
Airo International Research Journal                                         

Volume XIV, ISSN: 2320-3714 
February, 2018                                                                                                          UGC Approval Number 63012 
Impact Factor 0.75 to 3.19 

1 
 

 



Airo International Research Journal                                         

Volume XIV, ISSN: 2320-3714 
February, 2018                                                                                                          UGC Approval Number 63012 
Impact Factor 0.75 to 3.19 

2 
 

EVOLUTION OF A SHORT STORY CYCLE TOWARDS GENDER 

DISCOURSE IN GLORIA NAYLOR’S 

Anu. S 

M.A In English, Annamalai University 

 
Declaration of Author: I hereby declare that the content of this research paper has been truly made by me including the title of the research paper/research article, 
and no serial sequence of any sentence has been copied through internet or any other source except references or some unavoid able essential or technical terms. In 
case of finding any patent or copy right content of any source or other author in my paper/article, I shall always be responsible for further clarification or any legal 
issues. For sole right content of different author or different source, which was unintentionally or intentionally used in th is research paper shall immediately be 
removed from this journal and I shall be accountable for any further legal issues, and there will be no responsibility of Jou rnal in any matter. If anyone has some issue 
related to the content of this research paper’s copied or plagiarism content he/she may contact on my above mentioned email ID. 

 

ABSTRACT 

Black women’s literature continues to voice the peculiar predicament that black women face in 

America. With the painful history of slavery, the black people have to face the burden of sexual 

discrimination. The fictional universe of black men and women are represented by Naylor to give 

a brief socio-historical panoramic framework for the construction of Afro American male and 

female identities in the America. Black men are oppressed by the white world while the black 

women have been oppressed by own people. In the patriarchal canon, the black women live with 

their heritage of slavery, black skin color and social position in the society. The present paper 

throws light on the condition of black women in the patriarchal domain in the novel of Gloria 

Naylor.A reader would be hard pressed to discredit Gloria Naylor’s The Women of Brewster 

Place: A Novel in Seven Stories as a short story sequence or composite novel. The author herself 

declares it so by its very title. In defining the composite novel, Maggie Dunn and Ann Morris 

focus on how the shorter texts composing a literary work “though individually complete and 

autonomous are interrelated in a coherent whole according to one or more organizing 

principles.” Clearly, Brewster Place fits that definition, and accepting it as such, I am most 

intrigued by how the text attempts community building via four organizing principles—the use of 

domestic rituals, the geographical boundaries of a city block, the grounding maternal presence 

of Mattie Michael, and the more subtle organizing structural device of the third person limited 

omniscient narrative lens by communal omniscient narratives. Concomitantly, through the 

deployment of these narrative motifs and choices, Naylor’s short story sequence draws the 

reader into the text and expands the borders of the novel. 

KEYWORDS: Evolution, Short Story Cycle, Gender Discourse, Gloria Naylor’s, Black 

women’s, novel. 

INTRODUCTION As Brewster Place establishes community 

between the characters and brings the real 

into the fictional, it embodies the principal 
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goal of the narrative of community 

identified by Sandra Zagarell in her essay, 

“Narrative of Community: Identification of 

a Genre.” Using Zagarell’s ideas as the 

framework and springboard for my analysis, 

I trace the development of Naylor’s 

sequence as it modifies the genre by 

incorporating several contemporary 

elements that are atypical for the 

“traditional” narrative of community. 

Brewster Place does adhere to the 

conventions of the narrative of community 

by following the day-to-day minutiae of the 

women’s lives and their use of domestic 

rituals to establish and/or maintain social 

cohesion, using entwined stories to 

invigorate and nurture kinship ties, and 

utilizing a shifting and polyfocal narrative 

center. But, most importantly, this text 

expands the paradigm by forging 

connections between characters, the 

narrators and the actively embedded reader. 

As a principle, variations and evolutionary 

changes are embraced by the narrative of 

community. Zagarell asserts that: 

“While the greater diversity of narrative of 

community in the twentieth century attests 

to the genre’s continuing vitality, these 

changes need to be explored in depth … 

including the extent to which twentieth-

century narratives of community may be 

inspired most strongly by writers’ own 

racial, ethnic, class, and or cultural 

traditions, and the changing roles of 

gender…. Finally, we need, on the one hand, 

to study the genre’s complicated interactions 

with plots structured around individualized 

protagonists and, on the other, to investigate 

structural variations resulting from writers’ 

representation of a wider range of 

communities.” 

With its use of multiple protagonists, its 

female-centered orientation and its depiction 

of a twentieth century ghettoized African-

American community, Brewster Place 

represents an adaptation of the genre’s 

traditional parameters.3 My analysis 

expands Zagarell’s discussion of the 

narrative of community to includeseveral 

qualities unique to the short story 

sequence—a genre which Zagarell does not 

identify specifically in her essay. Despite 

her analysis of Jewett’s The Country of the 

Pointed Firs and Flora Thompson’s Lark 

Rise, Zagarell does not pursue how the story 

sequence, by its structure and unifying 

narrative threads, supports and enables the 

characteristics unique to the narrative of 

community. Additionally, while Zagarell 

identifies Brewster Place as a text that 

“articulate[s] the boundaries around the 

community and take[s] stock of how what 

lies within becomes community,” discussion 

regarding how the sequence enables and 

supports this community building is only 

hinted at in footnote 39 where nonlinearity 

is mentioned: 

“Yet to conceive a nonlinear form only in 

terms of its opposite, the circular, is not only 

to run the risk of reproducing the kind of 

binary in which gender itself is rooted; it 

does not take into consideration that 

linearity is so over determined that there is 

room for considerable divergence among 

forms that are not linear.” 
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I assert that this divergence of nonlinearity, 

an important characteristic of the short story 

sequence, should become part of the dialog 

surrounding Brewster Place, the narrative of 

community itself and how the short story 

sequence may best fit Zagarell’s analysis. 

As a narrative of community short story 

sequence, Brewster Place’s success results 

from multiple impulses that reflect trends of 

urbanization, allow for “changes in the 

general model,” “[expand] the story of 

human connection and continuity,” and offer 

a platform for previously silenced voices to 

be heard. 5 These qualities centralize several 

marginalized characters and extend kinship 

to many—but not all— actively engaged and 

willing participants. I suggest that Brewster 

Place establishes community between 

characters through an informal social 

orientation process utilizing acts of 

domesticity and ritual, and to the reader 

through Naylor’s deft manipulation of 

alternating narrative points of view. 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The most denounced character is the present 

generation Luther Nedeed who is only 

concerned about the development of a 

community which preserves the image of 

prosperity and success to outsiders as they 

look into Linden Hills. The Linden Hills 

community more relentlessly destroys the 

women than the men. The subjugation of 

women especially the wives of Linden Hills 

is the foundation on which the affluent 

society is built. The history of subjugation is 

a long process since the time of the 

foundation of the society: “Past and Present 

reveal a trail of human destruction tied to the 

Nedeed ambition, passed from generation to 

generation and from designer house to 

designer house, to „get over‟” (Toombs 90) 

[2]. The first Luther Nedeed buys his 

enslaved wife from her white owner but 

never sets her free. In each generation, the 

successive Luther Nedeed gets married a 

wife whom he can easily oppress and ignore. 

The wife is treated as a necessary entity for 

the reproduction of a son who would inherit 

and continue to oversee Linden Hills. The 

oppression is right from the first Mrs. Luther 

Nedeed and still continues to the present 

Mrs. Nedeed. The present generation 

Luther‟s wife, Willa Prescott Nedeed‟s 

married life was started like the other Mrs. 

Nedeed‟s. She, being unaware of the 

realities of Nedeeds, married Luther Nedeed 

to become a wife of a reputed and respected 

man. But giving birth to a white son in the 

black family of Luther proved a turning 

point in Willa‟s life. The son didn‟t 

resemble to his father, Luther which made 

Luther angry and proved the patriarchal 

myth where the son must duplicate his 

father. Luther found own self unable to look 

at the white son, locked Willa with the son 

in a cellar in the basement of his mansion. 

During her stay in the basement, she loses 

her son, Sinclair because of fever and no 

cure for it. The imprisonment of Willa and 

the death of her son suggest a continuity of 

the practice of slavery under patriarchal 

domain. Willa was not the only one at 

Luther‟s family who has suffered 

oppression from her husband, but the 

previous Mrs. Nedeeds had the same 

condition. In the basement, Willa studied the 
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notes, recipes and the photo albums of the 

other Nedeed wives. Willa moved back over 

150 years of history and reviewed the life of 

each of her motherly ancestors from 1830s 

slavery to 1980s contemporary condition. 

The first period was of the ante-bellum 

decades of the 1830s and 1840s during 

which she read the history of Mrs. 

LuwanaPackerville. LuwanaPackerville was 

bought and married but not manumitted. 

Luther had bought her not to bestow 

freedom but as a piece of property to 

produce an heir. She was coded as a 

property to her manumitted son. Luther 

maintained her in the status of a slave. He 

did not regard her as a person having value 

and therefore, Luwana was non-existent as a 

human being treated only as a property for 

her husband. Naylor said about the Nedeed 

women: “…the treatment of the Nedeed 

Women symbolizes the way that men 

haveregarded women throughout history- as 

means of generation that have no value in 

themselves. As far as men are concerned, 

women have no history because they do not 

really exist” (Ward 79) [3]. In Afro 

American culture, the slave women are 

double exploited as a slave. She performed 

the “productive labour” (Shaw 237) [4] for 

her masters to perform the household works 

and secondly as the “reproductive labour” 

(Shaw 237) [4] to give her master a 

successor to maintain his generation. Luther 

bought Luwana not to give her the status of 

a wife but for a son who would maintain his 

patriarchal dynasty at Linden Hills. After the 

birth of a son, Luwana‟s life was not better 

than earlier. She led to the gradual 

destruction with the hands of her husband. 

Her dream of marriage was shattered when 

she came to know by the papers shown by 

Luther himself that her sale was not a 

formality. She lamented “O Blessed Savior, 

can it be that I have only exchanged one 

master for another?” (LH 117) [5] Moreover 

Luther told her “that I have no rights to my 

son. He owns the child as he owns me” (LH 

117) [5]. Luther took him to the solicitor to 

maintain his will and other documents for 

his son‟s manumission. It was a great 

humiliation in Luwana‟s life that “I am now 

to be owned by my own son” (LH 119) [5]. 

At this stage, Luwana was alienated from 

her family and found herself alone in the 

absence of friend and relative to share her 

feelings and trauma. She realized that she 

had no one else but herself. So, she wrote 

letters to herself by the name of “Sister 

Luwana.”. Her letters reflected her dilemma, 

helplessness and gradual loss of sanity. 

These letters proved that oppression is not 

only physical or verbal violence but also 

silent isolation and elimination. “I thus live 

with two Luthers in truth, and so I live 

alone” (LH 121) [5]. The story of 

LuwanaPackerville clearly focused on the 

condition of a slave woman in her family 

who was always treated as an object and 

brought at home by her master only to have 

a child from her to maintain his patriarchal 

family. This oppression was still continued 

with the wives of next generation Luther 

Nedeeds. The next generation wife of Luther 

Nedeed was Evelyn Creton. In reading the 

story of Mrs. Evelyn Creton is the post-

bellum decades around the 1890s. Evelyn 

Creton tried to forget her mistreat condition 

and sought herself through her recipes. 
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During her third journey, she moved back to 

the 1930s, the era of the Great Depression 

and looked at the collection of family 

photographs of Mrs. Priscilla McGuire. The 

story of the fourth generation wife, Priscilla 

McGuire was not better than the other two 

Mrs. Nedeeds. Priscilla‟s condition and 

treatment by her husband, Luther, was 

reflected in her photo album where she was 

gradually disappeared from the photos with 

her husband and her growing son. Slowly 

and gradually, year by year with the growth 

of her son in the photos, Priscilla “was no 

longer recording the growth of a child; the 

only thing growing in these pictures was her 

absence” (LH 209) [5]. Priscilla was 

removed from the family photos and in there 

was only an empty space with a word “me” 

(LH 209) [5] at the place of her position. 

The diaries of LuwanaPackervile, the 

recipes of Evelyn Creton and the photo 

album of Priscilla McGuire made a 

realization to Willa Prescott Nedeed, the last 

generation Mrs. Nedeed about the positions 

of women in Luther Nedeed‟s patriarchal 

dynasty. Through the Nedeed‟s lives and the 

death of Willa‟s son, Naylor describes the 

Nedeed version of patriarchy as a 

persistently continuing slavery in the post-

slavery era. The stories of each Mrs. Nedeed 

present the way where women are treated 

and seen only as bodies to serve the purpose 

of this patriarchal society to reproduce 

children specially a male heir. For the 

Nedeeds, women were merely reproductive 

vehicles to give birth to their heir to 

continue their dynasty and then should 

vanish again into shadow outside the realm 

of man-making history. A feminist 

Shulamith Firestone argues that the 

biologicaldivision that gives women the 

function of reproduction is the cause of 

women’s oppression and the very root of 

men’s domination of women. Women’s 

reproductive capacity and their weakened 

physical condition are being reinforced by 

men’s development of social structures that 

keep women tied to their reproductive role. 

Women’s liberation is therefore “a struggle 

to break free from oppressive power 

structures set up by nature and reinforced by 

man” (Freedman 69) [6]. The story of Willa 

Nedeed and her foremothers reflected the 

subordination of women within the African 

American community and reflected 

women’s history as the repressed part of 

Linden Hills. Barbara Christian argues that 

Naylor criticizes the Nedeed men’s idea that 

women’s subordination to men is essential 

for male power. She comments: “By 

emphasizing the Nedeed women’s ignorance 

of their own her story, Naylor shows how 

the repression of women’s her story is 

necessary to the maintenance of patriarchy 

and why it is that history is so exclusively 

male” [7]. 

GENDER DISCOURSE IN GLORIA 

NAYLOR’S LINDEN HILLS 

Gender is a social construct. In every society 

men and women both construct their social 

identities according to their power and 

authorities. Gender discourse is always the 

issue of concern in the literary works. In 

black literature especially in the works of 

black women writers, there is always a close 

concern of the condition of black folk 
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specifically the black women and their 

struggle for survival and existence. Naomi 

Schor states- “Gender is a social construct 

pinned to a sexed body is fundamental to 

feminist criticism, and it logically implies 

that both masculinity and feminity are 

cultural formations designed to secure the 

social organization known as patriarchy” 

[1].In her novels, Naylor has presented black 

community with its black folk and their 

struggle against either of white community 

or with odd circumstances in their lives. 

Since times immemorial almost every 

society has patriarchal domain where being 

marginalized within their own society, 

women‟s experiences are threatened into 

silence or absolute devaluation. The lives of 

women in all cultures and ages have been 

organized and manipulated by the 

patriarchal domain. They have very limited 

freedom and even less control over the 

constituents of the self. They face challenges 

in their search for self, in their search for 

positive relationships and in the desire to 

come to terms with their lives, their families 

and their environment. Poverty and racial 

discrimination have geographically and 

materially marginalized the black people but 

along with these, the sexual and gender 

difference have marginalized the black 

women in their own society. Black men are 

oppressed by the white world while the 

black women have been oppressed by own 

people. In the gender domain, male 

subjectivity has a privileged position and the 

female subjectivity has been turned into 

objectivity and is always suppressed and 

oppressed. The fictional universe of black 

men and women arerepresented by Naylor to 

give a brief socio-historical panoramic 

framework for the construction of Afro 

American male and female identities in the 

America. In the white patriarchal canon, the 

black women live with their heritage of 

slavery, black skin color and social position 

in the society. They are doubly oppressed 

under the system of race and gender. This 

double burden leaves them at the mercy of 

complex mechanisms of racism and sexism. 

In Linden Hills Naylor has depicted an 

affluent upper middle class society that is 

under the utmost influence of patriarchy. 

The novel has the family of Luther Nedeed 

since the last five generations. In each 

generation the successor has the same name 

Luther Nedeed. In the novel each woman 

character depicts a different approach to the 

black female body and its domination by the 

patriarchal society. Through the female 

characters Naylor goes beyond the typical 

portrayal of the black women as a victim or 

sufferer. 

CONCLUSION 

In such gender discourse, Naylor along with 

the oppression and suppression of black 

women brings forth the culture of sisterhood 

and female friendship among black women 

community to protest against gender 

discriminations. Through the female 

friendship, Naylor calls on women to unite 

with respect and love for each other so as to 

strengthen and lead themselves on the path 

of attaining self-identity. It’s a medium to 

make realize the wholeness and their 

existence in the society.Each protagonist is a 

fully developed character who serves as both 
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the protagonist and the narrative focal point 

for her particular story and narrative event. 

Further examinations into how such texts 

develop the genre would also be beneficial. 

In the postmodern world of increasing social 

fragmentation, overwhelming fear of the 

other, and erosion of families and 

communities, the narrative of community 

embraces a welcome ethos. And, while the 

neighborhood of Brewster Place may not 

survive in perpetuity, its end is forestalled 

and its female inhabitants “ebb and flow, but 

never disappear.” 
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