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Abstract

The wrongs of patriarchy on the lives of black american women favor reactions running from militancy
of feminist commitment to the develgpment of a particular leadership gethering women around the same
Jocus developing role models in order to enbance a deep change in the current american social life. The
research undertaken considering eco-feminism and black literary cricism reveals the crurtial role of

leadership in the frame of black feminst fight.
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Résumé

Les afres de la patriarchie dans la vie quotidienne des femmes noires americaines suscite des reactions de
lenr part evoluant de l'engagement militant an developpement d'un leadership regroupant toutes ces
Sfemmes antour d'un meme ideal, promonvant des models socianx avec pour obectif de d’imposer un
changement dans Uordre social. Cette etude conduite a la lumiere de la critique littéraire féministe et de
Léco-féminisme revele le caractere crutial du leadership dans la lutte féministe noire.

Mots clés :Féminisme noir, critique, leadership, oppression, changement.
Introduction

oppression and domination make up the daily experience of
the black woman within the American society. This social injustice
strongly based upon sexist and racial considerations brought about the
rise of feminist militancy as a counterweight. From the black feminist
stance black women’s plight has only one source: patriarchy that should
be taken and buried down. Feminist activism spread various ways
among which the development of a black feminist leadership. The
oppressing power on the back of black American women led them first
to raise an insurrection and then enhance a leadership in order to
confront patriarchy and try and get control of the evolution of their
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own lives in the society. Leadership is the political or psychological
influence of a person ot an organization on other persons or
organizations. In Ralph M. Stogdill’s words, leadership for a given
organization is the ability for that organization to influence its
surrounding environment. In Psychological Bulletin, he writes: “leadership
is a phenomenon of organizations, not groups as such, and the
organization defines and delimits the scope of the leadership.
Leadership must be viewed from the standpoint of influence on
organizational activity, rather than on group members.” (Stogdill,
1950:1) Leadership is obvious in most feminists’ writing mainly with
the pen of Gloria Naylor, the work of whom founds the present
analysis. She is the author of six novels. Still our interest is allured by
the very first one: The Women of Brewster Place. In this fictions the
narrator through the daily experience of various women highlights the
premises of a female leadership before oppression and classism.
Brewster Place is in fact an apartment complex in a northern U.S. city.
Though a commercial district goes up along a boulevard directly north
of Brewster Place, the city builds a wall between Brewster Place and the
boulevard to control traffic, cutting Brewster Place off from economic
opportunity. Over the decades, the population of Brewster Place
changes from predominantly Italian American to predominantly
African American. The novel presents black women tied in this shabby
and hopeless environment.

The present contribution purports to reveal and analyze the
leadership of Naylor’s black female characters in their communities,
breaking thus, the male-established female silence that they had been
imposed one way or another. It discloses the real motivations of
Naylor’s writing. In fact, Gloria Naylot’s fiction reads as the celebration
of the black American women’s leadership to face sexist, racial and
classist oppression in the American society. The importance of the
topic imposes black feminist literary criticism and eco-feminism as
means of handling. It first presents black women expressing
vulnerability and empathy for one another. The study then shows
women as role model in their communities and finally develop women’
will of change as means to correct the biased American society.
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Black Women Voices of Vulnerability and Empathy

It is very important for anyone to have a clear perception of
the situation of the black woman within the American society to be
able to understand the scope of their misfortunes. It is true that all the
women wortldwide face mote or less sexism and some of them even
stagger under the workload of class oppression. For example:

In Saudi Arabia, women are segregated in public places, are not
allowed to drive car, and must be covered from head to toe
when in publicc. Men are entitled to divorce without
explanation simply by registering a statement to the court and
repeating it three times. By contrast, most women not only lack
the right to divorce, but also, because their children legally
belong to their father, to leave their husband means giving up
their children. ( Freedom House, 2009)

This example illustrates Saudi Arabian women’s social problems. Their
situation, though difficult, is somewhat enviable since they are not
submitted to race oppression like black Americans. The worst with
black American women is the conditions in which they live because of
their race, sex and class. This sentence of Barbara Christian talking
about the misery of the women of Naylor’s very first novel makes it
clear enough. She writes: “Black women, doubly affected by their racial
and gender status, are central characters in poverty stricken society
Brewster Place.” (Christian, 1993:110), Black women are indeed doubly
affected since they face sex misuse and racial marginalization. Black
women’s difficulties of any shade are thus depicted in Naylor’s #be
Women of Brewster Place. Because of their race, they are looked upon
down by men of the white race who seldom care about them. As
women of black race, their suffering run deeper since they have to face
at the same time racial persecution, sexual misuse and violence.

besides sexism that black women undergo from both white and

black men, they are also victims of racist oppression that reduces them
to the lowest social position. That is the scope of the social plight black
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American women as much as all minority women experience. It can be
exemplified by the situation of Lucielia L. Turner nicknamed Ciel in #e
Women of Brewster Place. BEugene, her irresponsible boyfriend threatens to
abandon them -Ciel and her child- and flee because he sees them as a
burden. Standing with anger opposite Ciel, he asserts: “I'm fuckin’ sick
of never getting ahead. Babies and bills, that’s all you good for.”
(Naylor,1980:94) In trying to convince him to forget about that
departure, their daughter they had left alone playing with a fork, is
electrocuted. Despite Serena’s death, Eugene disappears, leaving Ciel
alone and money without. By presenting such a situation, Naylor aims
at meeting ‘black’ women’s needs as far as their social conditions are
concerned. The novel the Women of Brewster Place can even be perceived
as a presentation of the real experience black women go through. In
fact, Naylor chooses no stereotype. Thus, she depicts different
situations ranging from paternal violence to rape, exposing thus black
women’s weakness before what can be seen as their fate. The
comprehension of black women’s plights results in the alleviation of
their living conditions.

As a whole, Naylor’s fiction depicts a variety of situations
experienced by the black women in their daily lives. Even if the
experiences are different in intensity, they remain still, the difficult
positions each black woman has to face.

In the present case, the black American women are
marginalized for the reasons we have revealed in this work so many
times. They can hardly find a friendly face on which to rely, except
themselves. The only solution remains to create a strong link between
them. Thus, Naylor in her texts shows the urgent need for the black
American women to assert love and confidence to one another.
Asserting love to one another among black women is a conviction
shared by Olga Kenyon who articulated this phrase: “The need for
black people to assert love for one another and to express anger.”
(Kenyon, 1991, 63)

Despite their natural and intellectual differences, women living in
Brewster Place manage to get along since it seems to be the only way to
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soothe their moral and physical pains. It is also necessaty to
demonstrate their challenging mind before oppression.

Thus, Mattie Michael the uneducated woman shares the same township
with her friend Etta Mae and Kiswana who are educated. Mattie even
becomes a surrogate mother to the whole community, which in return,
loves her too. She takes care of the dying Ciel Turner a way that only a
loving person could do. Ciel was covered with disgusting filth that
repulses anyone that comes close to her. But because of the deep love
Mattie feels for the members of her community, she washed all that
repulsing filth and brought Ciel back to life. Mattie shows the same
love to each member of the society mainly her friend Etta. When for
failing to have Reverend Brown as husband Etta was sad, it is Mattie
who welcomes her. She shows so much love and tenderness to Etta
that her anxiety falls. Mattie displays so much love that even Etta’s bad
mood is turned into a good one. This aspect is also analyzed by Larry
R. Andrews ( Andrews, 1993, 289)” For her, after her chat with Mattie,
Etta resurfaces. She even smiles. As it can be noticed, Mattie leads her
community displaying love to anyone.

The need for black American women to assert love to one
another becomes thus another aim of Gloria’s revolt against the
traditional and denigrating view of the black women. In fact, though
living in the same district and sharing the same pitiful social experience,
black American women do not sometimes show friendly faces to their
mates, for some reasons. Lorraine is denigrated by most of the women
living in Brewster Place because she assumes her lesbian practices.
There is thus a need for cohesion that will make all those women love
one another. That love is observed after the rape of Lorraine when all
the women gather around her. This gathering is not compulsorily
because they have forgotten about her lesbian practices. It is mostly
because they understand that Lorraine is easily trapped because she is
marginalized and that only love, despite their differences, can keep
them safe.

Black American women suffer a lot because of their race and their sex,

which keeps them alienated. That alienation was brought by prejudice.
Prejudice and alienation raise the need for black American women to
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let people appreciate the peculiarity of their oppression and it is what
black women do as the following excerpt reads: “Black women,
inspired by their own intelligence and sense of humanity, were
vanguard of those trying to alleviate the conditions of the race”.
(Shockley, 1985:109) The feeling of social injustice and insecurity led
them to the imperious need to assert love to one another. Naylor’s
female characters also act as role models.

Women Serving as Role Models within Their Teams

A role model is a person looked to by others as an example to be
imitated, someone others look to as a good example. He is worthy of
imitation. In the frame of this study role models are visible through the
development of sisterhood.

Sistethood is the link showing interactions between black
American women that allows them to take care of one another, live in
harmony, and forget their daily plights, since all of them experience the
same pains and frustrations. It is an informal social institution that
helps black American women, most of the time living in townships,
share their experiences, hoping, and expecting better days in the
future. They rely on each other in order to remain alive and fight
adversity (Christian, 1993:364). Sistethood as described is easily
perceived in all of Naylor’s novels. It is an opportunity to show how
valuable black American women are, the one to the other. It is
important to specify that here, black women care for one-another,
whatever their quality and experience before the situations they face.
They just need to help the other black woman, the sister and be helped,
when in need, in return

When the young Mattie, for being pregnant of the ‘good for
nothing’ Butch Fuller, is driven out of the family’s home by her angry
father, she is compelled to leave and try and find a new place to live in.
In Brewster Place where she arrives, she is welcomed by her lifelong
friend Etta Mae Johnson. Etta provides the accommodation and almost
anything that could make her feel at ease and forget about the
catastrophic event, the tragedy she experienced. That attention from
another woman soothes Mattie since she has suffered a lot with her
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heartbroken father. Through this action Etta appears as a role model to
the whole society.

Mattie’s role model is first taught in her relation to Etta. Both
women in Brewster Place show a particular way of caring about one
another. They give the impression to share the same view point not
only about their lives but also about their relations with their violent,
irresponsible and furtive lovers. It is what a literary critic describes
about Etta Mae’s failure to obtain a husband. She writes:

This relationship finds poignant expression when Mattie serves
as a spiritual substitute for the husband of Etta Mae, Mattie’s
girlhood friend, failed to obtain. After an unsuccessful attempt
to seduce a visiting minister into marriage, “Etta laughed softly
to herself as she climbed the steps toward the light and the love
and the comfort that awaited her “in Mattie’s house.(Fraser,
1993,98)

Mattie becomes the husband Etta wanted but that she could
not obtain. The friendship and tenderness offered by Mattie after this
smarting failure help Etta swallow her terrible despair. It sounds as
decided by fate. Etta because of sisterthood takes care of Mattie who in
return takes care of Etta Mae when she is depressed.

Mattie’s role model is also emphasized by her particular way of
handling Ciel when in trouble. She takes care of Ciel , washing and
cleaning her, the way a mother does to her new born babies. Mattie
even becomes a surrogate mother to the whole community, which in
return, loves her too. She takes care of the dying Ciel Turner a way that
only a loving person could do. Ciel was covered with disgusting filth
that repulses anyone that comes close to her (Andrews, 1993, 287). But
because of the deep love Mattie feels for the members of her
community, she washed all that repulsing filth and brought Ciel back to
life. This is what Michael Awkward writes about her: Mattie Michael,
the title character of the novel’s section-whose maternal instincts where
Ciel is concerned result from pre-Brewster days-recognizes intuitively
her surrogate daughter’s condition. In a heroic display of personal
fortitude, Mattie forcefully intervenes.(Awkward,1993: 53)
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Mattie’s help for Ciel is seen as a heroic action by Awkward. In fact,
this intervention sooths both the physical and moral pains suffered by
Ciel. By saving the life of Ciel, Mattie becomes a hero. Mattie Michael
as a female protagonist is deeply analyzed by Larry R. Andrews another
author focusing on motherhood. She describes Mattie as a lady who
through experiences, moved from lover to mother. She becomes a
mother not only for Basil, her child but also for Ciel and the whole
community of Brewster Place. In “Black Sisterhood in Naylor’s
Novels”, she writes:

After the violent scene with her father and her ejection from
home, she quickly converts from lover to mother. Miss Eva,
with whom she later shares a household and whom she regards
as a surrogate mother, finds Mattie’s excessive mothering and
sexual continence unnatural. Mattie sleeps with her son Basil
and channels all her needs into mothering him. In fact, she
renders him incapable of responsibility. When he skips bail and
she loses her house, she faces a tragic awakening.

The positive effect of mothering emerges later, however, in her
influence over other women in Brewster Place above all in the
powerful healing scene in which she rocks and washes Ciel
Turner from despair back to life.(Andrews, 1993,287)

Further on, we see Cora Lee, a single woman who has born six
children although she has no precise financial resources. She just loves
bearing children. Therefore, she obviously cannot provide their needs.
Sammy, one of them even eats from garbage cans. So Kiswana, another
role model in the fiction assists her to help educate right her offspring.
Kiswana takes the whole family to theater where they will have a
different experience of life. Kiswane’s role is further detailed this way:
Kiswana Browne is the very figure that really incarnate the emulation
because she fights for the sake of black women. When in Brewster
Place, she undertakes to create an association, gathering thus many
persons to bow the dilapidated building’s owner as revealed in a critical
analysis. (Christian, 1993:357). By alluring and convincing her
neighbors to join her, and set up an association to fight for their rights,
Kiswana is taking an inspirational action. Kiswana wants to gather
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plenty of women against the building’s owner and they will surely
succeed since they are numerous to demand that single thing. Kiswana
in her action focuses on two main aspects. She first makes her
neighborhood essentially made of black women know that some of
their fundament rights are being violated. By this very fact some non-
educated women realize that they have been cheated for long. Next, she
takes the reins of political claim by leading the group she sets up.

Facing various flaws, black women seem defenseless since no
action is initiated on their behalf. Showing interest in their community
becomes means of facing unfairness. Some female characters focus so
seriously on it that they become role models leading their mates. All
their actions aim at bringing a profound change to the American
society.

Women Empowering Change Toward Social Fairness

The fight to end injustice in the American communities and
promote justice for all American women brings in new forms of
leadership. Black female characters raise some forms of leadership as
portrayed in Naylor’s novels such as change in the society. The
American society being fundamentally characterized by racial and
sexual injustice and discrimination against Blacks, mainly black women,
it appears necessary that there be a deep change. That change is needed
to promote the person and value of the black women. Black women
want the society to be changed in order to bring more justice and stop
prejudice that has ever been the basis of all the mistreatment that they
have been victims of.

Change first appears on the moral standpoint according to
Henry Louis Gates and Appiah K. for whom: “The spirit with which
these women cope with is finally, more powerful than the
circumstances of their lives.”(Gates & Appiah, 1999:5) That short
excerpt sheds light on the uppermost position of the spirit in the life of
any human being. Psychologically speaking, the spirit is said to be the
most Important part when talking about human beings and
psychologists cannot be said to be completely wrong. In fact, when
someone is put to a test, the result is linked to his mindset. If he or she
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is defeatist, the test will appear insurmountable. But for a winner, the
result can be a positive one because he or she will actually succeed.
When we come back to the novels of Gloria Naylor, the characters
really face various hardships but as the up-cited passage reads, they
cope with a strong spirit so that they could overcome them. And they
will surely succeed because they are deeply convinced that it is possible
for them to carry out that fight. That moral strength is painted by
Kiswana in the Women of Brewster Place. Kiswana Browne appears as a
black woman whose spirit has gone a profound change. In fact, as an
inhabitant of Linden Hills the white-like neighborhood that is worth
being inhabited, she decides to move downward. She abandons material
wealth with assimilating attitudes and joins her people confined in
Brewster Place because of lack of financial means. Kiswana indeed,
loves her African origins and believes in an African revolution. When in
Brewster Place, she discovers that most residents are resilient as this
sentence puts it bluntly: “But these women are astoundingly resilient.”
But they were amorphous about their rights.(Gates & Appiah, 1999:5)
Kiswana, therefore, decides to wake their sleeping minds up in order to
help them reach mental change. She organizes them in a tenants’
association (Christian,1993:351-352) in order to fight for their rights
before the white land and estate owner.

Behaving so, Kiswana instills a deep psychological change in
each of the African-American women living in Brewster Place, showing
at the same time a new form of black female leadership. She resembles
Shug Avery who also refuses domination and escapes male oppression
as read in the following excerpt: “The only woman who escapes that
dictat is Shug Avery who refuses male domination” (Coulibaly, 1999:
262). This short illustration by the Ivorian scholar Coulibaly Daouda
illustrates not only the mindset of the black women but also the
development of a new feminine leadership characterized by their refusal
to tolerate more domination and oppression.

It clearly shows the interest for black American women to
operate a radical change in the perception of things. It is a deep mental
change that in turn helps them carry out their will for change in the
American society(Amstrong,1992:6-9). That is why a noted anthologist
deems that they refuse old definition of their community. A passage
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from his work insists on black women’s refusal of the traditional
stigmatization they are victims of. It reads as follows :“In so doing, they
refused all-encompassing definitions of the black community or the
black man or the black woman and emphasized the concept of
difference that should be so central”. Gates&Mckay, 1997:2016)

There is thus a change in people’s perception of things that
might have been the founding reason of the plight that black women
have for long undergone. The change of perception of both the life and
its functioning concerns both races. In fact, whites and black males
have ever marginalized black women on the basis of prejudice and
stereotypes. Since feminist actions have revealed the truth about
women, the said prejudice has no more content. Therefore, whites and
black males must change their mind and change their behavior about
black women. This change bears, in turn, hope for a bright future; a
future that is safe, fair and involving less injustice, less frustration and
imposed poverty; favoring by the same token the emergence of a new
American society.

Change in the society as black women’s leadership is also perceived
through the actions of some characters that reject the traditional clichés
such as the case of Etta in #he Women of Brewster Place. Etta Mae Johnson
is a black woman. Contrary to women’s habits, she chooses a sedentary
life. So that she does what she pleases. Talking about change is also to
talk about changing our way of thinking, of perceiving the society. The
perception of the society showing men with all the rights and depriving
women of all of them is to be challenged through women’s leadership.
That conviction is shortened in the following introspection by Olga
Kenyon: “Why women are always condemned for doing what men do
as an expression of their masculinity.” (Kenyon, 1991:66)This question
epitomizes the injustices done to black women on the basis of social
established codes guided by men. What led the society create such a
distinction? That is what must be unveiled, revealed and changed for
the sake of social justice.

Conclusion

The black feminist writer Gloria Naylor when producing her novels
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aims with no doubt at releasing the African-American women who in
reality feel somewhat trapped by the oppressing environment
surrounding them. Her female characters develop a sexist leadership in
favor of themselves. They also do it for their community through the
search for better living conditions. Leadership in #he Women of Brewster
Place develops gradually through three main steps. women first care for
one another and also fell empathy for the others in the patriarchal
environment they live in. They share the sorrowful experiences of the
other women and even fell their affliction. Black women’s leadership
then develops into the role models. Before hardships some women
decide to take the reign of fight to face their destiny. Their actions
speak volume for the welfare of their community so that they appear as
examples of resilience to be followed.

All this lead black women to a deep change. First they

undergo a profound mental change about their conception of the
organization of their society and also about their perception of
themselves inside the society. The mental conversion leads to a
perceived social change for the sake of justice and women’s rights in
the American society. Through her fiction, Gloria Naylor elicits the
need for oppressed black women to pull up from alienation. The need
to fight and win freedom is shared by the Ivorian scholar Kramoko
Pierre who writes: “There is freedom only for the one who conquers
it.”. He then adds: “Freedom is a struggle willingly waged to break the
chains of servitude. This struggle does not only consist of leaving the
perimeter of the master’s properties. It consists mainly of conquering
the spaces of books and knowledge. @ (Kramoko,2008:13)
For him in fact, freedom is not offered and will never be like that. It is
conquered meaning that the oppressed must ceaselessly fight to win it.
His view is in line with Naylor’s rebellion and can be the basis of the
new female leadership developed by women.
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