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Abstract:

The paper explores the meaning of silence in Maggefou’sl Know Why The Caged
Bird Singsand Zora Neale Hurston'Sheir Eyes Were Watching Gahd Jonah’s
Gourd Vine The short, introductory section entitléithe meaning of silence: some
theoretical considerationdefines the concept sflencefrom a feminist perspective and
tries to determine its causes and consequencese Whinly intended to suggest some
forms of silence, it also contrasts the meaningilehce to that of language, emphasizing
their power to both relieve pain and cause spirdéma physical deatfThe silence of the
oppressedexamines sexism and racism as causes of silenceesmlitrs a person’s
emergence from silence to speech not only posdibliealso enriching. It further points
out that although silence may, indeed, create Itheion of self-protection, it does not
help establish a network of support, nor does ikanpsychological scars disappear.
Rather, like a boomerang, it turns against the wadvidual who has chosen its course,
deepening his or her crisis and perpetuating pebcthat which it is supposed to resist.
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The Meaning of Silence: Some Theoretical Considerians

Broadly defined as the complete absence of sositehceis often understood
within feminist circles as the fact or state of tabing from speech or else of
being prevented from speaking by the forces ofsracisexism, and classism,
which have so long acted together to suppress Wacken's voice. Described
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by critic Frances Beale as “double jeopardy,” ()9h@ dual discriminations of
racism and sexism are completed with classism amed &domophobia in the
interpretation of critic Deborah King, who rendénsultiple jeopardy” (Meyers
76) as an interactive model which better captunesstatus of black women as
women taught to resort to secrecy and silence.

Talking about her own coming to voice, feministticribell hooks, who
sees irsilencea sign of woman’s submission to patriarchal autropoints out
the fact that, although women in black communitiage not always been silent,
their speech has been limited to their interactioiih other black women.
Silence and speechare thus revealed to be strong metaphors of femini
discourse meant to illustrate the ways in which wonare denied the right to
express themselves other than in the context ofptinate sphere of their
domestic lives. Therefore, as bell hooks writesjr“struggle has not been to
emerge from silence into speech but to change digren and direction of our
speech, to make a speech that compels listenezsthanis heard. Our speech,
‘the right speech of womanhood,” was often thelegliy, the talking into thin
air, the talking to ears that do not hear you—#ik that is simply not listened
to. Unlike the black male preacher whose speechtavee heard, who was to be
listened to, whose words were to be rememberedydives of black women—
giving orders, making threats, fussing —could beetli out, could become a
kind of background music, audible but not acknogttias significant speech”
(hooks, Talking Back6). Highly informed by the ideal of femininity, \dn
asked women to adopt a submissive, obedient, magsisition both inside and
outside their households, they came to interidtiselesson according to which
men had the power of speech, while women “had,erev8upposed to have,” as
Sandra Gilbert remarks, “the graceful obligatiorsitdnce” (34).

In their private lives, black men, even educateatblmale activists and
political leaders demanded that their wives asssuirdinate roles, a painful
reality that Maya Angelou addresses when she decidespeak about her
marriage to Vusumzi Make, a South African freedaghter. Promised “the
joining of Africa and Africa-America” (AngelouThe Heart120), Maya is
utterly disappointed to find herself reduced to $tetus of a “portable pussy”
(135), as Ruth Thompson, a West Indian journalist Maya Angelou’s
autobiographical novelhe Heart of a Womarstates. Though shocked with her
friend’s language, Maya is overwhelmed with thehfuiness of the words and
the reality of her situation: “When other Africawisited, Vus would insist that
Guy sit in on the unending debates over violena rmamviolence, the role of
religion in Africa, the place and the strength amen in the struggle. | tried to
overhear their interesting conversations, but gdlyel was too busy with
household chores to take the time” (141). Furthrerwehen she finds herself a
job as associate editor for a magazine, in an gttémescape the subordinate
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role her husband has cast her into, she is changid foolish, headstrong
American ways and accused of having endangerestiihggle.

Similarly, Mary Church Terrell “recorded in her dig as critic bell
hooks reports, “that her activist lawyer husbandired her to play no role in
political affairs. She complained that he treated ds if she were a fragile glass
object in need of constant protection. Terrell'sthand used his patriarchal
status to sabotage her political work. His fear e her femininity would be
‘tarnished’ by too many encounters with the worldside the home” (hooks,
Ain't I A Woman90). By contrast, Lewis Douglass, the son of Frielle
Douglass and one of Mary Church Terrell's bestnfiie expressed his
confidence that public work of various kinds and Imausekeeping was Terrell’'s
destiny. During a casual encounter on a streethmrtold her proud mother:
“Try to persuade your daughter to use her headetrathers whose brains have
not been trained use their hands” (Terrell 162)weler, in a world which, by
and large, viewed women as a second sex with ldmpigvileges, few men if
any shared Lewis Douglass’ feelings and concerns.

As a group, black women have long occupied the $v\wessible position
in the American society, being continuously pusbadk and silenced by the
capitalist system they lived in, by white men, whitomen and black men alike.
Paid less for the same work that men did and withtbe possibility of
advancement, black women found no allies in thesrogocially victimized
groups. Silenced and emasculated by racism, blacktorned to sexism to shut
women up and defend their masculinity. In a simiar, white women silenced
by white men acted as oppressors of black womemm ware left with no
inferior others Black women, the scapegoat of society, functicasedn element
of catharsis, providing both white women and blawn with the possibility of
relief from strong and repressed emotions.

While the 60s black power movement opposed racignwas also
perceived by feminist criticism as a movement tilldwed black men to take
sides with patriarchy. According to bell hooks, litaint black men were
publicly attacking the white male patriarchs foeithracism but they were also
establishing a bond of solidarity with them basedtweir shared acceptance of
and commitment to patriarchy. The strongest bondieghent between militant
black men and white men was their shared sexismy-lbo¢h believed in the
inherent inferiority of woman and supported malend@ance” (hooksAin't | A
Woman98-99). Thus, although racism, sexism, classisthlmmophobia have
all contributed to keep black women speechlessedms theisilenceis most
profoundly rooted into the intertwined forces ofissn and sexism.

Within patriarchal society, women’s silence abowtnnmhas often been
interpreted by feminist critics as a gesturswabmissiorandcomplicity, wherein
women have faithfully kept male secrets and hawvell&osts, refused to speak
against male authority. This pattern of behavibat female children are taught
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since early childhood precisely by their mothewss helped institutionalize and
perpetuate male domination, which has, in turrylted into the dehumanization
of women and the setting up thie silence of the oppresséts bell hooks writes
in Talking Back “feminist scholarship about women who are phybica
assaulted by men is full of autobiographical act®wh males punishing women
for speaking, whether we speak to defend ourseli@sengage in critical
argument, or just to say something—anything. lassthough the very act of
speech, wherein a woman talks to a man, carrieeeddd in that gesture a
challenge, a threat to male domination” (hookKalking Back128). For the
objectified, male dominated women, their silencands only about refraining
from actual speech, but also about enduring vi@deand pain, the pain of
human misery and degradation, the pain of lonegdine disappointment, loss
and isolation, all for fear of exposure, for fehatt one’s innermost beliefs,
feelings and thoughts will be dismissed as unwordhygerious consideration.
The barrier of fear and misinterpreted feelingsesfpect for patriarchal authority
must be destroyed if women, black or white, arallimw themselves a chance to
self-respect and self-transformation from voicel@ggct to speaking subject.

Silence may also be interpreted as a gesturegrofection or self-
protection whereby women try to protect themselves as welbthers, usually
their children, husbands or siblings, from violenpeblic scorn, or the pain of
remembrance. Normally in opposition, love and vicle have become so
interconnected in family contexts that women féwt the exclusion of violence
from their lives will automatically trigger the lo®f love and security they take
comfort in when victims of an abusive relationsilyomen often risk their self-
esteem, their sense of worth and value, and keég gbout their everyday
ordeals for fear they might be judged, misundetoo even rendered guilty of
their own victimization, of having been unable iteelup to the standards set by
the idealized, socially constructed image of wohwad. In bell hooks’ words,
women “have had to pay a price for breaking thensié and naming the
problem. They have had to be seen as fallen womkn, have failed in their
‘feminine’ role to sensitize and civilize the be&stthe man” (hooksTalking
Back 89). The power to end domination, and with it girate and silence, in
family relationships lies in the hands of men andmen alike. Through
education, personal effort and will, men must bedgimquestion the validity of
the judgment according to which masculinity is atibwe ability to exert power
over women and femininity is about knowing one'sigel and being silent.
Women, on the other hand, mothers of sons, wh@batmisunderstood sense
of shielding their children from whatever kind ddip, continue to educate them
in the spirit of perpetuating sexism, should adfivengage in the feminist
struggle to put an end to patriarchal dominatienetadicate exploitation and
oppression in family relationships.
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Speaking about her own silence concerning her t@domcancer
experience, Audre Lorde reveals in her eslag Transformation of Silence into
Language and Actiothat what she regretted most, while contemplatiegth,
were her silences:

| was going to die, if not sooner then later, wieetbr not | had ever spoken
myself. My silences had not protected me. Youmsigewill not protect you. ...
What are the words you do not yet have? What dongmd to say? What are the
tyrannies you swallow day by day and attempt to emadur own, until you will
sicken and die of them, still in silence? Perhapssbme of you here today, | am
the face of one of your fears. Because | am a woimacause | am Black, because
| am lesbian, because | am myself—a Black womanrisrapoet doing my
work—come to ask, are you doing yourSister Outsiden1-42).

Questioning the apparent protection that silencgo@s women with, Audre
Lorde also pinpoints the terribtonsequencesf remaining voiceless when she
reports her daughter's words of encouragement bdier speech: Tell them
about how you're never really a whole person if yemain silent, because
there’s always that one little piece inside you thants to be spoken out, and if
you keep ignoring it, it gets madder and maddertatter and hotter, and if you
don'’t speak it out one day it will just up and panou in the mouth from the
inside™ (42). Much in the same way, bell hooksaks in Talking Backthat, as

a child, she was never taught absolute silencéeddsshe was taught that it was
important to speak “but to talk a talk that wagtéelf a silence. ... Madness, not
just physical abuse, was the punishment for toohnatk if you were female”
(hooks, Talking Back7). The multiple fears, the inner struggles torowene
sexism and racism, the efforts made to get thessacg confidence to speak, are
all elements which can createnfusionabout one’s identity and place in the
world, leading one either to self-acceptance, at,lm to madness and death, at
worst.

In opposition with silencelanguage is often described in feminist
criticism as a source of empowerment, a way toanree fear and a signifier of
self-recovery. Consequently, women’s coming to goleecomes an act of
resistance, a gesture of defiance that heals, fetes self-transformation
possible and that restores women in the possessitieir long confiscated self.
Be it racism or sexism or, perhaps, both the sowfc&vomen’s anger and
frustration at having been marginalized and sildnbg a society which has
unjustly stripped their existence of human dignitys the act of speaking up, of
talking backthat liberates them and gives them strength t@p@upeach other
and move on. “We can learn to work and speak wherawe afraid,” Audre
Lorde writes, “in the same way we have learned dokvand speak when we are
tired. For we have been socialized to respectrigae than our own needs for
language and definition, and while we wait in sterfor that final luxury of
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fearlessness, the weight of that silence will chokeThe fact that we are here
and that | speak these words is an attempt to hresdlsilence and bridge some
of those differences between us, for it is noted#hce which immobilizes us,
but silence. And there are so many silences tadlesh” (Sister Outside#d4).

Just as the spoken word has the power to heal@oilies so does it have
the power to inflict injuries and, in certain cirogtances, even cause spiritual
and physical death. Nevertheless, people must alvweaypember that one type of
oppression does not excuse the other, and thadt sed racist exploitation will
not cease to exist unless they take the couragjgetak against it.

The Silence of the Oppressed

Their Eyes Were Watching Godora Neale Hurston’s most celebrated novel,
primarily deals with Janie’s struggle to find hesice, despite thaexistand
racist forces that continuously attempt to define her,s@f needs and place in
the world. Silenced more than once in her life, idandisappointments
strengthen her will to make choices of her own smcceed where many others
have failed. A coherent narrative of “ascent andnharsion”, as critic Robert
Stepto calls it (5), the novel chronicles Janigdsirpey from childhood to
maturity, from her grandmother’'s home and throughber two disastrous
marriages to Tea Cake’s love and death, from deperadto independence, from
silent, submissive object to speaking, assertitestl

As Janie herself recalls, her conscious life staitis Johnny Taylor's kiss
at Nanny’s gate. Although a brief appearance innitneel, he marks a turning
point in Janie’s life, unknowingly triggering heragmdmother’s decision to have
her married to old, well-off Logan Killicks. Whildgohnny stands for youth, love,
innocence and playfulness, somehow previewing Ta&le® stepping into the
course of events much later, he is essentiallyoagpgess and voiceless as Janie
is at this point. Too young and inexperienced suate control over her actions
and destiny, Janie is, ironically, first silencedtbe one person who most loves
her in the world: her grandmother.

As a former slave, who all too well knows tmeule of the world
customary fate of the black woman, Nanny wantsnsuee her granddaughter
the life neither she nor her daughter has ever Géhrly an attempt to protect
Janie, Nanny’s slap to silence the young girl emgiplacing her into the exact
type of marriage she would have wanted Janie tadavad she known that
“sittin’ on high” (Hurston, Their Eyes15) could not feed an empty heart. In
telling Janie the story of her slave experienceanny actually projects her
unfulfilled dreams onto her free of slavery, adowd granddaughter: “It sho
wasn’t mah will for things to happen lak they dikh even hated de way you
was born. But, all de same Ah said thank God, Ah awther chance. Ah
wanted to preach a great sermon about colored waittam on high, but they
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wasn’t no pulpit for me. ... So whilst Ah was tendydu of nights Ah said Ah’d
save de text for you. Ah been waitin’ a long tindanie, but nothin’ Ah been
through ain’t too much if you just take a standhigh ground lak Ah dreamed”
(Hurston, Their Eyesl5-16). Silenced by her condition as a slave, thed by
racism and classism, Nanny never got to tell tleysshe longed to tell. Yet,
through Janie, as Elizabeth Meese writes, “Hurgrposes the crack in the
plate and preaches the liberating and defiant sertmat Nanny was never able
to deliver and that black women, indeed all wonteave been waiting to hear”
(62). While Nanny's wish to give Janie the gift edisy life is understandable,
her choice of Logan Killicks is questionable, iftialy unwise.

Much older than Janie, Logan is a propertied marm \whs achieved
material success and who thinks his wife is jusitlar piece of property, an
object with no thoughts or feelings of her own,agpendix meant to serve him
well, or, maybe, an extra hand that he can boasmdrdActually, his high social
position strongly contrasts with his inability tapeess his feelings, to put his
fears and disappointments into words. Unable talgeugh to a girl of sixteen,
he resorts to the good, old easy way out and slautie up whenever she opens
her mouth to speak, thus turning their marriage orte absent of flavor, aun
bees or pollen When Janie threatens to leave him, upon his idecie work her
behind a plow and his questioning of her birth, heather and grandmother,
Logan once again seems unable to speak his thougitsre! Janie had put
words in his held-in fears. She might run off sereugh. The thought put a
terrible ache in Logan’s body, but he thought &tlte put on scornTheir Eyes
29). Himself voiceless, perhaps, as Nanny onceaéql silenced by the white
men who subjugate black men, Logan reinforcesdniighed male authority by
trying to bring Janie under his total control. &l of facing the problem and
making an effort to sort it out, he decides torsike Janie and pretend sleep,
hoping his words will both hurt her and put her lbbaato her place: “Ah'm
getting’ sleepy, Janie. Let's don’t talk no mo’.aif't too many mens would
trust yuh, knowin’ yo’ folks lak dey do” (29).

With Nanny dead and Logan threatening to beatddeath on account of
her “law-rating” (30) him, nothing holds Janie baftbm running off with
“citified, stylish dressed” (26) Joe Starks “from and through Georgy” (27),
whom she meets one day at the water pump. Whitkereanay sympathize with
Logan, “an African American man who must have wdrkeice as hard as a
white man to grow and sell his produce”, as ciiiaria Racine partly defends
him (286), his hardships at having been oppressedHite people do, by no
means, justify his oppressive behavior towardybisg wife. Janie’s resolution
to leave Logan and take her chances with Jodydsfitet choice she makes
about the course of her life, a choice that inlfitseeaks about Janie’s ability to
later triumph over patriarchal oppression.
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No longer Nanny's arrangement, Janie bears redpbtysifor her
marriage to Jody, who, although does not represam-up and pollen and
blooming trees” Their Eyes28), reminds her of Mr. Washburn, the successful
white man for whose family Nanny has worked forasgé part of her life.
Besides, he speaks for “change and cha(Z®)’ andseemgo be able to offer
Janie the affection her previous marriage lack&au‘'behind a plow! You ain't
got no mo’ business wid uh plow than uh hog iswuat uh holiday! You ain’t
got no business cuttin’ up no seed p’'taters neithgretty doll-baby lak you is
made to sit on de front porch and rock and fanefband eat p’taters dat other
folks plant just special for you” (28). However,dbesn’t take long until Janie
realizes she has only succeeded in trading one@mabprison for another.

As Jody takes Janie to Eatonville, a town livedaid run all by black
folks, his becoming a “big voicg27) parallels her forced retreat into silence.
With his becoming the mayor of Eatonville and tlvener of the only store in
town, Janie finds herself reduced to a mere ddiiyba beautiful object for
others to admire from a distance, a silent wifeadidl to his power. When the
townspeople ask Janie to say a few words uponiéisi@n as mayor, Jody cuts
in and robs her of her voice: “Thank yuh fuh yormg@diments, but mah wife
don’t know nothin’ ‘bout no speech-makin’. Ah nevaarried her for nothin’
lak dat. She’'s uh woman and her place is in de hqd@41). Instinctively
sensing her loss, Janie reflects upon Jody’s keHid: “Janie made her face
laugh after a short pause, but it wasn't too e&e had never thought of
making a speech, and didn’t know if she cared t&enmane at all. It must have
been the way Joe spoke out without giving her aoho say anything one way
or another that took the bloom off of things. Bulywaay, she went down the
road behind him that night feeling col@1).

Janie’s high expectations from her relationshidddy gradually die out,
as his energy and full attention are directed td&aown business only, and his
social advancement requires her to live a speexleeistence. While the store
porch functions as the cultural center of the towasting both big picture
talkers and gossipers, Janie is allowed to listegrdbnied active participation as
a storyteller. In his hurry to surround himself Wwiproperty, respect and
admiration, Jody keeps Janie silent not becaustedrs her competition, but
because she might rumple his perfect image, makimglook less than he is.
His favorite exclamatior, god, which often starts his discourse, proves he feels
superior to everybody else in town, something Bkpowerful white man. And
no wife of a wealthy, white man was ever supposespeak outside her home,
to act independent, or live any other way tharhenghadow of her husband.

In the end, Janie’s marriage to Jody turns ouesemble her marriage to
Logan a little bit too much. Indeed, Jody doessk her to work in the field, but
by different strategies he forces her to retrett hrerself and shut down, much
the same way Logan has done. Despite his big, golwesice that shapes the
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entire community of Eatonville, Jody, just like lag proves unable to express
his emotions and insecurities to his wife. He ddeigmore things or pretend
sleep to protect himself from his worst fears, talies action, forcing Janie to
wear a head-rag in order to cover her long, badutdir: “This business of the
head-rag irked her endlessly. But Jody was set. ¢ter hair was NOT going to
show in the store. ... That was because Joe newkdarnie how jealous he was.
... She was there in the store fiim to look at, not those others. But he never
said things like that. It just wasn’t in him” (52b The type worn by slave
women as a signifier of their status, Janie’s heggdmarks her position as silent
object or property that belongs to Joe Starks.i&raim the novel, Nanny tells
Janie about her master, who, before leaving thatatian to go to war, comes to
her cabin and asks her to let down her hair sohteatan wrap his hand in it for
the last time. Thus, while Nanny's oppression ignaled by her master’s
demand that she uncover her hair, which is a syrobdler sexuality, Janie’s
oppression is signaled by her husband’s demandlieatover her hair, and with
it her sexuality. In a sense, both the head-rag Jarde’s confinement to the
store are meant to isolate her from the commutitkeep her tied to her home,
like a dog is kept tied to its kennel.

Nevertheless, Janie’s silence grows less and hiee improves with every
relationship she develops. In response to Logaexésm and racism, she flees
the farm. But in response to Jody’s oppressive \iehaJanie learns “how to
talk some and leave som@'2). For example, when Jody frees Matt Bonner’s
yellow mule as a result of his wife’s empathizingthathe poor animal after
much mule ill-treatment on the part of the townggepJanie is recognized by
the community as “uh born orator” (55), althougdr frony is missed: “Jody,
dat wuz uh mighty fine thing fuh you tuh do. ‘Tdirdverybody would have
thought of it, ‘cause it ain't no everyday thoughteein’ dat mule makes uh
mighty big man outa you. Something like George Wagbn and Lincoln.
Abraham Lincoln, he had de whole United States rule so he freed the
Negroes. You got uh town so you freed uh mule. Wave tuh have power tuh
free things and dat makes you lak uh king uh somgth(55). The sharp
contrast between Abraham Lincoln and Joe Starksydes the United States
and Eatonville, or between the Negroes and the maés largely unnoticed.
Neither her husband nor the people who hear hkrh@ve the ability to read
between the lines and understand that, despitgolial position and power, the
mayor cares to free a mule but doesn't care to frisewife from his own
emotionally and physically abusive behavior.

Not only is Janie psychologically silenced, but wier dinner doesn't fit
Jody’s taste, he slaps her and insults her braimgdanie confronts him and tells
him that “womenfolks thinks sometimes td@7), he hushes her, claiming that
“they just think they’s thinking’(67). Yet, it won't be long before Janie starts
challenging Jody with words, clearly indicatingttha does not have, nor has he
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ever had, absolute control over her inner thougird feelings. The most
dramatic episode and an important turning pointlamie’s coming to voice
involves her public attack on Jody’s masculinitglatoice right on the porch of
their store: “You big-bellies round here and put aulot of brag, but ‘tain’t
nothin’ to it but yo’ big voice. Humph! Talkin’ ‘bat melookin’ old! When you
pull down yo’ britches, you look lak de change ii€"I(75). Humiliated in front
of his friends, Jody is, for the first time in i, unable to react verbally, so he
once again resorts to physical force in what twwuisto be a useless attempt to
leave the confrontation triumphant. Ironically, yo@vho has spent all his life
constantly trying to silence Janie, ends up haviigyown voice suppressed.
Essentially a narrow-minded man who builds his-géffliment on his wife’s
misery, Joe Starks misses his chance to happina$s ewventually, dies in
solitude. Not even on his death bed does he rehizenistakes or understand
Janie’s right to speak and exist independentlyi®fwhll. Too weak to slap her
now, he wishes thunder and lightning would strilee Head, as Janie, in her
newly acquired voice, makes a last effort to diselber feelings to him: “Listen,
Jody, you ain’t de Jody ah run off down de road.widu’se whut'’s left after he
died. Ah run off tuh keep house wid you in uh wamdleway. But you wasn’t
satisfied wid me de way Ah was. Naw! Mah own mirdl huh be squeezed and
crowded out tuh make room for yours in nf@2). Indeed, it is Janie’s assertive
self that he cannot and won'’t cope with, prefertiomglrop dead rather than give
up on his vanity. Just as Nanny’s death has fregieJrom Logan Killicks,
Jody’s death frees her from her head-rag and theetat of a bleak life in
silence.

In Vergible Woods, or Tea Cake as his friends batl, Janie finds the
man she has long been saving feelings for. Unlikgaln and Jody, Tea Cake
brings back to Janie the emotion of Johnny Taylkiss and the vision of love
and passion that she experienced under the pearAtdough financially and
socially inferior to Janie’s previous husbands, Tedke overtakes them when it
comes to translating his feelings and thoughtswiaads. As he freely expresses
his emotions to Janie and engages her in actitieshas been denied access
before, he actually offers Janie support and ermgmment to strengthen her
voice. With this third relationship that her Nanwgpuld have, probably, least
approved of, Janie enjoys the experience of giang receiving love and
respect, trust and joyfulness. In teaching Janve tooplay checkers, how to fish
and shoot a gun, Tea Cake treats her as an eguallidang subject and, by no
means, a lifeless object he can show off about. i#Hacquisitive,” as critic
Maria Racine notices, “of experience rather thantenma possessions or
success” (Racine 291).

Despite the fact that year in year out Janie hasvigrmore and more
confident about herself, she has not yet beconlg independent. She needs
Tea Cake to purge her of the twenty-four yearsileht endurance under the
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tyranny of other people’s ambitions. When Tea Cadles Janie out for a picnic
and she hesitates, wondering whether or not hesistjying to be polite, Tea
Cake urges her to speak her mind. “Ah just didréntwou doin’ nothin’ outa
politeness. If dere’s somebody else you'd ruthé&e tat's all right wid me”
(Their Eyes104), Janie says, trying to pretend strong andférdnt until Tea
Cake puts her fears into words: “Naw, it ain't aght wid you. If it was you
wouldn’t be sayin’ dat. Have de nerve tuh say wjau mean” (104). She then
voices her concern, but only because he has batbuesged her to and proved
willing to listen to what she has got to say.

Two things are troubling in Janie’s almost perfeglationship to Tea
Cake: first her silence about his having slapped &ed secondly her silence
during the trial that follows his death at her handot flawless, Tea Cake beats
Janie to reassure himself in possession, when aéhears racist, light-skinned
Mrs. Turner tell Janie that her brother would hensde a much better match for
her, suggesting that she should meet him. Whikicdichael Awkward reads
Tea Cake’s act as “one of unmotivated violence terided to exhibit to others
the extent of his authority over Janie” (Awkward)4Maria Racine takes the
matter further and interprets the slap as Tea Gakedbility to articulate, to
speak: “Tea Cake beats Janie because he does owtHaow to verbalize his
fear of losing her to someone else, someone wiwlighter-skinned African
American like Janie, someone of innately greatérevan white society” (Racine
293).

It is not Janie in her own voice that tells readeb®ut the slap, but
Hurston’s third person omniscient narrator. The esahappens during the
courtroom scene at the trial which Janie undergmes® consequence of her
having shot Tea Cake in self-defense. Bitten byaa whog during a hurricane,
Tea Cake gets sick and tries to kill Janie, thasitey her no alternative but grab
hold of the gun and fire it to survive. As bell lksopoints out, Janie defies
“traditional notions of romantic love, which encage female masochism; she is
not willing to die for love” (qtd. in Campbell 77Recause of Janie’s being fairly
silent during this particular episode, which conashe end of her tale and,
supposedly, at a point where she has developeallilgy to speak, critic Robert
Stepto claims that Hurston creates only “the ibbnsihat Janie has achieved her
voice” (7), and deems the writer’s strategy of hgumuch of Janie’s tale told by
an omniscient third person rather than by a fietspn narrator as the novel's
single great flaw. Yet, accepting Stepto’s viewnpaneans depriving Janie of
her lifelong progress from a person not in contfdher self to one able to assert
authority when required. Definitely, Janie is noder the same powerless young
woman that Nanny coerced into marriage, that Ld¢jicks threatened with an
ax or that Joe Starks bossed around in the stanehaling beaten both Nunkie
and Tea Cake when fearing she might lose the kesstkingdom in the other
girl’'s favor, her strength to pull the trigger agsti the man whom she most
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cherishes in the world, and her decision to retarBatonville, where she knows
people will look down on her, are all evidence ef ltonfident and forceful
personality.

A more appropriate, feminist reading of Hurstontwice to keep Janie
silent in some crucial places in the novel, wasresged by Alice Walker who,
during a convention in San Francisco, rose andHbbgck Robert Stepto’s
interpretation, “insisting passionately,” as Margleh Washington records in
her foreword toTheir Eyes “that women did not have to speak when men
thought they should, that they would choose whahvalmere they wish to speak
because while many woméwad found their own voices, they also knew when it
was better not to use it” (xii). In a similar wadyachel Blau Du Plessis defends
Hurston’s narrative strategy when she presente&nbnsciousness and the
narrator’s fusing into one, an interpretation withich critic Maria Racine also
feels comfortable: “If the narrator's voice and idé& voice have melded
throughout the novel, then perhaps there is no eedanie to speak to the
reader; her voice is evident through the narrat¢283).

Shortly after the trial, Janie’s choice to retusrHatoville, the place where
her transformation has begun, bears the implicatiah Tea Cake’s death is not
in itself an end, but a beginning. Tea Cake maydee, but Janie, who has
barely begun to live her way, must carry on withi geowth and preach the
sermon her Nanny never got to. Unlike Janie, theanbss of the black
community of Eatonville are stuck in their limitedderstanding of social class
and gender roles. As such, they need Janie’'s sthigh has the potential to
transform them, to enlighten not their streets)@dy has done, but their minds.
However, Janie chooses not to confront the shargues and scornful eyes of
the porch storytellers, but to project her voic¢oam receptive friend, whom she
allows to speak for her: “Ah don’'t mean to botheid vtellin’ ‘em nothin’,
Pheoby. ‘Tain’t worth de trouble. You can tell ‘emmat Ah say if you wants to.
Dat’s just de same as me ‘cause mah tongue is nfrend’s mouf’(Their
Eyes6). Most critics characterize Janie’s voice at #émal of the novel as a
communal one. Supportive of this view point, Margléh Washington argues
that “when she [Janie] tells Pheoby to tell hermsta. she is choosing a
collective rather than an individual voice, demoaiitg her closeness to the
collective spirit of the African-American oral tiéidn” (xii). Regenerated by
having been permitted to share Janie’s experieRbepby stands for all the
other women in her community that will undergo reakonce she has broken
down the barrier of silence to reveal their gossid judgment of Janie as cheap
and utterly wrong. In refusing to submit to malethaunity and conform to
socially constructed gender roles, Janie emergam &ilence to speech and
changes not only herself, Pheoby, and, presumé#iyrest of the community,
but also everybody else who cares to read her stotdypass it on to people in
need of spiritual rebirth. Perhaps the most imprkesson that Hurston’s novel
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teaches its readers is thatis possible that one can defy rules and beat the
oppressive, sexist-racist system as long as tkendlliand strength to stand up
after each blow that comes with the act of defiance

Dealing not with a silent heroine struggling to @io voice, Zora Neale
Hurston’s first novelJonah's Gourd Vingpictures John as a master of language
who makes use of his gifo silencehis wife and his community whenever his
actions threaten to rob him of his family and j@bstory of love, loss and
regain, of sin and redemption, the novel, just Tikeir Eyespresents the reader
with the main character’s three marriages. Theetignificant women in John’s
life stand each for a new chance he gets to stexigbut his ways, and help to
shed light on his true nature, bringing him up dog/n and up again until it is
by his own lack of self-control that he dies.

John Buddy Pearson, the illegitimate son of a forsiave and white
Judge AIf Pearson, her owner, lives in poverty whils mother Amy, his
younger brothers, and his stepfather Ned Crittentteis inside his childhood
home that he first withessegxismand experiencesacism Different from his
brothers because of his light skin, John is fretjyesbused, overworked and
humiliated by Ned, who most often refers to hintdet punkin-colored bastard”
(Jonah’s Gourd Vine) and “yaller nigger{9). A former slave himself and a
poor sharecropper in the post-slavery South, Nets fpowerless against the
white men he works for and who cheat him every otlag, and therefore, turns
his rage and frustration against those who cartrigeshim back, that is his wife
and children, particularly John. Unable to questisaseley, his boss, about
“dem two bales uh cottor(5) he and his family made a year before, Ned plays
the boss at home, silencing Amy when she tellsthamhthe supper is not ready
because she has been working side by side withirhithe fields: “Don’t you
change so many words wid me, ‘oman! Ah’ll knock yidéad ez Hector. Shet
yo’ mouf!” (5). Later on the same day, as Amy is giving sedugigings to the
smaller children, Ned whips and tries to choke dreraccount of his seeing no
plate fixed for him. Luckily, John's fist frees himother from Ned’s rage,
making him slide slowly down the wall. Because hamot slap John whenever
he feels like it, partly because Amy protects himd partly because the boy is
already old enough to protect himself, Ned resortsther means of abusing his
stepson. Yet, when he binds John to work for Mimansshite landowner well-
known for his ill-treatment of black workers, thgteen-year-old boy decides he
will be better off over the Big Creek on Alf Pean& plantation. With his
mother escorting him to the creek and cautionimg &gainst his childish, often
irresponsible behavior, John leaves Ned behindowitleven a shadow of the
thought that one day he might turn up just like .him

In Notasulga, Alabama, Alf Pearson hires John Buddcause he
remembers his mother Amy, and, presumably, beda@s=n recognize part of
himself in the looks of the young, “splendid speeith(18). As the boy is too
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tall to make a good cotton-picker, the Judge iltimtends to have John drive
his carriage for him and his wife. However, the tnaiss, who, most likely, can
as well see the resemblance between her husbandadmy does not agree,
claiming the boy is “too ... large sitting up thenefront” (20). Consequently,

John is put through school and then “promoted” friemding the chickens to
checking on the black tenant farmers to see tbat their financial accounts
with Pearson are in order.

It is at school that John meets Lucy Potts, a sgidrof the Potts family,
who live on their own land and own their home. Afiebeautiful courtship, but
against her mother’s better judgement, Lucy acdeptsarry John and trust him
to be both father and mother to her: “Lucy, dorduyworry ‘bout yo’ folks,
hear? Ahm gointer be uh father and uh mother tuh You jes’ look tuh me,
girl chile. Jes’ you put yo’ ‘pendence in me. Ahans tuh prop you up on eve'y
leanin’ side” (79). Still, he never lives up to geomise. “A walking orgasm, a
living exultation”(50), as Alf Pearson calls him, John doesn’t selle @ resist
women, not even after his marriage to Lucy, whonallaays claims, and indeed
appears, to genuinely love. His born, most likelyarited sensuality, along with
his terrible habit of running away from problemstead of dealing with them,
are, probably, John’s greatest flaws. Not only duesheat on his wife and lies
to her, but he constantly pushes her back intma#eby putting it all on “de
brute-beast(88) in him, an entity within himself that she apg#ly has to learn
to live with. It is neither fear nor resignationtiitue love and hope that keep
Lucy by John's side, always silent and submissiespide her husband's
numerous romantic escapades that she can see rieifhar, otherwise, hear
people talking about.

As nice a character John may seem at the begirofinte novel, he
gradually loses his charm, as he abandons his aviteseriously ill girl-child,
Isis, to find comfort in the arms of another woman|eaves Lucy alone during
childbirth to face her brother, Bud, who comesaketthe bed she’s lying in as
payment for a debt her husband owes to him. Faairgst and jail, after having
beaten Bud and having stolen a pig to feed his Iyamm, John takes Alf
Pearson’s advice and flees to Eatonville in yettlaroof his attempts to put
physical distance between himself and his trouldthough quite shameful, his
flight to Eatonville appears to grant him with a&c@ed chance to “live clean”
and redeem himself from his past womanizing andece@f his family. Just as
Lucy is once again tricked into trusting John, sthie reader, who, at this point,
comes to accept Lucy's silence about her husbaraffairs and her
unconditioned support of him, which in the end @idgm not only into the best
carpenter in town, but also into a successful greaon his way to become the
moderator of the Baptist convention and the maydgaionville. Nevertheless,
John is bound to disappoint again.
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Once a “big nigger” (116), John turns out to beywvdtle different from
Ned. As critic Debra Beilke points out in her @i essay “Yowin’ and Jawin”,
“John stifles Lucy’s voice as surely as Ned doesyAin(qtd. in Campbell 51).
A property owner now, John deludes himself intonking it's all due to his
good mind and talent, and, therefore, he doesmtnaicy to tell him what he
has to do: “Ah wouldn’t be where Ah is, if Ah didiKknow no more’n you think
Ah do. You ain't mah guardzeen noho@bnah’s Gourd Vinel15). Yet, it is
Lucy who teaches John how to use language efféytikeer good memory and
speaking ability, even as a child, have largelytdbated to John'’s social rising,
and, despite his attempts to keep her silent, titgeeEatonville community
knows that John Pearson is a “wife-made n{ad'3), as Sam Mosely calls him
and Walter Thomas implies when he says: “Aw, ‘tayou, Pearson, ... iss dat
Ii'" handful uh woman you got on de plac€’09). Not only that John does not
keep his promise to always stand by his wife, baitldans on her instead,
coming to depend on her guidance, patience, andrance. The same as Ned
Crittenden and Alf Pearson before him, John viewsen as objects that exist
to give men pleasure, to serve them one way othanoflthough he sets Lucy
apart from the other women he *“lusts after onceulnwhile” (111), John
basically ties her to their home, seeing her fumcths that of producing and
bringing up children for him. Lucy is, after all) asset, a piece of property that
he can get out of his pocket and brag about whenewdinds fit to: “Git yo’
things on, Lucy, and come on tuh Sanford wid me.cBerch ain't seen mah
wife in six month. Put on dat Ii'l' red dress anonee switchin’ up de aisle and
set on de front seat so you kin be s€éab).

John’s numerous comings and goings, his complegiecieof his family
and his generally sexist attitude to his wife, relach a climax when, on her
deathbed, Lucy decides to make her voice heardnl@monfronted with the
ugly truth of his “livin’ dirty” (128), John cannot stand the image Lucy mirrors
for him and viciously turns against her: “Shet dgim sick an’ tired uh you’
yowin’ and jawin’. ‘Tain’t nothin’ Ah hate lak giitt’ sin throwed in mah face
dat done got cold. Ah do ez Ah please. You jushold-back tuh me nohow.
Always sick and complainin’. Uh man can't utilizes$elf. ... you always got uh
mouf full uh opinions, but Ah don’t need you no mwr nothing you got tuh
say. Ahm uh man grown. Don’t need no guardzeenh &alshet yo' mouf wid
me” (128). As Lucy refuses to be quiet and reminds thiat he can’t clean
himself with his tongue as cats invariably do, tkgirecisely what he tries to do
immediately after he slaps her: “Ah tole yuh turshil(129). John’s constant
betrayals of Lucy along with his words to her amgh\holent gesture as she lies
sick contribute to eventually silence her spiritsasely as the lung disease Kills
her body. His secret wish that her eyes close mdkém as despicable a
character as Clyde Giriffiths, the protagonist oéddiore Dreiser’&n American
Tragedy is. To John’s mind, clearly lacking both intefiigce and common
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sense at this point, with Lucy’s death, sin is gand he is set free to have his
will with women. Even though no longer alive, Jatignals upon Lucy’s status

ashis object or property, when his friend, Sam Moselynaeks that it has been

his wagon that brought Lucy to Eatonville and hisgan that took her away:

“Yeah, but she b’longed tuh me, though, all de tifiS6).

Nevertheless, it is not happiness or redemptionlthay’s death brings to
John, but punishment, since his marriage to Haggon will cause him to lose
his children, as well as his community. A loose vaoimwho represents the very
opposite of everything Lucy stands for in the npudattie Tyson pays An’
Dangie Dewoe, a conjure woman, to get Lucy ouhefway and have John as a
husband. While Hattie indeed succeeds in marryaton three months after his
wife’s death, she cannot prevent him from cheatindher. Unlike Lucy, Hattie
cares only about herself and when she no longds fikeasure in Lucy’s dresses
and shoes, when she discovers she has no powerJolier and can enjoy
nothing of his respectability and popularity withihe community, she turns
against him threatening to expose his lust for rott@emen. For seven years she
keeps him under the spell, but as the conjure wodies, so does her magic,
leaving Hattie to witness and handle John’s awalgrall by herself: “Look lak
Ah been sleep ... Look lak de first time Ah beentobat in mah right mind fuh
uh long time. Look lak uh whole heap uh things bgeim’ on in mah sleep. You
got tuh tell me how come me and you is marrigifinah’s Gourd Vinel43).
Claiming no recollection of ever having made areangnts to marry Hattie, but
fully remembering his marriage to Lucy as well &s lehavior to her prior to
her death, John blames his violence towards Luchiattie and takes to beating
her as “more interest paid on the debt of Lucy&ps(145). Thus, Hattie who,
apparently, once silenced John and ruled over hig,nis now frequently
silenced back by his fist. In contrast to Lucy, ti¢atloesn’t turn her face to the
wall and die, but she strikes back by conspiring di&prive John of his
community and church. And with John’s self-imposedle, she comes out
successful. While the implication that John mayenheen bewitched when he
wished for Lucy to die somehow softens his imagd brings relief to the
reader, it does not exonerate him from his lifelbag choices or ill-treatment of
his first wife, as his next and last chance to anest life proves.

A widow with property, Sally Lovelace hires Johnaasarpenter in Plant
City, restores him to preaching and, eventuallyfrima him. Intelligent, loyal,
generous and loving, Sally seems to be anotheioverd Lucy, “an agent of
redemption”as Josie Campbell describes her (40). What isyrpathetic about
John is that, although in asking God to keep hinmayairom women he
recognizes his chance to grow and be happy witly,$& isn't strong enough to
keep his pants on. As Sally buys him a Cadillac &ndts him to return to
Eatonville and visit his best friend, Hambo, Johncaimbs to the temptation of
young Ora Patton and retraces his steps into nichklly, his car is hit by a
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train on his way back to Sally and he dies pregigdien, for the first time in his
life, he is “looking inward’( Jonah's Gourd Vine200), questioning his
weaknesses and mistakes. Essentially, John Pearadiilure, an irresponsible
man, a permanent teenager dependent on the wonhés life. In the end, he is
brought down and silenced for ever by his own salityy which has worked
throughout his life to trick him into thinking he ia man. Despite the brief
moment at the end of the novel when he is honesimself and admits to being
a false pretender, John’s recidivistic behavics, being unable to hold on to his
family, his earning for the “shelter of Sally’s pemce’(200), and even his death
imply that he is beyond redemption. In a sensen'dateath sets Sally free from
sharing Lucy'’s fate, from a life of disappointmerdgsilent endurance and false
hopes by his side.

Since black women have never been as submissivainwitheir
community as white women have been in theirs, ayaViangelou herself
implies in an interview to Claudia Tate (Braxtonl)5it is racismrather than
sexism the oppressive force that humiliates amtheds young Maya and Bailey,
Momma Henderson, Uncle Willie, and the entire blacknmunity of Stamps in
Maya Angelou’s first autobiographical novel,Know Why The Caged Bird
Sings Depicting a particular time frame and the influes of that time on a
number of people, the novel illustrates, in theistaepisodes it deals with,
several ways of responding to racist oppressiolen&, as a form ofubtle
resistanceoften taught in church, seems to bother young Mhganost.

The first instance of such resistance comes wigh“tised-to-be sheriff”
(Angelou 17), who late one day rides his horse tnvha Henderson’'s front
yard to warn her family, particularly Uncle Willigg “lay low” (17) since they
may be facing a Klan ride on account of a crazygeighaving messed with a
white lady. Innocent as she is, Maya reflects endheriff's act of kindness and
expresses her feeling of humiliation at his confimethat her uncle “and every
other Black man who heard of the Klan’s coming neteuld scurry under their
houses to hide in chicken dropping$8). Yet, contrary to the girl’s anger at the
injustice of the whole situation, Momma Hendersoderstands the danger and
takes the sheriff's piece of advice because sha&rbe less black people say to
whitefolks the better. Thus, instead of choosinggeak up to the “boyg18),
as Maya finds appropriate for a dignified black méncle Willie chooses the
safe way out and goes along with Momma'’s plan efrttahim hidden in a large
vegetable bin, covered with onions and potatoesis,ltindeed, with such
incidents that Maya first becomes aware of her laedfolks’ otherness. At a
certain point in the novel Maya Angelou recalls lokng, as a child, that whites
really existed because “in Stamps the segregatiasm s0 complete that most
Black children didn’t really, absolutely know whahites looked like'(24-25).
When Maya gets to see white people clothing, pullieplay at the Store by the
black women working for white families, her childismagination excludes
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whitefolks from the larger categomyeople picturing them as “strange pale
creatures(25) defined by their not being folks.

One of Maya’s most painful and confusing experisnagth racism and
her grandmother’'s way of dealing with it concerosns “powhitetrash’(29)
girls, who come to the Store with their mind setcamising trouble. Sent inside
as the girls approach the Store, Maya watches timeanshow they put on in
their shameless attempt to mock Momma Hendersorwiiy powhitetrash
children to be impudent and disobedient of whatewmnmon sense rules, the
ten-year-old Maya is not as much appalled at thie’gude, indecent behavior,
as she is at her grandmother’s response to it. ihamn old woman, Momma
remains silent about the white girls’ naughtinda&jng refuge into humming
religious songs. By keeping her temper in circumsta most people would
have lost theirs, Maya’'s grandmother rejecge and indignation as invalid
solutions and adoptbe silence of the oppressad the most appropriate course
of action. Not merely a reaction against white pespracism, her silence
speaks about the resignation of the exploited haegower to accept one’s lot. It
may be that Annie Henderson “is a woman who subioitsacist behaviour
without a struggle, maintaining the submissive nearof the past{Lupton 58)
but, on the other hand, there may not have beein iat she could have done
to change things at that particular time. Despitaydls often attributing her
grandmother powers that are clearly beyond herhrestee is basically an old
black woman who lives in the rural segregated Sauitth knows nobody but
God Almighty to be able to keep her family out fuble. Therefore, Momma's
act of resistance should not be read as renderiplgck grown-up inferior to
some white children, but as opposistrength and dignity to the violent,
inhuman face of racism. Too young to possess oteat, fully understand
Momma’s self-control, Maya reacts with the sameearand humiliation that
she has previously felt at thised-to-be sheriff'l burst. A firecracker July-the-
Fourth burst. How could Momma call them Miz? Theamaasty things. Why
couldn’t she have come inside the sweet, cool sttien we saw them breasting
the hill? What did she prove? And then if they weirty, mean and impudent,
why did Momma have to call them Miz{32). Still, once the girls are gone and
Maya is left in the company of her grandmother alahe can see happiness in
Momma's eyes, which makes her change her mind albatthe winner of the
confrontation is.

Similar incidents, like the dentist one or the egdis when Annie
Henderson sends the children back to Californishees fears white people’s
reaction to Bailey’'s having witnessed a black mal@ath at their hands, portray
black people being treated not only as inferiowkite people, but also as if they
were less than animals, guilty of having been tack in a white man’s world.
Counteracting this type of profound injustice witte frail weapons of silence
and endurance that the revival meetings providadkbfolks with, leads Maya
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to conclude that her people “may be a race of ntastscand that not only was it
... [their] fate to live the poorest, roughest lifatkihat ... [they] liked it like
that” (118). This strong disapproval of passivity asratetly to cope with racist
oppression prefigures Maya’s future success inrgettired as the first black
female streetcar conductor in San Francisco. Aowjctor both civil rights and
Maya’s sense of self, her achievement proves thigaions of silence and the
truth of her mother’s advice: “Life is going to giwou just what you put in it.
Put your whole heart in everything you do, and pthgn you can wait(261).
Teaching Maya to trust herself and fight for whateshe wants to achieve in
her life, Vivian Baxter displays a completely diffat vision of life as compared
to Momma Henderson's. But again, Vivian stands dodifferent generation,
with a different background and living under diffat circumstances. And even
so, some other thirty years will pass before blactvists, like Maya Angelou
herself, can put an end to silence, restoring vimdbose who had it confiscated.

The same fear of speech, that Momma Hendersonwitesand Maya, as
a child, struggles hard to accept, is addressedluolye Lorde’s poem “A Litany
For Survival.” Revealing fear to be inherent in tfmmmature, whether people
choose to speak or not, the poem urges its readessercome their fear of
words, to learn to talk and listen to each otheidraw strength from solidarity:
“and when we speak we are afraid/ our words witl m® heard/ nor welcomed/
but when we are silent/ we are still afraid./ Sis ibetter to speak/ remembering/
we were never meant to survivéThe Black Unicorn32). In their act of
emergence from silence and subsequent coming te vitie oppressed connect
with one another and establish a valid patterresistance, a gesture of defiance,
which carries within the possibility of change lité, and liberty.
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