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ABSTRACT 

Literary people in Black literature have presented female characters with their struggles in life parallel to 

racial and sexual discrimination produced by white patriarchal culture and also their own black community 

people especially by male folk. The writers have concerned about the condition of black women in the 

community. The black women writers have taken a strong step to stand their female characters against the 

patriarchal domain with the strength taken from their own female community. The trend of the concept of 

motherhood and sisterhood is unique in African American culture. Among the women writers, Gloria Naylor 

has presented female communities and female bonding among female characters in her novels. The present 

paper deals with the female agency in her first novel The Women of Brewster Place. 

 

 

In black community, the problem of race and gender difference exists from the period of slavery which has 

affected the lives of black folk and to a great extent to the lives of females. The gender and racial 

discriminations have evoked the construction of distinct male and female identity within the periphery of 

American society. This leaves the black women at the mercy of complex mechanisms of racial and sexual 

oppression. Because of these harsh realities in women’s life, Naylor has exposed the solution through the 

kinship and bonding among females in the form of motherhood and sisterhood. 

The role of a black woman as a sister, caretaker and mother to all lends her a certain power of vantage point 

from the other space created through the experience of being black and female in a racist and sexist culture. 

According to Nnaemeka: “Woman appropriate and refashion oppressive spaces through friendship, sisterhood 

and solidarity and in the process reinvent themselves” (19) 

The concept of motherhood is unique in African American culture. This concept is emphasized when men 

disappoint women. They are failed to fulfill their responsibilities towards females and children and unable to 

show their love. They always treat them as an object. In the search of their support, the black females turn 

towards the help of other females which create a bond of motherhood and sisterhood among them. In The 

Women of Brewster Place of Naylor, the relationships between the women in the form of motherhood or 

sisterhood are seen as the possible supplements of other relationships or missing families.  

Gloria Naylor’s first novel The Woman of Brewster Place deals with women-centered community. It focuses on 

the story of seven black women – Mattie Michael, Etta Mae Johnson, Cora Lee, Kiswana Browne, Lucielia 

Louis Turner (Ceil), Lorraine and Theresa struggling to survive in a world that has never been kind to African 
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Americans especially to female community. These black women were suffered from their unfavorable 

circumstances which made their lives complicated. Their destiny and struggling life brought them at Brewster 

Place, a dead end street cut off from the city by a wall. They were of different ages, generations, conditions and 

backgrounds but share the same destiny which brought them close to each other. They had experienced 

oppression, ill-treatment and isolation in their relationships with men in their lives. 

In the novel, the character of the female protagonist, Mattie Michael came into existence to the needs of other 

characters. Mattie Michael’s journey to Brewster Place began in rural Tennessee when she was seduced by 

Butch Fuller, she left her house to avoid her father’s wrath. During her search of accomodation, she met Miss 

Eva Turner who after listening her troubles invited her to stay with her in her house. 

The character of Miss Eva Turner presented the concept of sisterhood as an alternative when men disappoint 

women. She imparted a specific understanding of human nature to Mattie. She was concerned about Mattie and 

refused to accept rent from her and suggested her to save money. Miss Eva not only helped Mattie to provide a 

safer accommodation but also guided her to treat her son, Basil. Miss Eva’s concern for Mattie put emphasis on 

the concern of a woman for other woman. She sets “a repeated pattern of concern, generosity, and love between 

and among women” (Branzburg 118).
 
The two women ran a fairly harmonious household. 

After the death of Miss Eva, Mattie in the absence of her balancing discipline spoiled Basil so that only at the 

age of thirty Basil was so much irresponsible to himself, his mother or society. Once he was accused of 

manslaughter and Mattie posted bail after offering up her house as collateral. Just days before, he was to appear 

in court, he ran away. Consequently, Mattie lost her house and was relegated to live at Brewster Place. At 

Brewster Place, Mattie led to a new beginning and a place where through her nurturing she influenced the lives 

of other women. She embraced the community to make the people free in her presence. She shared a strong 

friendship with her childhood friend, Etta Mae Johnson.  

Etta was a woman who refused to play by the rules. She was in the search of a comfortable life with a husband. 

She appeared to be confident and independent. After a long life of running from one man to the next and an 

unsuccessful and false love relationship with Reverend T. Woods, being emotionally bankrupt, she returned to 

Mattie in the search of love, guidance, security and comfort that she sought in her meaningless relationships 

with men. Mattie was waiting up for Etta. Mattie awaited her friend without a word of condemnation to offer 

only love and consolation: “Etta launched softly to herself as she climbed the steps toward the light and the love 

and the comfort that awaited her” (TWBP 74). The friendship between Mattie and Etta exemplified the 

sustaining power of the female bonding. When the relationship and love between man and woman was failed, 

the friendship between two females was still there which provided light and love to Etta in the form of Mattie’s 

friendship.  

Mattie proved to be a great mother for Ciel (Lucielia Louis Turner) who was Miss Eva’s granddaughter. Ciel 

was married with Eugene and she had a daughter, Serena. Ciel’s married life proved to be a failure and 

misfortune for her that brought the death of her daughter and the abortion of her second child. In her life, 

Eugene being a husband became a source of her grief. After Serena’s death, Ciel found herself all alone. During 

her deepest depression, Mattie brought forth as a healer and comforted Ciel as she knew that “words alone are 

not going to be her salvation” (Whitt 40). She released her enormous grief by rocking and bathing her: 
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Ciel moaned. Mattie rocked….Mattie rocked her out of that bed, out of that room, into a blue vastness just 

underneath the sun and above time. She rocked her over Aegean seas so clean they shone like crystal, so clear 

the fresh blood of sacrificed babies torn from their mother’s arms and given to Neptune could be seen like Pink 

froth on the water…. She rocked her into her childhood and let her see murdered dreams. And she rocked her 

back, back into the womb, to the nadir of her hurt …. (TWBP 103) 

 

Through her maternal actions, Mattie attempted to heal the wounds of Serena’s death in the heart of Ciel. 

Finally, Ciel recovered with the magical power of love of Mattie. Mattie and Ciel shared a strong bond of 

mother and daughter similar to that between Mattie and her son, Basil. 

Along with the friendship of Mattie with Etta and Ciel, the other women at Brewster Place also shared a 

bonding to overcome their problems and traumas of their life. The friendship was between Kiswana Browne and 

Cora Lee. Initially, they were not friends. Kiswana met Cora Lee as a neighbor. Cora Lee was a single mother 

struggling to look after her children. She was an unbalanced mothering figure who was obsessed with doll 

babies from her early childhood. Once Kiswana found one of Cora’s sons had been riffling through the garbage 

in search of food. She understood that these children need some kind of intervention. She ultimately decided that 

the children need an outlet for their youthful energy and a cultural experience to satisfy their innate curiosity so, 

invited Cora Lee to bring them to an Afro-centric performance of Shakespeare’s  A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 

After this, Cora Lee was surprised at the response of her children about the play. For the first time since entering 

motherhood, Cora Lee was consumed with new possibilities for her children. Kiswana’s attention and care to 

Cora Lee’s children helped Cora to understand the importance of all her children. 

Besides the relationship of Mattie, Etta, Kiswana or Ciel, there exhibited a notable bonding of Lorraine and 

Theresa who share a Lesbian relationship. Their relationship is the representation of two women’s love, 

partnership and emotional intimacy. Woman is identified through her difference from man within the binary 

gender system. Naylor constructs the relationship between Lorraine and Theresa based on lesbian continuum 

but their relationship made their neighbours uncomfortable. The couple faced not only their neighbour’s 

condemnation but also their own fears and prejudices: “Lorraine believes that she should not have to live in a 

world where her every move in suspect simple because she is a lesbian. Yet Theresa argues that they, as 

lesbians, are very different, mainly because these who define difference are the ones who are in power: 

socially, politically, and economically” (Wilson 51). 

All these black women achieved a profound sense of liberty in the safe harbor of each other’s company. The 

novel climaxes with a utopian portrait of women’s group effort to tear down the brick wall points to a 

revolutionary emphasis for self-determination and the black quest for independence. In this regard, Naylor has 

emphasized on the place of mothers and motherhood as an instruments of empowerment and community uplift. 

The brick wall circumscribing the community’s bounds limited the achievements and aspirations of the 

working-class poor people but Mattie’s vision of a unified community of women heralded the ability to 

transform the inner-city neighbourhood into a place of renewal and fulfillment of their dreams. In this regard, 

the tenants’ association’s cryptic slogan “Today Brewster – Tomorrow America” (TWBP 139) repeated the 
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collective desires and efforts of Brewster’s coloured daughters to achieve an expanded sphere of influence that 

traversed the narrow boundaries delimiting the community and its residents. 
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