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Abstract: 

Gloria Naylor, a  strong African American voice o f the contemporary period, appeared on the literary  scene with the publication of her 

debut novel The Women of Brewster Place. Her fict ion is a testimony to the resilience and adaptability, strengths and struggles, hopes 

and fears of the black women in the challenging conditions of the American society. These women do not have fairytale endings  of 

perfect lives but neither are they crushed by their very imperfect ones. They survive by maintaining enthusiasm, commitment and 

resilience in their lives and are able to challenge the established system. They may not live happily ever after but they liv e on. Naylor 

emphasizes the need of strong will, bonding with each other, rootedness in their culture and a sense of self-worth in order to exist in  

the oppressive conditions of a white racist society.  She asserts that this journey towards self-fulfillment and self-assertion must be 

continual and must emerge from one’s sense of belongingness. The present paper explores the indomitable spirit of black womanhood 

that refuses to give in to the acute oppressive and hostile system of a white racist society. 
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Introduction  

Gloria Naylor’s fict ion depicts how black men and women 

struggle to survive and succeed in the oppressive world of 

racis m. Her fictional world generally contains portions of her 

own life and looks more convincing as she is the part of what 

she writes “that outline did not say that black was beautiful, it 

did not say that black was ugly. It said simply : You are. You 

exist. It reverberated enough to give me courage to pick up the 

pen. And it’s what finally validated me” (171).  W ith a great 

confidence and authority she writes about the places and the 

people she is well acquainted with. Naylor’s fictional world is 

singularly a world of black community, and she selects her 

characters from its all layers–working to upper class one, and 

urban North to rural South. The uniqueness of her characters is 

that they are individuals, capable of controlling, to a certain 

extent, their own destinies. Her novels bear the literary influence 

of the women writers like Zora Neale Hurston and Toni 

Morrison.  As a story teller, Naylor, alike other talented authors, 

has helped shape the course of African American literary 

tradition during the last three decades. A writer chooses the 

subject that has touched him/her in some way , through direct 

experience, o r indirect knowledge. No literary work can move 

the reader unless it embodies the writer’s felt experience, 

something that has stirred his/her soul, forcing expression in 

words. In a racist society where blacks are dehumanized and 

degraded on account of their Negro id features, they often feel 

themselves inferior and are haunted by a nagging sense of self 

rejection. Being dark and Negroid and therefore treated as 

inferior sub-human, the blacks often crave for the white 

standards of superiority in  order to make themselves acceptable 

as human beings. Naylor was deeply concerned for the black 

women and realized that the complexity of their lives was not 

being addressed by the writers. She has taken the challenge to 

write about the complex lives of black women as well as the 

various exp loitative conditions they encounter within or outside 

their communit ies only because they are black, women and poor. 

In a conversation with Toni Morrison, Naylor has clearly stated 

for Southern Review in 1985 I wrote because I had no choice, 

but that was a long road from gathering the authority within 

myself to believe that I could actually be a writer. The writers I 

had been taught to love were either male or white And who was 

I to argue that Ellison, Austin, Dickens, the Brontes, Baldwin 

and Faulkner weren’t masters? They were and are. But inside 

there was still the faintest whisper: Was there no one telling my 

story? And since it appeared there was not, how could I presume 

to? (567-93) 

 

The Women of Brewster Place (1982) won the National Book 

Award for first fict ion in 1983. Th is novel is noted for its 

portrayal of Black Women’s relationship and their search to 

quench their quest for identity. Naylor’s focus in this novel has 

been on seven women who belong to different class and have 

different backgrounds but come into contact with one another at 

a place named Brewster Place. These women have a strong 

bonding with each other which helps them to endure the 

brutalities of urban life and supports them to survive despite 

crushing poverty, personal tragedy and threatening 

neighborhood.  

 

This novel introduces the privileged Americans to the struggles 

and sufferings of those who will never see the American Dream 

because for them ‘survival itself’ is victory. There are different 

stories about different women and each story is linked to the 

next in some way or the other. The novel consists of seven 

narratives; each about a particular woman character illuminates 

her present situation, while abundant flashbacks recapitulate her 
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earlier experiences. These women are the residents of Brewster 

Place, which according to the author, is ‘the bastard child of 

several clandestine meetings…’ (1)  

 

The first section of the book focuses on the experiences of 

Mattie Michael who is one of the inmates of Brewster Place. She 

has spent the early years of her life in Tennessee under the strict 

vigilance of a doting father who has worked to fulfill all the 

desires of his daughter. But the moment she ignores her father’s 

repeated warning against Butch Fuller, she has to face the 

consequences. Her father, Samuel Michael, after knowing about 

her pregnancy, first broods over it in a “torturing silence” (19) 

but soon breaks into a violent rage, battering and bruising the 

daughter he claims to love. 

 

In a patriarchal society, when established moral standards are 

defied, women are generally the first to be exposed to the firing 

line. Clinging desperately onto the shreds of their self-respect, 

some men give way to their baser instincts. The anger and hatred 

shown towards Mattie, not towards Butch Fuller shows the 

double standards that operate in male-dominated societies. 

Mattie is treated only as an object with which family honour is 

associated, not as a dignified and thinking human being. Her 

father fails to understand her predicament and treats her badly. It 

is her mother Fannie who saves her from the physical violence 

enacted upon her by her father. Fannie cocks the gun aimed for 

the centre of his chest saying: “Hit my child again and I’ll meet 

your soul in hell!” (24) 

 

This incident forces Mattie to think about herself and her 

position in the family. She realizes that she is also a human 

being and has her own desires and ability to make decisions 

about her life. Realizing this fact she decides to leave her home 

and goes to Ashville in North Carolina and works hard to bring 

up her son Basil all alone, supported only by her inner strength. 

Through the character of Mattie, Naylor projects the struggle of 

a black woman, the mother of an illegit imate child, who has the 

capacity to resist and survive in an environment of poverty, 

hostility, neglect and racial d iscrimination. A ll the three men in 

her life desert her when she needs them most – Butch does not 

come forward to share the responsibility as a father, Samuel 

holds only her responsible for spoiling the name of the family, 

and Basil runs away from prison when she has arranged the 

required money for the bond for his release. However, Mattie 

comes out of these ordeals a little  more strengthened, with 

dignity and with an increased sense of self-awareness and self-

assertion. She becomes a woman of substance from a non-entity 

and as a mother figure helps other women who are in distress. 

 

 Mattie suffers only because of black men in her life, whereas 

Etta Mae Johnson suffers due to both white and black. Through 

her story, Naylor reveals various explo itative conditions 

encountered by black women in the south and the factors 

responsible for their migration to north. White men thought it to 

be their birth right to sexually exp lo it any black woman at their 

disposal. She is considered only a thing bereft of any feelings 

and emotions. Etta used to live a life full of love, safety, vitality 

and enthusiasm just like any other young girl. She was not aware 

of the dangers and harsh realities of the society around her till 

she came into direct confrontation with them. Etta rejects the 

sexual advances of a white man which results in the destruction 

of her father’s property with the implied and firm approval of the 

sheriff, which forces her to leave her home town.  

 

Etta suffers because of white people in her hometown and later 

because of men of her own community. Racis m and sexism 

compel her to channel her spirit of independence into 

inauspicious relationship with different men and to move from 

one city to another in search of a place that would allow her to 

be herself without restraints. She aspires to get permanence in 

life and wants to marry Reverend Moreland Woods, a 

charismat ic black preacher but she is seduced by him and then 

dumped. She is not broken even when she realizes that her 

heartfelt desire of happy and stable relationship with the man of 

her choice can never be fu lfilled. She supports her life with her 

strong will to survive and refuses to follow the miserable 

condition of other black women who are oppressed and 

mistreated. She asserts herself as an individual having a sense of 

self-esteem and free will.  

 

Mattie and Etta are forced to leave their native p laces, but 

Kiswana Browne leaves her home willfu lly. She is a well 

educated girl belonging to a rich black family. She lives in posh 

Linden Hill, where the life of women is confined and they are 

insulated from rest of the community. Kiswana feels suffocated 

there as she finds herself unable to establish a bond between 

herself and her black cu lture while staying there. She is so fond 

of her roots, culture and community that she rebels against her 

parents to realize and assert her black hood. She leaves her home 

and comes to stay at Brewster Place to accomplish this purpose 

and to share the agony and pain of her people living there. She 

works for the betterment of the suppressed women in Brewster 

Place and makes them aware of their rights. She is the force 

behind the collective decision of women of Brewster Place to 

fight against their white landlord. She realizes her potential as an 

individual and mobilizes other women to assert their 

individuality as respectable human beings. Though in her house 

Mrs. Browne is an oppressed human being, she shows enough 

courage to visit the poor neighbourhood where her daughter 

Kiswana stays. She understands the feelings of her daughter but 

does not support her in her cause because she has no doubt 

regarding her identity and rejects the narrow concept of 

blackness.  

 

Naylor reveals the consequences of the failure of black men in 

realising their American Dream through the story of Lucielia 

Louse Turner (Ciel). It is observed that when men suffer, their 

women are also made to suffer along, directly or indirectly. Ciel, 

a skinny, light coloured beautiful girl is married to Eugene and 

has a baby girl. When she becomes pregnant with the second 

child, her husband forces her to abort the child as he finds 

himself unable to bear the burden of two children. As he moves 

away in search of a good job and money, she tries to stop him 

from going for the sake of their daughter, Serena. During their 

confrontation Serena goes near an electric socket and puts her 

finger in it. Ciel loses both her children abruptly—one through 

an abortion and the other through electrocution. What can be 

more shocking for a mother than losing her child ren? But her 

husband leaves her alone in this stressful situation for greener 

pastures. She is so shocked that she is traumatized in a death-in-

life state. With the help of Mattie, who is a mother figure in 

Brewster Place, Ciel undergoes a mystical birth, one that is 
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spiritual in nature and outside the watchful gaze of male-

dominated society.  

This new morn ing is the self-consciousness that awakens in her 

after harsh treatment by her husband Eugene. Despite all these 

adversities, Lucielia Turner shows remarkable resilience and is 

able to survive. Ultimately she leaves Brewster Place and goes to 

San Francisco where she finds a new job as well as a reliable 

man who cares for her. She is ready to take on life with a new 

perspective of hope and self confidence.  

In the story “The Two,” Naylor reveals the dilemma in the lives 

of lesbians, how their individual self is crushed by the 

conventional society and how these women come up with fo rce 

to fight against such forces. Lorraine is timid and detests the 

word ‘lesbian’ insisting that she is not different from other 

people. She is weak and vulnerable and constantly tries to be 

accepted by other members of Brewster Place. She conceals her 

identity as a lesbian and doesn’t have the courage to accept this 

fact. On the other hand, Theresa accepts what she is and 

preserves her identity as a lesbian by mixing with her own type. 

She depends on her own for self development, whereas Lorraine 

looks to others for constant approval. By juxtaposing these two 

women’s totally opposite reaction to the term ‘lesbian’, Naylor 

demonstrates the pain of being an outcast. By defying the 

established social system, lesbians, by their very existence, call 

into question society’s definition of woman at its deepest level. 

The rape of Lorraine has nothing to do with sexuality rather it 

becomes a means to force “The Two” back into patriarchal 

structure of the family. 

 

Naylor believes that all human beings, regardless of race and 

gender should enjoy political, social, and economic equality. 

This belief is actualized in the final section of the novel, when 

the community of Brewster Place chips away the wall that 

imprisons them, a symbol of racis m and discrimination. The 

sacrifice o f Lorraine has united them all and they feel that 

something has been destroyed within them. In spite of the 

differences they realize that she has suffered as a woman, as one 

of them. This hidden oneness manifests in their collective action 

against the wall.  

 

After a week, Brewster Place is bathed in a deluge of sunlight, 

and the women celebrate black survival by overcoming racial 

obstacles collectively. The preparations for the Block Party in 

the end shows the vitality and enthusiasm of these black women, 

who despite all odds in their lives, keep moving on and 

celebrating every moment of their life. The victory of these 

women lies not in overcoming tremendous odds, but in 

managing to endure them as Naylor says: “They ebb and flow, 

ebb and flow, but never disappear” (192).  

 

Through this chain of seven stories in The Women of Brewster 

Place, Naylor attempts to create a microcosm of black female 

experience in America. She gives voice to women of d ifferent 

backgrounds who are forced to move from one place to another 

for different reasons. These women are robbed of their self-

confidence, their ab ility to make choices and live a life of 

freedom and dignity in the beginning, but gradually with the 

help of their indomitable spirit and strong will, consistency and 

solidarity, these women realize their potentials to fight against 

oppression of all type. Though these women are not always 

victorious, they have resistance to fight back and assert their 

own individuality emerg ing as stronger human beings. This 

journey of black women is not only a physical movement from 

one place to other but also a psychological journey from 

victimization to self-consciousness, from suppression to self-

assertion. 
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