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This memory does not remain however a static one, as the various idiosyncratic ways in which 

each character from Merle Kimbona to Milkman to Willa Prescott Nedeed copes with his or 

her destiny as a black being, and as a woman, indicates. Furthermore, an active, shared 

memory and the sense of a historical, cultural communitas does not necessarily mean that 

there is a single paradigm of blackness, femaleness or, as it were, maleness. Naylor’s Theresa 

and Schwarz-Bart’s Telum6e affirm their female beings in ways which are non-traditional 

according to those who would define being a woman in strictly heterosexual, or reproductive 

terms. Similarly, Morrison’s Milkman and Son-in Tar Bahv-define their male identity in 

strikingly different modes: Milkman re-connects with the larger black community from which 

he has been estranged while Son remains an outsider to both white and black societies.

In his elaborate discussion of the concept of communitas, after noting that liminality, 

marginality and structural inferiority are conditions often connected with this concept, Victor 

Turner remarks that "prophets and artists tend to be liminal and marginal people, ’edgemen* 

who strive with a passionate sincerity to rid themselves of the cliches associated with status- 

incumbency and role-playing and to enter into vital relations with other men in fact or 

imagination" (Turner, 128). If one only replaces the restrictive "men" by "humans," it appears 

clearly that the anthropologist’s comments apply to the six authors comprised in this study. 

Undoubtedly, black women writers from the Americas write from a (hreshhold of liminality 

and marginality, and share a "passionate sincerity" to rid the perceptions and literary 

representations of the societies they belong to of long-lasting misconceptions about "race," 

gender-roles, sexual preference, among other topics.

In an interview she gave a few years ago, Morrison regretted the fact that "critics
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generally don’t associate black people with ideas. They see marginal people; they just see 

another story about black folks. They regard the whole thing as sociologically interesting 

perhaps but very parochial" (Claudia Tate, 121). The several narratives analyzed in this study 

are certainly the best evidence that "stories about blacks," whether old or young, male or 

female, married or homosexual, are certainly as much part of the common heritage and 

experience of humankind as any novel by Faulkner, Virginia Woolf or Flaubert. Indeed, it is 

by plunging into the very idiosyncracies of distinct black beliefs and cosmologies encountered 

in the diaspora as well as in the way certain behaviors reveal the humanity of New World 

blacks-in the way they live, love, overcome adversity and finally die-that these six female 

authors contribute in a critical manner to the universal body of literatures.

In one of those rare moments when the attentive literary critic is given to witness the 

birth of something radically new, Morrison, during an encounter with Gloria Naylor, then a 

fledgling writer, reflected upon the drive that caused her to undertake Beloved. Morrison noted 

the sense of "enormous responsibility" that she fell when beginning the writing, "the 

responsibility that I feel for the women I’m calling Sethe, and for all these people; these 

unburied, or at least unceremoniously buried people made literate in art" ("A Conversation”, 

585). Surely, through their deep sense of bonding with the community of those who came 

before them and those yet to come, as well as in their unique craft and use of voices, these 

six writers have in many different ways created, or at times, reclaimed to life female and male 

characters whom they have made forever alive and "literate in art”. In so doing, these black 

women authors have forced us to interrogate the aesthetic conventions and social prejudices 

that kept the lives and voices of those same women and men they write about, buried and 

unheard but by a tiny number.
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In a world where the very existence of literature and of any given text has been 

called into question by people as diverse and influential as Foucault, Samuel Beckett and 

Thomas Pynchon, writers who belong to "liminal" groups that have been marginalized because 

of their ethnic origin, their gender or their sexual preference, increasingly proclaim the reality 

of their existences and traditions even as they testify to the vitality of their narratives and of 

literatures in the making.

Where several recent texts from Pynchon’s Y  to Camus’s L’Etranger confront their 

readers with a totally disconnected sense of characters and narratives, the six authors I chose 

for this study privilege cultural and poetical connectedness over the prevailing feeling of 

alienation that one gets from reading several of their European or American contemporaries. 

Whether in a triumphant mode, as in Schwarz-Bart’s fust novel or in Marshall’s Praisesong 

for the Widow, or in a much more painstaking manner, as with Lorde’s Zami. each of these 

texts proclaims its own idiosyncratric narrative strategies and voices, and affirms that there is 

still room for a wealth of narrative discouises and for the richly complex, myriad 

individualities and communities of affinity that they celebrate.
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1. For a further discussion of communitas in reference to Invisible Man. see Nathan A. Scott, 
Jr. "Ellison’s Vision of Communitas", A Ralph Ellison Festival. Carleton Miscelllany. XVIII, 3 
(1980), 41-50.

2. See in particular Annette Kolodny's remarks on "clothing as iconography" in "Some Notes 
on Defining a ’Feminist Literary Criticism,4" as well as Deborah McDowell’s essay, "New 
Directions for Black Feminist Criticism," 157.

3. Rich, "Conditions for Work," On Lies. Secrets and Silence. 205.

4. In an introductory essay to a collection of recently published black women’s narratives, 
Anthony Barthelemy discusses the strategies of obfuscation that black women had to develop 
in the early stages of African-American literature; the critic notes that the "tension of selling 
one’s self and one’s story to white America required self-censorship at best and mendacity at 
worst" ("Introduction", Collected Black Women’s Narratives. 5).

5. In the case of the French Antilles, the problematic precursor figure is Mayotte Cap&ia, 
author of Je suis martinionaise. 1948 and La N6cresse blanche. 1950, whom I mentioned 
earlier. In his study on French Caribbean literature, Jack Coizani writes of Cap&ia’s 
autobiographical Je suis martiniauaise. that "[jjamais une Martiniquaise n 'a  aussi naivement et 
sinc&rement avou6 son acceptation de l'alidnation, son dfisir du blanchissement, son mgpris du 
nfcgre ’sauvage4: le roman n’esf point une reflexion mais une simple transcription de 
l ’expdrience vdcue . . . l’essentiel dcmeure cette plongde en profondeur dans la rlalitd 
psychologique antillaise. Et c ’est bien 1& l'apport essentiel de Mayotte Capdcia, devenue avec 
ses deux romans "exotiques" le symbole de 1'alienation, attaqude violemment par les Jeunes 
Ndgres comme Jenny Alpha ou Frantz Fanon, Mayotte Capdcia qui n ’avait jamais 6l6 dcrivain 
que par accident, s’est ensuite obstindment ddrobde aux regards indiscrets jusqu’h sa mort aux 
environs de 1955" (Corzani, Literature antillaise (Prose). Editions Desormeaux, Fort-de-France, 
1971, 135.).

One can therefore say that Capdcia constitutes u counter-model of cultural and racial 
alienation, as well as one of physical absence and ultimate disappearance not unlike Nella 
Larsen’s "loss of voice” following the plagiarism scandal the African-American author was 
involved in. The younger women writers from the French Antilles, including Schwarz-Bart and 
Maryse Condd, as well as Jeanine Hyvrard, Michdle Lacrosil and Myriam Wamer-Vieyra have 
written despite or rather against this alienating tradition of "roman exotique des iles” or forced 
silences. The paradigm of matrilineal literariness common to African-American women writers 
does not therefore seem to function within the French Caribbean context in the same manner.

6 . "It would be going too far to assert that every Antillean novel is the ad infinitum redaction 
or the re-writing of this founding text . . [there] operates an implicit and explicit intertextuality 
from Roumain’s text to Schwarz-Bart’s . . .  an entire enterprise [of re-writing] is at work in 
[Schwarz-Bart’s] text as a result of [Roumain’s]" (my translation).

7. One can contrast Marshall’s relationship to Caribbean English with the use which Jamaican 
poet Louise Bennett makes of Jamaican dialect in her works. According to Eintou Apandaye, 
Bennett’s works "fulfill three important functions; (1) the documentation of [Jamaican] dialect, 
(2) the striking of a blow for the pride of the grass-roots Jamaicans in themselves, for this 
must happen when they see themselves reflected in the printed word, and (3) the ability to 
take punches at the untouchables of Jamaican society, be they in the political arena or in high
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social circles, as though coining from the mouth and mind of the disinherited grass-roots 
element." (Apandaye, "The Caribbean Woman as Writer", 66). While Marshall’s work 
assuredly posits a reflection on the problematic realities of post-colonial Caribbean societies, it 
does not set out to follow the same linguistic or ideological agenda as do Bennett’s poems, 
and certainly does not claim to document Bajan English in extenso for instance.

8. For further readings concerning this trope, see "The Trope of the Talking Book" in Gates’ 
The Signifying Monkev. 127-69.
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