but first, they must rediscover what that is by turning away from the white masculinity 

that society has engrained into them. 

Though Naylor desires black men to determine for themselves who they should be, she is 

not convinced that a space for self-definition exists in America.  Though there are small pockets 

on the margins, mainstream society has a long way to go in its acceptance of difference.  Naylor 

does give some insight into what she envisions for such a space in her last two novels with the 

settings of Willow Springs and Bailey‘s neighborhood.  In these places, inhabitants are not 

bound to the binaristic definitions of self that exist in the United States.  

If the problem is oppression /imposition of identity by white society and the solution is 

self-definition outside this mandate, then Naylor has successfully shown how the black male can 

go from bondage to freedom.   One problem that may be inherent in this solution is the very idea 

of self-definition.  It is almost impossible to define oneself outside of the influence of someone, 

some group or even our own experiences.  In his book, How Now Shall We Live, Charles Colson 

addresses the implausibility of absolute autonomy: ―In real life it is obvious that we are not 

completely autonomous.  We do not create ourselves, and we cannot exist completely on our 

own.  We are finite, contingent, dependent beings‖ (235).  In other words, we cannot escape the 

impact of others around us.  If we attempt to reject this influence, the rejection itself serves as 

influence.   Even Karl Marx, a firm believer in the autonomous self, declares absolute autonomy 

as ―incomprehensible‖ (304).8   

The effect of outside influence plays itself out in Naylor‘s most ideal spaces and in her 

own life. The inhabitants of Mama Day‘s Willow Springs, her ―ideal community,‖ are who they 

are because of the influence of the African tradition they embrace there.  Each generation 

influences the next, molding the residents into who they are.  In Miss Maple‘s story, the reason 

for his feminine dress is, more than likely, influenced by his father (Nash 221).  The first time he 

sees his father behave as ―a man,‖ he dresses in women‘s attire.  Gloria Naylor alludes to the 

effect others can have on a person‘s life when she mentions her own experiences as impacting 

her writing.  If ―everything [she‘s] ever lived or wanted to live as a black woman comes out in 

[her] work,‖ then I would assert it can also be said that the people around a person impacts his or 

her view of themselves (Naylor 162).  Since others around a person help to mold that person and 
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his or her personality, ―the mirror deep inside‖ Kay Bonetti references would include others‘ 

thoughts, ideas, views and experiences because of the influence others have on our lives (Naylor 

44).  

If self-definition is nearly impossible, then another question comes to the forefront: Who 

is licensed to play the role of definer?  Gloria Naylor and others encourage black men to define 

themselves outside of the demands of patriarchal masculinity. What is to be said of the man who 

consciously chooses aspects of patriarchal masculinity, men who take joy in providing for their 

families and assuming the role of leader in their home?  Do these men lack self-definition?  It 

would be hard to say.  If self-definition is about determining who one will be outside of what the 

majority says, that really leaves no room for the man who desires to accept that influence and 

define himself within the structure of patriarchal masculinity.  Naylor is advocating for a new 

type of man, one that she has a role, intentional or unintentional, in defining.   

In spite of the concerns I have raised, this study does indicate the need for a more full 

treatment of male characters in texts by Gloria Naylor and other African American women. 

Naylor creates a range of male characters that are not as one-dimensional as some critics assert. 

The centralization of women does not necessarily take place at the exclusion of males.    A study 

of both men and women are necessary in order for the reader to get a full picture of the black 

community, how it works, and what needs to be done in order to strengthen it. 
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NOTES 

 

                                                 

Introduction 

 
1
 Connell R. W.  Gender and Power: Society, the Person and Sexual Politics (Cambridge, Polity 

Press, 1987). In Connell‘s book, he focuses on hegemonic masculinity.  Connell asserts that this 

type of masculinity finds its basis in the ideas and notions of those in power, which, in the case 

of Gloria Naylor‘s novels, are white men.  Hegemonic masculinity in this country could be 
renamed patriarchal masculinity. 

 

Chapter 1: The Southern Legacy: Black Masculinity and The Brewster Place Duo 

 
1 Ochiltree, Ian D.  “„A Just and Self-Respecting System‟?: Black Independence, Sharecropping, 
and Paternalistic Relations in the American South and South Africa.”  Agricultural History 72.2 
(Spring 1998).  352-380. In this article, Ochiltree compares the sharecropping system of the 
American South with that of South Africa and how they both sought to preserve white 
dominance. 
 
2 In times of slavery in the South, black men learned that silence was a means of survival.  Soon 
after their arrival in this country, Africans learned that speaking up for themselves only led to 
punishment and disgrace.  In order to stay alive and healthy, silence was key.  Slaves were not 
seen as individual people.  As Mark Reinhardt quotes: “the slave could only be known through 
his master” giving the slave no safe way to speak (82).2  If he or she attempted to speak on his or 
her own behalf outside of what the slave master or overseer gave him or her to say, slave masters 
and overseers saw it as a form of rebellion.   
 
3The African slave did not originally equate manhood with sexual potency or conquest.  
According to bell hooks, “[black male slaves] were coming from a world where collective 
survival was more important than sexual desire, and they were coming into a world where 
survival was more important than sexual desire” (69).  In turn, the black slave learned this from 
his white slave master who “Liv[ed] in a culture that erotocized domination and subordination,” 
which extended itself to the sexual realm (69). When slavery ended, some black men adopted 
this form of sex into their own lives, imposing the patriarchy of slavery onto black women. 
 
4 In his essay “Why Men Are So Obsessed With Sex,” Steve Bearman claims that sex represents 
the place where men “experience „the great mysteries of life‟” (hooks 71).  bell hooks uses this 
statement as the basis for her conclusion that black men find sex more valuable because they 
cannot experience fulfillment as men in other areas.  They experience these mysteries primarily 
through sex.   
 
5 Stampp, Kenneth A.  The Era of Reconstruction, 1865-1877.  New York: Alfred A, Knopf, 
1965. 
 
6 Adamson, Christopher R.  “Punishment After Slavery: Southern State Penal Systems, 1865-
1890.”  Social Problems 30.5 (1993).  555-569.  In this article, Adamson talks about the penal 
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system of the Southern States and how it simply re-enslaved freed blacks, seeking to maintain 
“white supremacy” (555). 
 
7 I will refer to Moreland Woods by his last name because that is the way most people refer to 
him in the novel.   
 
8 Abshu, angered by Woods‟ disloyalty to the poorer community, recruits about fifty female 
actresses to pretend they are either pregnant with Moreland Woods‟ baby or have a child by him.  
One of his friends helps him with this.  Then they have all of the women storm the city council 
meeting, holding signs accusing Moreland of fathering their children chanting things like 
“Moreland, Moreland/Where‟s your shame?/You left and didn‟t give/My baby a name” (MBP 

150).  This chaotic event represents the beginning of the end for Woods.  
 
Chapter 2:  Black Men in the City: The Down Low Phenomenon 

 
1 Bennett Jr., Lerone.  “Black Bourgeoisie Revisited .” Ebony August 1973 p. 51-55.  Bennett 
critiques some of Frazier‟s assertions about the black bourgeois, especially his application of his 
findings to all members of the black middle class.   
 
2 Naylor, Gloria, and Maxine L. Montgomery. Conversations with Gloria Naylor. 
Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2004. 
 
3 Naylor 91. 
 
4 Berg, Christine G. “„Light from a Hill of Carbon Paper Dolls‟: Gloria Naylor‟s Linden Hills and 
Dante‟s Inferno.”  Modern Language Studies 29:2 (Autumn 1999). 1-19.  In the article, Berg 
mentions the Brownes as being members of First Crescent Drive.  Kiswana Browne seems to be 
one of those redeemable characters Berg references. 
 
5 In his book The African American Male: A Polycentric Approach to African American 

Literature, Criticism, and History, Lawrence Hogue discusses the binary that exists in black 
America, which is similar to the black/white binary that “defines whites as normative and 
superior and that represents blacks … as inferior” (1).  He asserts that a similar binary exists in 
black America “where the elite/middle-class African American is the center/norm”; this group 
does not appreciate “the rich cultural diversity and approaches to life that comprise 
American/African American life,” and becomes the Same as whites, adopting their mindsets and 
philosophies (2). 
 
6 Goddu, Teresa.  “Reconstructing History in Linden Hills.” Ed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and K.A. 
Appiah.  New York: Amistad Press, 1993. 220. 
 
7 Sandiford, Keith.  “Gothic and Intertextual Constructions in Linden Hills.” Ed. Henry Louis 
Gates, Jr. and K.A. Appiah New York: Amistad Press, 1993. 195-214. 
 
8 Sandiford 220. 
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9 Willie wonders why David and Winston did not remain in a relationship with one another.   
 
10 Gates, Henry Louis, Jr.  “Significant Others.” Contemporary Literature 29:4 (Winter 1988).  
606-623.  Gates categorizes strange men as “usually [being] unmarried” because they don‟t fit 
the masculine norm (610). 
 
11 Perry, Donna.  “Gloria Naylor.” BackTalk: Women Writers Speak Out. New Jersey: Rutgers 
University Press, 1993. 
 
Chapter 3: The Importance of Embracing the Maternal 
 
1 Page, Philip.  Reclaiming Community in Contemporary African-American Fiction.  Jackson, 
MS: Jackson University Press of Mississippi, 1999.  In chapter five, Page focuses on Mama Day 

and Bailey’s Café and how the characters embrace of Derrida‟s difference in Naylor‟s 
metaphysical settings allow them to assume an identity of their own.    
 
2 Simpson-Vos, Mark.  “Hope from the Ashes: Naylor, Faulkner, and the Signify(ing) Monkey 
Tradition.” .”  Gloria Naylor: Strategy and Technique, Magic and Myth.  Ed. Shirley A. Stave. 
Cranbury, NJ: Associated University Presses, 2001. 17-43.  In parts one and two of this article, 
Simpson-Vos discusses the relationship between Linden Hills and Willow Springs, contrasting 
the places along with their characters and structure of the novels in which they appear.   
 
3 Tharp, Julie.  “The Maternal Aesthetic of Mama Day .”  Gloria Naylor: Strategy and 

Technique, Magic and Myth.  Ed. Shirley A. Stave. Cranbury, NJ: Associated University Presses, 
2001. 118-131. 
 
4 The other place serves as a site of history for the Day family.  Much of the pain that plagues the 
family has taken place there.  It is a mythical space that seems to have a life of its own.  The 
other place is also a site where Mama Day engages in conjuring.   
 
5 The idea of 18 & 23 is discussesd later in the chapter. 
 
6 Willa Nedeed is the daughter of Abigail‟s daughter Hope.   
 
7
 Stave, Shirley A. ―Re-Writing Sacred Texts: Gloria Naylor‘s Revisionary Theology.‖  Gloria 

Naylor: Strategy and Technique, Magic and Myth.  Ed. Shirley A. Stave. Cranbury, NJ: 

Associated University Presses, 2001. 97-117.  In this article, Stave ―argues that Naylor source for 

both Mama Day and Bailey’s Cafe is the Bible, a text she reworks for her feminist purposes‖ 
(12).   
 
8 Collins, Patricia Hill.  Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of 

Empowerment.  Boston: Unwin Hymen, 1990.  Collins discusses the role and the need of mother 
figures or “othermothers” in the black community. 
 
9
 Tharp 122.  
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10 Hall, R. Mark.  “Serving the Second Sun: The Men in Gloria Naylor‟s Mama Day.”  Gloria 

Naylor: Strategy and Technique, Magic and Myth.  Ed. Shirley A. Stave. Cranbury, NJ: 
Associated University Presses, 2001. 77-96.  In this article, Hall presents the men in the novel as 
serving as forces that unite the binary of good and bad and how each represents different 
characteristics of the Horned god. 
 
Chapter 4: Finding Freedom in the Metaphysical Space 

 
1 Refer to note on Page in Chapter 3. 
 
2 Nash. William R.  “The Dream Defined: Bailey’s Café and the Reconstruction of American 
Cultural Identities.” The Critical Response to Gloria Naylor.  Ed. Sharon Felton and Michelle C. 
Loris.  Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1997.  211-225. 
 
3 In his book, Hogue analyzes the binaries that affect African American society.  Based on his 
conclusions, Hogue would probably agree that patriarchal masculinity itself works as a binary 
system.  Either a man is a man or he is not.  He is the dominator or the dominated, the one in 
control or the one who is controlled.  There is no real middle ground or room for difference 
within the binary. 
 
4 Page uses the image of the well (a representative of bondage) and its rim (a place of potential 
freedom) to describe the place in which the characters of Bailey’s Café find themselves.  Page 
asserts, “Taken singly, the well represents the forces that drive characters into closed, monologic 
reliance on originary selves as well as the condition of an illusionary self-presence.  In this sense, 
the well is the absence of play, repetition, and life, but simultaneously, the well, including its 
rim, is the unspeakable differance that allows for life.  As long as we return to it, as long as we 
incorporate it into a larger and more complex multiplicity, the well—a womb as well as a 
tomb—is that which allows us to live.  The well symbolizes a shift from a monologic, either/or 
perspective to an open, both/and stance in which attention is focused not on fixed entities but on 
the endless flux within and between entities” (158-159). 
 
5 Earl Hardy‟s B-Boy Blues explores the life of Mitchell Crawford, an openly homosexual male 
in New York, and his relationship with b-boy Raheim, a hard young man from the streets.  
Raheim is a father and, and as Hogue states, “defines himself as a virile heterosexual man” 
(Hogue 207). Despite this, “[he] has come to terms with his homosexual desires and feelings” 
and accepts that side of himself as well (Hogue 207).   Raheim‟s tough exterior does not line up 
with most people‟s definition or perception of the homosexual.   
 
6 Page discusses the abyss that is outside the back of Bailey‟s Café, describing it in the same way 
he does the well.  It is a double-edged sword.  If a person has accepted the abyss, which 
represents the harshness of life/ “„the presence of evil,” and “„then dealt with, survived, 
outwitted, and triumphed over‟ (118)” it, then he or she can define him/herself outside of the box 
society creates (188).  Those who do not or cannot do this fall victim to the abyss‟ deathly grasp.    
 
7 The way in which Eve helps Jesse break her addiction to heroine is unconventional.  Eve has 
Jesse quit cold turkey, and after she goes through the devastating withdrawal process, Eve offers 
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her heroine again to see if she truly desires to give the drug up.  Eve does this repeatedly because 
she wants Jesse Bell to make the choice to let go of her drug addiction.    
 
Conclusion  

 
1 Marx, Karl and Frederick Engles.  “Private Property and Communism.” Collected Works, Vol. 
3.  New York: International Publishers, 1975.   
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