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Dedicatio n

To nanima.
Long ago, when she was sti ll here in thi s world, I once told her: You know, nanima, I don 't fee l all ri ght.
I think I will become mad.
She replied: No, yo u won ' t. It's the society you live in; it's the people around yo u that make you mad.
Tell yourself repeatedly: I am all ri ght. I am all right.
To those, who needed to know they were all right before it's too late.

To all, who wi ll be reading this paper wonderi ng whether they are all right or not.
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Abstract

The state of madness is often associated with women. Th is paper will try to revea l the
situation s which drive a woman into menta l imbalance. Three phases of fem ale life are
explored here- adolescence, youth and midd le-age in three consecutive chapters. It has
been demonstrated that when a young adolescent girl turns mad, her fa mi Iy background
and her surrounding are mainly responsible for her neurotic condition. When a young
intelligent gi rl confronts socially created gender roles and fails to explore the world
which she needs to fue l her creativity, she loses her se lf-value and gradually loses se lfcontrol and gets obsessed with suicidal thoughts. The th ird chapter demon strates how
racism along with inability to meet social expectations can become the oppressive force
to turn a woman mad. The common theme of the three chapters is that the subju gation of
the female sexuality by society works as a key factor behind the madness in women.

2

Introduction

Phyllis Chesler comments on madness in woman, that it is "an expressIOn of
female powerlessness and an unsuccessful attempt to overcome this state" (qtd.

10

N ickie).' This concept forms the main fo cus of my thesis. I will show how patriarchal
society creates doubts and hesitations in the female psyche.
The first chapter deal s with the madness of a young adolescent girl , Peco la in
Toni Morrison's The Bluest Eye (1970). Pecola gets completely lost in her world of fancy
and hallucinates. In her hallucinations, she not on ly sees that her black eyes have turned
blue but also acquires an imaginary fri end, the only friend she believes is not jealous of
her blue eyes. In my first chapter, I wi ll explore the factors that drive Pecola to this

•
mental state. I will try to show that it is not only Pecola' s personal trauma but also the
continuation of trauma African-American have suffered for generations.

•

How an intelligent young woman, with control over her life, is obsessed with the
idea of suicide is discussed in the second chapter. This young woman is Esther, the
protagonist of Sylvi a Plath 's The Bell Jar (1963). In this chapter, I will discuss how the
confrontation between a woman's sexuality and her career in a patriarchal society turns
into a psychological conflict for a woman writer.
The third chapter di scusses Doris Lessing 's The Grass is Singing (1950). I will
analyse how Mary's lack of autonomy destroys her inner strength and how she loses se lf-

' Andrea, Nicki. "The Abused Mind: Feminist Theory, Psych iatric Disability, and Traum a." Hypatia.
Vol.l6. ftutum n. 2001. Nov.20 I O. p. 83. <http://www.jstor.orglstable/3 810784>
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control and fi nally gets overpowered by an African man. Her relationship with nature,
both intense and destructive, wi ll also be examin ed. In thi s chapter, I wi ll also show how
the memory of a sexua lly abusive father haunts Mary in such a way that she cringes from
her own sexual fee lings. Thi s chapter also reveals that when racism and cl ass distinction

,

give power to one group of men , they become oppress ive for women of both groups.
Together these three chapters will demonstrate how women can be subjected to
madness at different phases of their lives- in adolescence, in youth and mid dle age. In
none of the stages of her life is a woman safe from the scorn of soc iety. Autonomy and
independence are denied to her, and constant negotiati on with society results in mental
breakdown.
The chapters are arranged, not in the chrono logical order of year of publication,
but according to the stage of life that its heroine is at. Thus, The Bluest Eye ( 1970) is the
first novel under consideration fo llowed by The Bell Jar (1 963) and fina lly The Grass is

Singing (1950).

•
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Madness of Pecola, an Adolescent Girl in Toni Morrison's

The Bluest Eye

Introduction :
Pecola, an adolescent girl becomes mad when she can no longer endure her
complicated traumatic life in Toni Morrison's The Bluest Eye ( 1970). Pecola has no
emotional support fro m her family wh ich has internali zed white attitudes regardin g
beauty, class and race . So she takes recourse to imagining that she has blue eyes like
white girl s, expecting in vain that she will no longer be discriminated against for being
black. Pecola ' s mental di sturbance gradually turns into madness. The particul ar
constructi on of her mind along with her sexuality he lps to ripen her internal conflicts and
disturbances into neurotic behavior. Therefore, to explore the reasons behi nd the madness
of Peco la, we need to talk about her family background.

Role of Pecola's family in her madness:
Pecola's life is more or less governed by her famil y. Her dysfu nctional fam ili al
life influences her thoughts and actions. The miseries of her parents that have been
created by the di slocation and the internal ization ofwhite gaze are transferred to Pecola.

Dislocation:
The dislocation of Black people has its roots in slavery. It started with kidnapping
Black people from their home in A fri ca and bringi ng them to the pl antation sites in the

•
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America tearing them away from their place of origin. Toni Morrison has set her novel on
the life of black people in America. After arriving in America and especially after
emancipation, African-Americans kept on moving from place to place in search o f better
prospects. The community bond was di srupted, but a new kind of community develops in

,

the process. In the American south, blacks had a more compact soci al system and almost
in the same way as they had in Africa replacing family and tri bal bonds with community.2
The dislocation from the south to the north created many kinds of crises in their livesdisruption of family values, loss of communal ti es and the dangers of free li fe . Now, I
will analyze how dislocation makes both Pauline and Cholly incapab le of saving Pecola
from her madness.

Loss of family values:
In Toni Morrison's Beloved black mothers do not have any authority over their
children, and even black men 3 had very little control over their lives. When Baby Suggs
remarks that she had eight children from six differe nt men a nd grieves that "[elvery one
of them taken away from [herl,,,4 we are shocked at seeing how raci sm has destroyed the
family values of blacks. Later, with the emancipation act, when both parents were
involved in paid work, the children were left alone. Though these chi ld ren were saved
from slavery, the female children like Pauline in The Bluest Eye were subj ected to a
different kind of oppression. We find that even though her brothers could leave schoo l for
work Pauline still had to take care of the home. Yet she did not have any spec ial

2

Alphonso Pinkney. Black Americans. New Jersey: Prentice, 1969. pp. 5-6

3

Morrison, Toni. Beloved. London: Picador, 1987. p. 5

4

Ibid. p. 5.
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importance in her family. Pauline' s only connection with her fami ly was through
arranging the housework and taking care of her younger sibl ings. She re fl ects back and
fi nd s that many things were ' in comprehensible" to her such as:
why she alone of all the children had no nicknam e; why there were no
funny jokes and anecdotes about funny things she had done; why no one
ever remarked on her food preferences- no cookin g of the peas in a
separate pot without rice because she did not li ke rice; why nobod y teased
her, why she never felt at home anywhere, or that she belonged any place.5
Though, Pauline does not complain directly against her parents, her resentment at not
bei ng cared for as tenderly as her other siblings shows a distant relationship with her
parents, especiall y with her mother. Mothers show their preferences by such attention as
saving the best pi ece of ch icken or cooking the special di sh fo r the favorite ch ild. The
indi fference that she received from her famil y is later reflected in her own attitude
towards her child. The dream that the "separateness and "unworthiness,,6 would go away
by marryi ng Choll y makes her di sappointed in her marriage. Her frustration and anger
with her husband and in her own blackness and poverty is trans formed into anger towards
her daughter. Simone de Beauvo ir says in her book The Second Sex that "no maternal
' insti nct' ex ists [ ... ] The mother's attitude depend s on her total situation and her reaction
to it.,,7 Therefore, the fact that Pauline fa ils to protect her daughter fro m violence and

•
5 Morrison. Toni . The Bluest Eye. London: Vintage. 1970. P. 86.
' Ib id.
7

Beauvoir. de Simon e. The Second Sex. Trans. and ed. H.M . Parshl ey. London: Vintage. 1949. p. 526.
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espec iall y fai ls to save her from her self-hatred ari ses from her dissatisfaction at her
situation. She wants to balance her inferior statu s by having respect from her chi ldren:
and in so doing taught them fear: fear of being clumsy, fear of being like
their father, fear of not bei ng loved by God, fear of madness like Choll y's
mother's [ .. .) into her daughter she beat a fear of growing up, fear of other
people, fear of life 8
Thi s fear, injected by her mother, makes Peco la pass ive and she cannot confront the boys
when they taunt her or Geraldine when she calls her a black bitch . According to
Beauvoir, comparing a child with hi s father asking her/him that not to be like hi m, exerts
a menta l pressure on the child. Moreover, Pauline hersel f believes that, what she is doing
is "fu lfilling a mother' s role conscienti ous ly when she points out their father's faults or
punished them when they showed any slovenliness.,,9 Beauvoir conti nues:
A mother who punishes her child is not beating the ch ild alone, in a sense
she is not beating it at all : she is tak ing her vengeance on a man , on the
world, or on herself. Such a mother is often remorsefu l and the child may
not feel the resentment, but it feels the blows. IO
This is what happens in Pauline's relati ons with Pecola. The young girl does not
understand that by beating her, her mother is giving vent to her own fru stration or
shameful fee lings of being black. But as Beauvoir says she "feel s the bl ow,,11 and
therefore does not feel the warmth of her mother's love, unl ike Frieda and Claudia who
8

Toni Morrison. The Bluest Eye. op. cit. p. 100.

" [bid.
10

Simone de Beauvoir. The Second Sex. op. cit. p. 529.
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know no matter how much their mother beats them, "she wouldn 't ki ll us, or laugh a
terrible laugh at us, or throw a bottle at us." 12 Again when Pauline beats Pecola who was
already burnt by the hot juice that fell on her legs, and angrily kept saying : "Crazy fool
[ .. .] my floor, my tloor,,,13 and thus Pau line's " [M] aternal love [ . .. ] loses itself in the
angry sco ldin g that goes with the care of a well kept home.

14

Beauvoi r explains that when

a mother sco ld s a daughter for messing up her tidy household , the daughter, who
becomes "the foe of waxed floo r,,,15 feels less worthy than the house itse lf. However,
Pecola ' s situation gets worse as alon g with her mother' s indifference she also feel s
neglected when her mother's love is taken over by a white blue-eyed little child. And so
she longs to be a white girl.
Simi larly, Cholly was a victim of the di sruption of family val ues of American
Blacks. His father, unwilling to take the responsibility of his illegitimate child left hi s
mother. Hi s mother who was known to have mental problems, tried to abandon him at the
railway station, but he was saved by hi s great aunt. Growin g up witho ut any parenta l care
and love, Cholly never learns the role of a father. He feel s " dumbfounded" and "totall y
dys functiona l" and does not know how to raise ch ildren, and " having never watched any
parent rai se himself, he [cannot] even comprehend what such a relationship should be.,,1 6
Besides knowing " only a dying woman whose age, sex, and interests were so remote

12

T oni Morri son. The Bluest Eye. op. cit. p. 8 1.

13

Ibid . p. 85.

14
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9
from his own,, 17 for the first thirteen years of his li fe, he simply could not find any "stable
connection between himself and the children.,,1 8 Disowned by both of his parents he does
not regard them as "material heirs.,,1 9 If he could have fe lt any con nection with his
children and feel for them as his own, then he could be protective and responsible
towards them. So, approval and acceptance fro m a fath er is essential for the healthy
mental growth of a daughter, and in spite of having a father Peco la is dep rived of fat herl y
protection. In fact, it is her father who rapes her and thereby ru ins her mental state
forever.

Loss of community ties:
The loss of communal ties due to dislocation, that the blacks had to go on their
journey from the south to the north of the United States, also left a permanent wound in
Pauline and Cholly. For Paul ine, migrat ing from the south to the north with Cholly was
like tearing hersel f from her origins and roots. When she was in the south , she at least
was a part of a community, wi th other children she would "[go] berry picking after a
funeral,,2o but in the north not only was she an outcaste for whites but also for northern
blacks. Pauline remembers "northern colored folk was different too. ". No better than
whites for meanness. They could make you feel just as no-count, 'cept I didn't expect it

17

Ibid. pp. 126-127.

" Ibid. p. 127.

10
from them.,,2 1 Thi s re flecti on clearly shows the unexpected wou nd

In

Polly 's heart

because of the rejecti on from people of her own race.
Unlike Pauline, Choll y's separation from his own com munity occurred at a very
early age. Out of fear of making Darlene pregnant, like his father, Cho lly too escapes
from hi s own home country leav ing beh ind community bondi ng. Thi s loss of family and
com munal bonding makes him a free man. I will later discuss how his li mitless freedom
breaks the conventi onal relation between him and his daughter. Before coming to thi s
point, I need to focu s on how hi s dislocation fro m the north to the south has destroyed
him completely. He came to the North expecting to earn lots of money, but would not
fulfill his expectations. In the rural south, he had many jobs like weed ing, washi ng etc but
in the industrial North, when northern people were not getting j obs because of the
migrants it was really difficult to get a good job. Due to poverty, "[m]oney became the
focus of all their di scussion s, hers for cl othes, hi s for drink,,22 and he failed to give mental
support to her w ife, who feeling completely rejected by both the southern black
comm unity and white society sought "total dependence on him.,,23 Since both of them felt
alienated fro m the communi ty, they could not provide each other with a sense of
belongi ng, but managed to tran sfer the feeling of alienati on to their ch ildren.

Internalization of the white gaze:
Another aspect of oppressed black li fe that contributes to Pecola' s madness is the
internalization of the white gaze by her parents. In her article "Failu res of Love: Female
" Ibid . p. 91.
22

Toni Morri son. The Bluest Eye. op. cit p. 92.

\I

Initiation in the Novels of Toni Morri son," publ ished in American Literature, Jane S.
Bakerman quotes Toni Morrison:
When the strength of race depends on its beauty, when the focus is
turned to how one looks as opposed to what one is, we are in trouble.

[... J The concept of physical beauty as a virtue

is one of the dumbest,

most pernicious and di scursive ideas of the western world, and we
should have nothing to do with it. Physical beauty has nothing to do
with our past, present or future . Its absence or presence was only
important to them, the white people who used it fo r an ything they
wanted. 24
Morrison reflects this opinion successfully in her novel The Bluest Eye (1970).
Throughout the novel we find that by promoting the beauty of blue eyes and white
complexion, whites have systematically tried to dominate blacks psychologically,
regardless of their class and society. "From every billboard , every movie, every glance,,25
they have learnt that they are ugly. This internalization is so deep that wh ile watching the
tall , athletic physique of a black man performing a ritualistic action of breaking a melon,
Cho lly thought:
God was a nice old white man, with long white hair, flowi ng white beard ,
and little blue eyes that looked sad when people died and mean when they
were bad. It must be the devil who looks like that- hol ding the world in his

Bakerman, Jane S. "Failures of Love: Female Initiation in the Novels of Toni Morrison." American
Literature. Vo l. 52. Jan 1981. Sep. 2010.p. 543. <http://www.jstor.org/stable/2925450>

24
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hands, ready to dash it to the ground and spi ll the red guts so ni ggers could
eat the sweet, warm insides?6
Here, we see the fatal destruction of black aesthetic power. Later, Cho lly also loses
respect for the inner strength of black people when he was psychologi ca lly abused by
some white men who compelled Choll y to make love in front of them. In spite of this
terrible humiliati on " [nJever did he once consider directing his hatred toward the hunters.
Such an emotion woul d have destroyed him. They were big, white, armed men. He was
small , black, help less.,,27 By hating hi s own race he tries to comp ly with the ex isting
situation of blacks, since hating white people means protesting aga inst a power which
would remind him of hi s impotence. Edward Guerro, in hi s essay "Tracking 'The Look'
in the nove ls of Toni Morrison," explains that as a consequence of thi s learned
helplessness,
Cholly displaces hi s rage onto the only target within his social grasp, hi s
sexual partner Darlene, and by generalization onto all black women. This
dominating, sadistic look, then , becomes one more instance in a casual
chain of devaluation that culminates in di saster for the entire Breed love
family.,,28
He loses interest in his wife and even in himself, and gets sealed in hi s self-hate foreve r.

26

Ibid . p. lOS .

27

Toni Morrison. The Bluest Eye. op. cit. p. 118.

Guerro, Edward. "Tracking 'The Look in the Novels of Toni Morrison." Black American Literature
Forum. Vol 24. Winter, 1990. Sep.20 10. p.76S.<http://www.j stor.orgistable/304 1801>
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Pauline too learnt to believe in the ugliness of being blacks, im mersed in the values
of European aesthetics. From the essay "Tracking ' the look ' in Toni Morrison 's
novels" by Guerre we learn:
" Women suffer negat ion of self by having to identi fy with a sexual
object displayed to identify with a sexual object displayed for the
pleasure of the male gaze at the screen, Pau line as a woman, and as
one of co lour, must suffer thi s negation in a compounded sense, for
her like hardly ex ists anywhere on the screen. She is therefore, forced
to look at and apply to herself a comp letely unrealizable, alien
standard of fem in ine beauty and to di ssati sfaction resulti ng fro m the
contradict ion 29
So, the frustration of not being beautiful according to the prevalent white notion ki lls her
love of her life as a black wife and mother and after internalizing the wh ite gaze, she too
find s it hard "to look at a face and not assign it some category in the scale of absolute
beauty, and the scale was one she absorbed in full fro m the silver screen.,,30
Consequently, when Peco la is born, in spite of the fact that she has a nice head full of
hair, she finds her daughter ugly.3J Patrice Cormier-Hamilton remarks about Pauli ne in
her essay "Black naturalism and Toni Morrison: the Journey away from Self-Love in The

Bluest Eye " saying that " [n]ot only is Paul ine' s awfu l sense of self worth passed on to her

29

Edward Guerra. "Tracking 'The Look in the Novels of Toni Morrison." op.cit. p. 764.

30

Toni Morri son. The Bluest Eye. op. cit. p. 93 .
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Ibid. p. 98.

,
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child, her impossible dream of blonde blue-eyed beauty is passed on as well." 32 Like her
mother, Pecola too longs for the beauty of white girls. And the way Pauline "settled down
to just being ugly,,33 after tryin g in vain to look like the white heroines of movies, Pecola
too accepts her ugliness believing only girls with blue eyes can be beautiful and
fortunate.
By internalizing the gaze of southern community and whites, both Cholly and
Pauline stops trying to be a part of the southern black com munity. Being free due to this
loss of community bonding only makes them more confined in their miserable li fe.

Freedom of Cholly:
The greatest tragedy in Pecola' s life is that she is a daughter of parents who have
freed themselves from their responsibilities for thei r children. Choll y had always been a
free man and Pauline freed herself from any real connection with her home and fa mily.
The freedom that Cholly felt as a bachelor gets disrupted by hi s marriage, but still its
influence remains active in his personality. According to Freud, there are three levels of
the psyche: id, ego and superego. ld, governed by the pleasure pri nciple always drives
one to satisfy pleasures and needs. On the other hand, superego, wh ich is developed by
the social and rei igious education , prevents one fro m the pleasures that satisfying the
needs could bring. And ego, developed from the reality, is the personality which tries to

J2

Corm ier-Hami lton, Patrice. "Black Naturalism and Toni Morrison: The Journey away from Self- Love in

The Billes/ Eye ." MelliS. Vol 19. Winter, I 994.Aug. 2010. p. 120. <http://www.jstor. or&,stable/468206>

)) Toni Morri son. The Bluest Eye. op. ci t. p. 96.
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make a balance between id and superego.)4 Now, if we observe Cho lly's life, we wi ll see
that he never got the chance to learn about social norms through fam ilial or rel igious
restrictions. As a result, he never felt the need to control his id remai ning " [d]angerously
free. Free to feel whatever he felt - fear, guilt, shame, love, grief, pity.,,)5 Therefore he
falls into the trap of his intermingling emotions of "revul sion, guilt, pity, then love,,)6 for
his daughter. Hi s self-hate is so deep that he cannot accept the love in his daughter's eyes.
He is furious at hi s daughter's love for him and wonders: "What could hi s heavy arms
and befuddled brain accompli sh that would in turn allow hi m to accept her love.,,)7 [f he
could at least retain self-respect for himself as a human being, as a fath er of a daughter
who loves him despite his deficiencies, then Pecola could have been saved from his lust
which was mingled with his love for his daughter. Freud 's explanation of the three levels
of personality explains why Cholly fails to restrain himself from hi s desire towards hi s
daughter:
From the point of view of instinctual control, of morality, it may be
said of the id that it is totally non-moral , of the ego that it strives to
be moral, and of the super-ego that it can be super-moral and then
becomes as cruel as only the id can be. . . . [T]he more a man
controls his aggressiveness, the more intense becomes his ideal ' s
inclination to aggressiveness against his eg0 3 8

Lefrancois, Guy R. O/ Children: An Introduction to Child Development. 2" ed. Cali fornia : Wadsworth ,
1973 . pp. 143-146.

34

J5

Toni Morrison. The Bluest Eye. op. cit. p. 125.

36

Ibid. p. 127.
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Ibid.
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The more Cholly tried to find a way to love his daughter li ke a father the
more he felt the lust towards her as in his drunken state he could not qu ite separate
his daughter from hi s wife. Hi s id wins over the superego, which had not developed
strongly in him due to the absolute absence of any social or religious restrictions.
Deprived of such moral education he j ust knew that it is a "forbi dden and wild
thing"J9 to make love with his daughter but knew no other option than sex to show
hi s tenderness to hi s daughter.

Freedom of Pauline:
To forget the alienation from the black community and also to seek the worthiness
of a white woman , Pauline form s her own world in the house of the Fishers freeing
herself from any direct connection with her own house and family. By denying her own
famil y the expression of her love she tries to suppress her identi ty of a poor, ugly,
alienated mother. And by being a regular church goer she finds solace in proj ecting
herse lf as a loyal wife of a devilish husband . She finds that "more and more she neglected
her hou se, her children, her man - they were like the [ .. . ] dark edges that made the daily
life with the Fishers lighter, more delicate, more lovely [ ... ] Power, praise, and luxury
were hers in thi s household .',4O With this retreat to an imaginary life with a white
woman ' s comfort, she becomes the example that Pecola wi ll fo llow later to escape from
the haunting memories of her life, by bel ieving that she has got nice blue eyes.
Freud, Sigmund. "The Ego and the Id." On Metapsychology. VoL I I. New Delhi: Shrijee, 2003. pp. 427428.
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Ibid. p. 99.
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Pocola's own life:
Now, with such a morb id, destroyed fam ily backgrou nd , Pecola does not have
many choices to alter the fl ow of her life. Before starting the novel , Morri son writes a
children' s story in three ways- first is properly punctuated and spaced, second is spaced
but without punctuation and the third time it is written without any punctuation and
space. Peco la's mental state gets di soriented grad uall y in the same way the story gets
di soriented from a properly written one to an indecipherable one. One after one several
dreadful events in her life pile up into a complex state of affa irs wh ich Pecola, a young
girl of only twelve or thirteen years, cannot contend with any longer and hence mentall y
collapses.

Loss of family values:
The violence in her fa mily makes her vu lnerable and it also injects dev iant
emotions in Pecola. She was so sick and tired because of the fi ght between her parents
that "she [struggles) between an overwhelming wish that one woul d kill the other, and a
profound wish that she herself could die.,,4! Thi s powerfu l sentim ent o f wishing either
one of her parents or hersel f dead can on ly be evoked in children who have experienced
vio lence in their li fe. Moreover, the fight between her parents, the nakedness of her
father, and Samm y' s screaming to kill her fath er make her want to disappear, but she can
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never make her eyes di sappear.42 Perhaps, because she is still a child, she can
comprehend the world only by seeing "[all] of these pictures, all of these faces,,43 that are
closely rel ated to her. Being the daughter of parents who have interna lized the white
notion of beauty, she lacks self-approval. Not only has she developed self-loathi ng like
her parents, she is also not aware of her sexuality. Frieda, younger than her is much more
educated about menstruation and fem ale sexuality guided by her mother, Mrs. McTeer
and another woman , Mildred . It is Frieda who helps Pecol a during her first period and
even tell s her that start ing menstruation means Pecola is now capable to "have a baby,,44
only "somebody has to love [her].,,45 Thus, the absence of a communicative relation with
her mother keeps her ignorant about female issues which are usually passed fro m a
mother to her daughters.
Paul ine cannot admit Pecola' s complaint against Cholly, partly because she is so
isolated from the community that she does not have any support to go against her
husband and therefore gives vent to her frustration by beating up her own child whom she
holds as a cross and whom she had failed to protect from the vices of the father 46 and
partly because she herself was unloved and never knew what it means to be protected by
her family. Choll y rapes Pecola not out of lust only but more out of a confu sed love and
tenderness for his daughter, only he did not know what to do to make his daughter ' smile'
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or to be ' useful ' to her47 due to" my myriad [ . ..] humil iation, defeats, and
emasculations,,48 he had experienced. Thereby, Peco la becomes the ultimate victim of
loss of fami ly values.

Internalization of the white gaze:
Like her parents, Pecola too interna lizes the white gaze. Wh en Choll y, instead of
hating white hunters, proj ects his anger to all black girls, and Pau li ne neglecti ng her
family and home, imagines the Fishers' baby and home as her own , Peco la too su bdues
her tears by eating nine "Mary Janes," with the picture ofa "[s]mili ng white face . Blonde
hair in gentle di sarray, blue eyes looking at her out of a world of clean comfort" as for
her to "eat the candy is somehow to . . . [b]e Mary Jane,,,49 white girl. This shows her
longing to be a white girl. She is also very fond of Shirley Temple, an actress who
symboli zes white beauty.
Peco la cannot escape the humil iation proj ected on the black com muni ty by whites
when she was hum iliated by a white shopkeeper, Mr. Yacobowski. Ri ght before entering
his shop, she thought the dandeli ons are "pretty" but when in the bl ue eyes of this white
man she fi nds the ' total absence of hu man recognition,"So on return ing home she can no
longer love the dandelions. s l Edward Guerro, in his essay, ' Tracki ng ' The Look' in the
47
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novels of Toni Morrison," explains the inciden t as a psychological turning poi nt for
Peco la, beyond which her se lf-esteem is increasingly eroded until the novel reaches its
melancholy conclusion with her gong completely insane."s2 I too agree that th is is her
first psychological break down.
Till now, she had a place of shelter, that is God, to whom she could pray, askin g
for blue eyes; but in another incident, she loses this last conso lati on of her li fe . When a
black boy of upper class directs his frustration at her and locks her up w ith the black cat,
she becomes mesmerized by the blue eyes of the cat; as if she sees her imaginary se lf in
this cat. And , after Geraldine, the boy' s mother, call s her "nasty, li ttle, black bitch," she
no more fi nds Jesus welcom ing, but as " looking down at her with sad and unsurpri sed
eyes."S3 This shows that she not onl y accepts that she is ugly and unwanted like a weed,
but her ugliness matters to such an extent that even God is not surpri sed by the
humili ation she receives. The loss of faith in God shatters Pecola' s religious belief, learnt
from her church-going mother. Thi s is the forewarn in g that another trauma in her life will
disrupt her mental balance incurabl y as she will no longer be able to seek help fTom God.

Loss of community values:
Schoo l provides the fi rst community life for a chil d. From this insti tution a child
learn s about society and starts evaluating herself. Peco la fee ls alienated in the northern
society when she fi nds that
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Her teachers had always treated her this way. They tri ed never to glance at
her, and called on her only when everyone was requ ired to respond. She
also knew that when one of the girls at school wanted to be particularly
insulting to a boy, or wanted to get an immediate response from him, she
could say, ' Bobby loves Pecola Breedlove! Bo bby loves Pecola! ' and
never fa il to get peals of laughter fro m those in earshot, and mock anger
from the accused.

s4

Pecola is rejected in her own little community. While acceptance by her peer group is
important for developing a child's identity, its absence makes Pecola lonely. Pecola in
her own way feels the same alienation that Pauline felt at the "private snickers"ss of the
northern black women or Choll y by " [t] he hee-hee-heee' s"s6 of the white men.
Till now she could at least attend school, but after Choll y rapes her and she
becomes pregnant, she can no longer do so. She is expell ed from the school as if she
herself is responsible for this violation. Now the whole society rej ects her calling her
" fool ish" blami ng her for not fighting Cho lly and all were "d isgusted, amused, shocked,
outraged , or even exc ited by the story"S7 but none came to help the little girl. When
Cholly and Pauline were in the south, they were a part of the southern black community,
Pauli ne could hang out with children of her community and Cholly got the he lp of
neighbors to look after hi s great aunt, and even when Frieda's parents beat up Henry for
molesting Frieda she was supported by her parents. Pecola is totally rejected by soc iety.
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Un like Claudia and Frieda, she is not even aware of the outside world . Since the
McTeer fam ily had a community life, by overhearing the women 's talk at their home,
both of them knew that Soap head Church was a fraud. Peco la unaware of this truth
believes in Soaphead Church 's assurance that she would eventually get her blue eyes. Her
insan ity is proved when she hallucinates about a fr iend and becomes obsessed with the
idea of blue eyes. Freud says in her essay ' Fixati on To Traumas-The Unconsci ous" that
symptom s obsession is "the indication of there being a special regi on o f the mind, shut
off from the rest."S8 So, we can say that Pecola's mind has become fixed in her prev ious
longing for blue eyes and she has 'shut [herse lf] off" from the reality by retreating to the
world of fancy in order to escape all the abuses as she had unfortunately lost the last link
to her parents.

A Particular Construction of Mind:
To a great extent Pecola's perspective towards her status and her sex uality makes
her unable to deal with life. Unfortunately, in a patriarchal society, few girl s can escape
sexual abuse, so Pecola is not an exceptional victim of incestuous rape. Still , we mu st
observe that not every sexually abused or racially oppressed girl turns into a neurotic
patient. For example, neither Frieda nor Claudia becomes neurotic. So, we can say that
the particular construction of Pecola's mind makes her subj ect to madness.
From the very beginning, we see that though the fights between her parents are
regular occurrences, she is not used to the violence and feels tense and sick when these
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occur. Peco la's reaction after her parents stop fi ghting show the complexi ties of this little
girl's mental state:
"Letting herself breathe easy now, Pecola covered her head with the
quilt. The sick fee ling, wh ich she had tried to prevent by hold ing in
her stomach, came quickly in spite of her precaution . There surged in
her the desire to heave, but as always, she knew she would not.
' Please, God," she whispered into the palm of her hand. ' Please make
me disappear. ",59
Pecola is aware of her di sturbed feelin gs, but she re presses them and prays to God
instead. Another time after being hum iliated by the "[t]he total absence of human
recogniti on,,6Q from Mr. Yacobowski, she tries to suppress her tears by eating "Mary
Janes. "

So, Pecola later consoles herself by imagini ng the distaste in other's eyes as
jealousy. Throughout this paper we have di scussed how Pecola is never given any
proper education or knowledge about her life, so we can say that she fail s to
rationalize her ideas about savi ng herself from the tyranny of the society and gets
sealed in her world offancy forever.

Sex uality:
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According to Freud , it is qu ite natural for a child to experi ence sex ual fee lings
through sucki ng and this can continue at maturitl ' and infantile erotogenic zones incl ude
mouth 62 So we can say that in spite of seein g Cho ll y's naked ness and being bullied by
black boys for it, Pecola was going through a normal sexual growth when she
experiences orgasm while sucki ng Mary Janes. However, at the same time, her sexuali ty
becomes a barrier for her to free herself fro m the vio lence of her fa mil y. Whi le her
brother, Sam my could escape fro m home from time to time, she is " restri cted by youth
and sex,,63 to fo llow Sammy' s path. Again, enduring rather than taki ng any step to avoid
family violence makes her more vulnerable than her brother Sammy, who at least has a
way to leave hi s home.

Conclusion :
Since a young girl has few options for lead in g her own life, her fa mi ly and the
society that she lives in playa great role in mold ing her psyche. And most un fortunately,
young girls have to pay a greater price for their sexuality in patriarchal society. However,
it is not that all girl s like Pecola are subjected to madness. But li ke Claudia, a child has to
have some independence and a place of shelter to deve lop her own individual opinion on
the world to escape self-loathi ng.
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Esther' s Conflict with Traditional Gender Roles and Her Madness in
Sylvia Plath's The Bell Jar

Introduction:

The previou s chapter traced the retreat into childl ike imagin ations of a sens itive
adolescent girl, Pecola, as she becomes conscious of social, class, and racial
di scriminations. Now, in thi s second chapter I will demonstrate that a young girl when
she does have some contro l over li fe unl ike Pecola, still becomes neurotic. In her novel

The Bell Jar, Sylvi a Plath shows two young women who turn mentally imbalanced. She
reflects deeply on the li fe of the protagoni st, Esther, but shows onl y a part of the other
neurotic character, Joan, who succeeds in committing suicide in the end. I will mainly
analyse Esther's madness, but Joan's issues will also be di scussed to compare her life
with Esther's. Esther's neurotic symptoms are in somnia and obsession wi th suicide.
These result from not on ly the difficulties she faces as a writer, but is a lso deeply rooted
in her inabi lity to deal with social expectations regarding gender roles, her rel ationship
with her mother, and loss of her father at an early age. All these affect her so much that
she loses control of herself. Unl ike Pecola, who is still a child, Esther, a young woman, is
not onl y obsessed by present trau ma, but also gets disturbed by her childhood losses and
dreadfu l memories of her first boyfriend Buddy. Agai n, unl ike Pecola, who cannot
comprehend the nature of sexual changes she is undergo ing, Esther is aware of her body
and understands the risk of becoming pregnant.
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The onl y way society identifies a woman is through her feminin ity and by imposing
sexual roles on her. Thi s chapter will analyze how an intell igent young woman entrapped
in a conflict between her inner and outer self, tries to comply with social expectations,
and yet wants to defy that very social imposition, thereby making her unstable mentally
and emotionally.

Conflict between gender roles and tbe creative woman's psyche:
Esther's disturbances regarding the double standards of society comes about
mainly because of the deception from her boyfriend. Coupled with his " loose" sexuality,
Buddy injures Esther further by looking down on her poems, and creat ivity. For Esther,
to establish her sexual rights and her creativity are equally meaningful. In fact, both of
these become interrelated in her life as restrictions on her sexual ri ghts also bar her way
to gain experiences of the outside world which is essential for her writing.

Unfeminine attitude:
Plath shows that Esther' s creativi ty gets inhibited by the social restricti ons on her
sex uality. She is different from other girls because of her un femin ine attitude. She does
not compl y absolutely with the social expectation and notions regarding the female body.
But at the same time she has internali zed the social gaze on the female body and
sexuality. She does not like Doreen for her promiscuity but at the same time wants to stay
with her because when she is with Doreen, she does not have to worry about her
com plexion or clothes but feels proud of her intell igence. The general notion that women
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long for beauty and do not strive for intelligence is proven wrong in Esther's case. As
Elaine Showalter exp lains in her essay " Killing the Angel in the House: The Autonomy
of Women Writers," the expressions of these '''unfeminine' fee lings may be construed as
signs of madness.,,64 So it is no wonder that Esther is not comfortabl e with her
unfeminine attitude and is in a dilemm a whether to follow traditional views or to follow
her own choices .

Female body and creativity in a patriarchal society:
From an early age Esther has learnt to adorn and at the same time to hide the
body. Consequently, she has not yet been able to love her own body . She refuses to
undress in front of Buddy Willard, her boyfriend, not because she fee ls shy o r hates
Buddy. She refu ses because she is worried that her femal e body won 't be graded the best
by Buddy. She thinks being undressed in front of Buddy would be like being naked in
front of the camera for college gym files where the body was graded as A, B, C or D.
Th is shows that unlike Buddy, Esther is not confident about her body. The confusion in
Esther's mind is a general attitude of most women regard ing their body as from an early
age they learn to adorn and at the same time try to hide it. So being unable to love her
body creates a disturbance in a woman's mind .
In front of Buddy, she is also uncomfortabl e with her poems. Buddy' s
underestimation that a poems is just " [a] piece of dust,,65 haunts and hurts her so much
that after a whole year, she comes up with an answer to th is insult to her creative career.
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She thinks she should have said, "So are the cadavers you cut up. So are the people you
think you're curing. They're dust, as du st as dust. I reckon a good poem lasts a who le lot
longer than a hundred of those people put together.',66 Thi s remark shows Esther's protest
aga inst patriarchal view on women 's creativity which is as individual as her body and is
not supposed to be judged by males.

Society values a woman ' s love life more than her creativity:
Esther is a genius who wins lots of pri zes and has achieved ' A' s throughout her
academi c career. Her roommates tease her for being a stud ious girl. Before she was
engaged to Buddy, her roommates used to bull y her, but after becoming engaged to
Buddy, their attitude towards her completely changes and they become respectful to
Esther. This shows how a woman 's love life is valued more than her intellectuality.
Though she is engaged with Buddy, unlike many girls at her college she doesn' t allow
herself to be exploited by him, which often happens in romanti c relationship. Esther
breaks off with Buddy when after getti ng proof that Buddy was pretending that he is
innocent when he was actually sleeping with a nurse. She is so afraid of the teasing from
her roommates that she feels relieved that she will not have to adm it others that she has
broken with Buddy when he was hosp italized for TB. Thus, though she dreams of a
romantic life like girls in general , because of her self-esteem she searches for the perfect
man.
However, she is not passive in her sexual ity. She feels utterl y di sappointed when
Buddy treats her in a brotherly fashion and not li ke an ardent lover. And her love freezes
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when she finds that Buddy has deceived her love.67 This betrayal wounds her so deeply
that memories of Buddy on haunt her and creates a crack in her stabl e mind which allows
all kinds thoughts to pop up in her head. Her instability leads her to other awful
experiences and failures which bring about her neurotic problems.

Female creativity and individuality:
As giving birth to a child is a part of female sexuality, Esther imagines herself
giving birth to a child and disapproves the drug that induces anesthesia.
I thought it sounded just like the sort of drug a man wo uld invent. Here
was a woman in terrible pain, obviously feeling every bit of it or she
wouldn't groan like that, and she would go straight home and start another
baby, because the drug would make her forget how bad the pain had been,
I

when all the time, in some secret part of her, that long, bl ind, doorless and
window-less corridor of pain was waiting to open up and shut her

In

again.68
Here, Esther questions the drug that helps women forget their labour pai ns. She ridicules
it by saying that it is what a man would invent as otherwise women wou ld refuse to give
birth to children. It reminds me of "Sultana's Dream ," a short story by Begum Rokeya,
where women scientists created a world which is women-friendly. Perhaps if there were
women scientists, then they would have invented drugs that would let women remember
the pain they suffer unconsciously. Esther thinks it is better to remember the pain one is
going through because the pain that is suffered unconsciously actually leaves a wound in
·' Ibid . p. 66 .
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the psyche. And since she is not aware of the pain she cannot do anything to overcome it
or even save herself from the same pain again. Thus, Esther points out another aspect of
the psychological oppression of women . Then, according to Esther, since mothers remain
senseless while giving birth to children , there is a possibil ity of the baby bein g stolen.
This fear shows Esther's innate distrust of men. She feels it is better to "see the baby out
of yourself to be sure that the baby is yours.,,69 This distrust of other people later turns
into paranoia.
This issue of giving birth also shows Esther' s fear from a writer' s point of view
that women writers are bound to follow male tradition of writi ng whi ch many women are
unaware or at least are unable to challenge. Many women had to publish their work with
male pseudonym which is comparable to the stolen baby; creativity is denied to its true
owner, and given a name of a male like the stolen baby who will not be named after her
true parents.

Male domination both in sexual and scholarly relations:
Esther's experience of powerlessness in sex makes her feel rej ected. She finds
that her intelligence becomes a barrier between her and her partners. Whi le one refuses to
have sex with her because she is intelligent, another thinks she is not intellectual enough
to be attractive. Esther feels that only if she had an attractive face, or if she was a famous
writer, Constantin, the German translator, would have wanted to sleep with her. On the
other hand, Eric is the only young man who values and respects her intelligence, and he
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regard s her face, which seemed unattractive to many, as "kind,.. 7o yet he too does not
think her the right person to sleep with . So, though Esther meets a person who values her
intelli gence, she feels disappointed because her intelligence and her body could not be
accepted by the same man.
It is surpri sing that though she has desire, she never expresses it to any man. She
never takes the fi rst in itiative to have sex but waits for her male partner to offer it to her.
Unl ike, Pecola, the young girl in Toni Morrison's The Bluest Eye, Esther gets her first
learn ing about sexual ity from her mother. The cri ticism that Beauvoir makes about the
teachin g women get from their mothers which quite often is designed to please men
follows :
Their mothers enj oi n them to treat the boys no longer as comrades, not to
make advances, to take a pass ive ro le. If they wish to start a fri endship or
a flirtation, they must carefull y avo id seeming to take the init iative in it,
men do not like [ ... ] too much daring, culture, or intell igence, too much
character will frighten them.7 1
If sex is a union of two human bein gs and especi ally in Esther's case between a
man and a woman, then the man is in power. Simil arly the literary canon, whi ch is
supposed to include great works by both men and women, is also domi nated mainly by
male writers. Women are taught to impress men; they are requ ired to wr ite in the way
their male predecessors write denyin g the female tradition. Joanna Russ says in her essay
"Anomalousness" that " [i]n order to have her, the fe male writer (my ita lics) ' belong'
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fully to English Literature, the tradition to which she belongs must also be admitted."n
While many mediocre writings from female writers who were fo llowing the male
tradition were publi shed and were even encouraged, great poets like Emily Dickinson
were not valued by the publi shers. Esther, who wants to be established as a writer,
thereby, gets frustrated when she starts question ing the power of traditional patriarchal
society over women .

Sexuality and creativity:
Before Esther can surrender her body to any man, she becomes defensive about
her right to experience desire. She gets angry that society allows men to live a double life
whereas women cannot. She does not think it is worthy to remain a virgin when she has
to accept a man who has had physical relationships with many women. She believes that
by controlling female sexuality through marriage and childbirth, men "brai nwash"
women and treat them as if they " lie underneath their feet.,,73 Comparing her sexual
rights with that of men and finding that Buddy is free to have sex with women, she thinks
of her own virginity as a burden. She starts with birth control so that she can have sexual
experi ences. Esther needs this experience not just to sati sfy her cardina l desires but also
to use thi s experience to develop the character of her fiction. She has read many books
where "all sorts of peop le sleeping with each other,,74 but she cannot write a nove l with
secondary experiences. This shows, like men, women too need to satisfy their desire as
72Russ , Joanna. UAnomalousness." 1983. Feminisms: An Anthology of Literary Theory and Criticisms. Eds.
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sex is a normal part of human life and also because like male writers women writers also
need myriad ex periences in order to create.

A female writer needs the same exposure as a male writer:
Esther has a very inquisitive mi nd. She does not enjoy the entertainment that has
been systemati ca ll y planned by the pri ze-givi ng authority for the contest winners.
Instead, she wants glimpses of New York where she can have di fferent experiences for
writing. However, by going out with Doreen, she does not reall y enjoy what she had to
experience. Once she was vio lated by the vulgarity between Doreen and her boyfriend,
and the second ti me she narrowl y escaped rape. In two such occas ions she uses
pseudonym . Earl ier we have seen how women writers had to take male pseudonym to
hide their fe male identity. Now, we can say that to gain experience by go ing out o f their
way they need to use pseudonyms. Gil bert and Gubar say in their book The Mad Women

in the Allie that "the fund amenta l alienation a woman . .. feels is from her 'own ' name: it
is not hers to risk, not hers to pub licize, not even hers to immortali ze .,,75 Th us, a woman
can neither expose her rea l self nor creativity as it is like men for whom the soc iety is
more li bera l than it is to women. Since they cannot express their thoughts openly they do
not get the feedback for their works.
Esther is also torn between her responsibility to su bmit the ass ignments properl y
to her ed itor and be ing carefree like Doreen. Most o f the time, Doreen's in fluence takes
over and she fa il s to subm it the assignments. Esther starts slowly to lose contro l over her
psyche. Then, when Jay Cee called her to her office, she fe lt good that Jay Cee is be in g
75 Gibert, Sandra M., and Susan Gu bar. The Mawoman in the attic: The Woman Writer and the NineteenthCentury Literary Imagination. New Haven: Yale UP, 1979. p. 555 .
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like a mother and mentor, and even wished she was her mother so that she could " know
what to do .,,76 (Plath 36). Jay Cee understands that the attractions and dangers of the big
city are also disturbing Esther, so she warns her: "don 't let the wicked city get you
down .,,77 Esther cannot help herself from being dragged down by the city as her longin g
to gather information brings her close to a rape, which cou ld nearly have happened if she
had not fought back. Esther's helplessness to live a free life can be supported by Suzanne
Pharr's observation that
lilt is not just the violence but the threat of vio lence that controls our lives.
Because the burden of responsibility has been pl aced so often on the
potential victim, as women we have curtail ed our freedom in order to
protect ourselves from vio lence. 78
This ambition of her life which she fail s to achieve makes her more and more frustrated
and she loses all interest in building up her career. Finally, being unable to do the creative
writing course with the famous writer, she loses all her hopes of becom ing a writer. She
feels so wretched that she does not want to wait for anyone to drop out so that she can
enroll instead as Jodie, one of her friends who have been selected for the course,
suggested. Finally, when she decided to start a new life, through her writi ng career, where
memories of Buddy will not disturb her, very soon, she realizes that she lacks the
adeq uate experience needed for a doctor. She asks:
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How could I write about life when I had never had a love affair or a baby
or seen anybody die? A girl I knew had j ust won a prize fo r a short story
about her adventures among the pygmies in Afri ca. How could I compete
with that sort of thing?79

Identity oth er than sexuality:
The total fru stration at the thought that she will never be abl e to write due to lack
of experience makes her collapse com pletely. She can no longer read and is sleepless for
weeks, and fi nall y ends up in a mental asylum. She wanted to go to New York, to gather
experi ence through trave l, and then she wants to have love, and continue the novel afresh.
She even wants to pray in church to calm her mind and ask fo rgiveness for her sins, but
couldn 't as she realized even church can't "take up the whole of [one's] life. [... ] [O]ne
sti ll had to eat three meals a day and have a j ob and li ve in the worl d."

80
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women, the situation is worse, because to live in the world, she also has to fight aga in st
patriarchal oppression. She strives to gather experiences which she was depri ved of and
even if she tries to know things she did not know, she gets exposed to the sadi sm of men
like Marco.

Everyday norms tha t dis rupt a woman 's tranquility needed for crea tivity:
Women are subj ected to many social rul es. The best career that her mother can
think of her is someone who knows shorthand and therefore "who wou ld be in demand
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among all the up-and-coming young men and she would transcri be letter after thrilling
letter" but Esther "hated the idea of serving men.,,81 This shows Esther's ambition to
break herself free fro m patriarchal hierarchy through a pro fess ional career. Then while
eating, she is expected to ma intain a diet which is designed to keep her s lim. Here again,
Esther is different fro m other girl s because when other girls are havin g salad and juice
she orders food with cream and butter. She eats quickly in order to avo id attention from
other people. Beauvo ir comments that controlli ng women at every step makes them
inh ibited saying that " .. . the self-control that is imposed on woman and becomes second
nature in ' the well-bred youn g girl ki ll s spontaneity; her live ly exuberance is beaten
down. The result is tension and ennui .,,82 All these subtle but domineering gender rules
do not allow women the tranquility that they need to keep their mind psychologica ll y
stab le and concentrate on their creati vity or career.

lntellectuality-sexuality-madness:
Joan is another character in the novel The Bell Jar who turns neuroti c like Esther.
Both Joan and Esther are extremely brill iant in different ways . Esther has got A' s at a
stretch fo r fi fteen years, had won many prizes, an editor for a literary magazine she has
also been selected for a fashion magazine contest in New York. Joan is eq uall y intelli gent
with a very independent dispositi on, has chosen phys ics, a mathematical subject, and is
president of her class, and also very good at hockey. Both of these intelli gent youn g
women are sexuall y acti ve wh ich supports the comment on female sexuality by Gi lbert
and Gubar in The Madwoman in the Attic that "female geni us tri ggers uncontroll abl e
81
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sexual desires, and perhaps, conversely, uncontrollable sexual desires even cause the
disease of final genius.,,83 Esther's problem is that she cannot impose her sexual desires
on her partners and at the same time she is reluctant to bear the responsibilities of being
pregnant. And Joan's problem is she is a lesbian and faces the taboo lesbianism is
associated with. Suzanne Pharr says in her essay " Homophobia: A Weapon of Sexism"
that
[aJn overtly homophobic world in which there is fu ll permission to treat
lesbians and gay men wi th cruelty make it di fficult for lesbian s and gay
men to maintain a strong sense of well-being and self-esteem. The impact
of such hatred and negatively can lead one to depression and, in some
cases, to suicide. 84
So, though Plath does not make it clear why Joan loses her rationality, it can be
assumed that rude treatment from homophobic people li ke Esther destroys her selfesteem and being unable to live with her homosexual tendency dec ides to commit
suicide. Satisfying sexual desire is necessary for women as it is for men . Joan started to
recover earlier than Esther perhaps because she could contin ue her sexual relation with
her friend Dee Dee. Thus, women with merit and intelli gence are more likely to be
sexually active and since the society provides little options to acknowledge female
desires they are more likely to lose mental balance.
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Failure in Relationship with men:

Esther's failure in maintaining a stable relationship with both men and women
also shows her mental imbalance. The first woman that a girl knows is her mother and
sim ilarly the first man in her life is her father. Esther cannot come to terms wi th the
absence of her father and the emotiona l absence of her mother and therefore find s
difficulty in maintai ning any stable relation with both men and women. Esther fee ls that
she has never been purely happy since her father's death. Th is shows the emptiness in her
heart which can never be fulfilled . Then, from all the men in her life, she has experienced
a kind of rejection as if the rejection that she felt at her father's death gets renewed with
every encounter with men in her life. Her boyfri end, Buddy pretends to be innocent and
later when Esther discovers that he was sleeping with a nurse for months, she feels
absolutely deceived and can never forget or forgi ve Buddy. Then , she also feel s deserted
by Mr. Willard, who reminds her of her father when he leaves her alone with Buddy.
When she imagines that Constantin is going to seduce her she feels happier than
she had been since her father ' s death. So we see that Esther is tryin g to seek the love that
she got from her father. Since she was trying to find her father in every man, she was
disappointed every time.
Then , Mr. Gordon, to whom she goes for help for her psycho log ical prob lem s,
also exacerbates her madness. Esther desires every man she meets whether it's a doctor,
prison guard, or just a stranger. Mr. Gordon's good-looking appearance and photograph
of his happy married life makes Esther " furious ."
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Gordon help me anyway?"S6 Then his wrong treatment of shock therapy intensifies her
distrust of people, especially of doctors, and also worsens her psychological illness. Thi s
shows how a woman's impress ion of her therapist al so plays a part in intensify ing her
psychological problems.

Relationship with Women

Esther's li fe becomes diffi cult because she was not only deprived of her father's
love, but also from a supportive understanding from her mother. Before going to New
York, she was all right but her stay in New York by herself w ithout her mother's constant
concern about her gave her the time to re fl ect on her thoughts and desires.
Esther has a difficult relationship with her mother, not because Esther's mother is
not carin g, but her dominance and over-caring turns Esther crazy. Esth er's mother never
allows her to grieve for her father. She d id not even let Esther attend the fun eral and thus
made the death seem unreal to Esther. So, Esther could never move on, and throughout
her li fe, she fe lt the loneliness that was created by her father's absence.
Not only that, Esther's mother also tries to influence her career and academ ic life,
confusin g Esther about her decisions. This, in one way, made it possible for her to work
hard to get A's for fifteen years. On the other hand, she suffers from such an inferiority
compl ex that ever since her father's death, she coul d never be happy aga in . She
remembers that after her father's death "in spite of Girl Scouts [...] which my mother
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scrimped to give me" she "had never really been happy again .,,87 Mrs. Greenwood pushes
her daughter to be the best in everything, which Esther fail ed to be.
The way Esther's mother treats her as a ch ild, and tries to control her dresses and
clothes, does not allow Esther to breathe freely as an ind ividual being and she therefore
fee ls mentally suffocated . Even when Esther accidentally breaks the mirror in the
hospital , Mrs. Greenwood asks her to behave properly. She feel s Esther is just being
troublesome and pretending to be sick only to harass her. This also makes Esther
completely irritated about her mother and she confesses to Dr. Nol an that she hates her
mother. However, at the same in her delirium she calls her mother. This shows Esther' s
lave and hate relati onship with her mother.
Influenced by her mother and grandmother, and bel ieving how "clean ,,88 a boy
Buddy is makes her accept Buddy' s offer to see him naked. This experience she regrets
throughout her life. If her mother and grandmother had not provoked her, she would not
have made herself believe that she has fallen in love with Buddy. Here, we see how a
woman is not only subjected to male dominance but is also the vi ctim of women who
have internalized the male values.
Now, Esther' s complicated men tal state is proven when at very first sight and
sometimes without even seeing a man, she imagines a loving, romantic relati onshi p; she
finds faults with all the women in her life as if trying to puni sh them in the way she
wanted to punish her mother. Esther wishes Jay Cee, who " looked terrible, but very

87

Ibid. p. 71.

88

Ibid. p. 44 .

41

wise,,,s9 was her mother but was not sure whether she woul d like to follow her busy life
as an example.
However, Dr. No lan is the only woman who helped Esther out of her madness.
She is motherly and very accepting. When Esther blurts out that she hates her mother, she
was expecting a rebuke. But Dr. Nolan seems considerate and understandi ng as she
smil ingly says " I suppose you do.,,9Q Dr. Nolan helps Esther to take birth control
measures so that she can lead her sexual life as she pleases without fea r of becoming
pregnant. Thus Dr. Nolan works as the only door to a hea lthy, independent life in a
patriarchal society for Esther.
Esther' s confusion about her frinds also leaves her a lonely person. Doreen is the
on ly gi rl of her age with whom she feels confident of her intelligence and forgets about
her clothes or beauty, as I have mentioned earlier, but she cannot th ink of Doreen as her
fri end . Though being with Doreen makes her feel special, it is Doreen who has forces the
two dreadful violations in Esther' s life. Doreen's open and vulgar behavior disgusts
Esther and she is able to find peace only after purifying hersel f fro m the memory of
Doreen's sexual promiscuity by taking a hot bath. Thou gh in her inner mind she too
wants to have a sex life, she cannot accept Doreen's sexual preferences and she searches
for purity and beauty in everything. Esther has internali zed the idea that women should
not be open about sex and thus prefers to accept Betsy and her frien ds admitting that " it is
wi th Betsy [she resembles] at heart.,,91 Yet, later Betsy seems to her no more than a
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"Pollyanna Cowgirl .,,92 Thus, her love and hate relationship with her mother reflects in
her other relations.
Esther also gets influenced by Mrs. Willard , her mother, and Dodo Conway
regarding marriage. Finding them under control of their husbands, she decides that she
will not get married ever in her life as after marriage, men keep their women " underneath
their feet. ,,93 Esther feels that she cannot be like Dodo Conway who has many chi ldren.
She believes that if she has to wait on a child, she will turn mad. Esther, whose ai m is to
be a creative writer, wants all her time to spend to sharpen her creativi ty. Jeffner Allen
agrees in her essay " Motherhood: The Annihilation of Women" that
[a] decision not to have children may be because [t]o not have ch ildren
opens a time-space for the priority of claim ing my life and world as my
own and for the creative development of rad ica lly new alternatives 94
However, she wonders: " Why was I so unmaternal and apart? Why cou ldn't
dream of devoting myself to baby after fat puling baby like Dodo Conway?,,95 Th is also
shows her internal conflict between what the society expects and what she herself wants.
Reflecting back on her mother's marriage she fi nally decides not to marry to remain
independent. In fact, by controlling birth, she feel s:
I am climbing to freedom , freedom from fear, freedom from marrying the
wrong person, like Buddy Willard, just because of sex, freedom from the
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Florence Crittenden Homes where all the poo r girls go who shou ld have
been cheated out like me, because what they did, they would do anyway.96
This refl ection shows that Esther be ing free from the burden of unwanted pregnancy is
part of establishing the ri ght over her own body.

Conclusio n:
So, li ke Pecola, Esther too has many different reasons wh ich generate her
madness; but among them fema le sexuality and the patriarcha l social oppression play the
major part as villains behind the madness of a woman . But while Pecola is a victim of
racial di scrimination carrying the same wound as her parents, Esther is fortunate enough
to be a part of such class and society where people like Jay Cee, Dr. Nolan or Philomena
Guinea are there to he lp her. Looking at Pecola and Esther's story, we see that women' s
madness may ari se out of a very complex and different situat io ns. No single and direct
reason can be isolated as a cause of madness since women are psychologically
suppressed in many different ways not onl y by men but also by other women, religion as
we ll as tradi ti on.
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Mary 's Lack of Autonomy in Doris Lessing's Tire Grass is Sing ing
The lack of autonomy in Mary, a middle-aged woman, in the novel The Grass Is
Singing ( 1950) makes her vulnerable and she graduall y becomes unable to control her
life. In thi s novel, Dori s Lessi ng shows how Mary' s' helplessness destroys her strength,
and how she is unable to arrive at an understanding of the self. In the last chapter, we had
seen that Esther in The Bell Jar (1963) could not compl y with the socially created gender
roles and the social oppression that she fe lt as a woman. In th is chapter I will attempt to
show how a married woman is also subj ected to soc ial criticism for not playing her
expected ro le. Mary, having been independent for a long time, is crushed comp letely,
when she fi nds that the role she has played is not somethi ng that society cons iders
su itab le for women of her age. The idea that she is not what she should be, keeps on
haunting her till she is killed by Moses, her nati ve servant, with whom she was almost as
intimate as a lover. In th is chapter, I will also examine how racial discrim ination is
equall y haunting for a white woman as for a black woman. In fact, women can be
oppressed in two ways simultaneously, regardin g race and gender. Moses's power over
Mary is generated not because of Mary's vulnerab ility or weakness, but more because she
is a white woman and Moses, a black man. To understand the gradual disintegrati on of
Mary we need to analyze the three phases of Mary' s life - spinsterhood, married life and
sex ual awakening. In all these phases, her traumatic childhood memories lurk behind and
remain as a barrier between her past and present, makin g her unable to see the rea l
situation.
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Spinsterhood, happiest time of her life:

For Mary, the happiest time of her life was her unmarried, independent life.
Less ing shows it to be the only time in Mary's life unaffected by chi ld hood memories,
free from all the traces of her past. She was a woman, with a good j ob and a reputation of
a "comfortable maiden aunt,,97 who was always there to listen to other people's problems.
Apparentl y, it may seem that she was actually the person she projected to the world . But
once we li sten to her ideas about certain issues such as home, fami ly, marriage and
chi ldren, we have to look at her life in a different light. Here is her reflection on life:

When Mary thought of ' home' she remembered a wooden box shaken by
passing trains; when she thought of marriage she remembered her father
coming home red-eyed and fuddled ; when she thought of children she saw
her mother's face at her children 's funeral -anguished, but as dry and as
hard as a rock. Mary liked other people's children but shuddered at the
thought of having any of her own. She felt sentimental at weddings, but
she had a profound distaste for sex; there had been little privacy in her
home and there were things she did not care to remember; she had taken
good care to forget them years ag0 98
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She has created a substitute for everything that she has rej ected. She cou ld have
lived in a separate house, but she preferred to live in an unmarried girls' hostel. Liv ing in
a hostel saves her fro m the depressive memory of her childhood home, but on the other
hand, by living among unmarried young women and listeni ng to all their troub les, she
never gets the chance to know about any other stories of married life other than that of
her parents. Therefore her ideas about marriage remains fi xed. In this way she is like
Pecola in Toni Morrison's The Bluest Eye (1970), who is si milarly protected from outside
knowledge. The only difference is Pecola was not a part of the southern soc ial life
whereas Mary is never alone for a moment. Desp ite thi s, she is not aware of the socia l
gaze. She goes out with boys but never gets involved in any sexual relationship, the way
Esther in The Bell Jar ( 1963) wanted to. For her men were like her good friends and
never more than that. She is feminine but she prefers to portray herse lf as a "chi ldish100king,,99 heroine as if subconsciously trying to repress her sexuality to save herself
from the male gaze. Her opinion on men is "Men ! They get all the fun." lOo Her memory
of her father laughing at her panic is related to her generali zed notions about men. So, she
avoids men as sexual beings and regards herself on ly in the light of their best frien d. She
is physically very active, pl ay ing tennis, hockey or swimm ing and watchi ng movies
almost daily.

Unfortunately, Mary' s " free li fe" is interrupted by society, and the cri ticism
leveled agai nst her. Ann Barr Snitow says in her essay "Mass Market Romance:
Pornography for Women is Different: Radical Hi sory Revi ew":
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When women try to picture excitement, the society offers them one vision ,
romance. When women try to imagine compani onship, the society offers them
one vision, male, sexual companionship, the society offers them one vision, the
power to attract a man . [ ... ] When women try to proj ect a unique se lf, the society
offers them very few attractive images. True completion fo r women is nearl y
always presented as soc ial, domestic, sexual.

One of our culture 's most intense myths, the ideal of an individual who is brave
and complete in isolation, is for men only. Women are grounded, enmeshed in
civil ization, in social connection, in famil y and in love [ .. .] whi le all our culture ' s
rich myths of individ uali sm are essentials closed to them. Their one soc ially
acceptable moment of transcendence is romantic.,,101

Snitow explain s Mary's helpless situation. Mary, just because she is a wom an, fa il s to
remai n free. All her trust and dependence on the fri endliness of her acquaintances is
shattered when she overhears two of her friends discussing her: " [S]he will never marry.
She j ust isn' t like that, isn' t like that at all. Somethin g missing somewhere." 102 Thus,
Sn itow' s explanation fits here. Her friends ridicule her fo r not conformin g to social
expectations.

The uniqueness of Mary's indiv iduality is that she does not create any image as
' other' to evaluate herself. She does not realize how lucky she is compared to other
women, nor did she rea lize that she lacks the self-aware ness of many other women. In the
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process of forgetting her troubled past she avoids facing her internal needs. She is happy
in the world that she has created, until the comments awake her fro m her dream-like
state. She starts to go to the cinema more and unlike before she " [comes] out feverish and
unsettled . There seemed no connection between the distorted mirror of the screen and her
own life: it was impossible to fit together what she wanted for herself, and what she was
offered .,, '03 Mary's problem is she lacks self-consciousness. According to R. D. Laing,
self-consciousness " implies two things: an awareness of onesel f by oneself, and an
awareness of oneself as an object of someone else's observation." 104 Mary was not aware
of what she reall y wanted and at the same time she was not sure how much she wanted to
compl y with others' wishes or expectations. Therefore, when the "idea of herself was
destroyed ... she was not fitted to recreate herself." 105 Mary felt that somehow she has
misunderstood her own self and the people surrounding her. She was more troubled and
disturbed because her friend s never said anything directly and openl y to her.

This contradictory attitude sows the seed of paranoia in Mary. She starts
suspecting everyone's affection for her. But there is another reason for the deepening
paranoia. The secret sexual advances of her father might have created her distrust of men
in her childhood which later turned to women as well. The impact of this lack of trust
remains in Mary even after her marriage. She cannot accept Mrs. Slatter's friendly
attitude and feel s hostile towards her. Thus, Mary's state of spi nsterhood is disturbed
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when she can no longer trust anyone. Simultaneously, she tries to be attractive to men
even while feelin g uncomfortable around them .

While Mary is in this mi serable state, Dick comes into her life. Dick and Mary with
complete opposite views marry each other becau se both of them were badl y in need of
love. Now, that her married life has started, we will see that Mary still fa ils to understand
her own selfwhich together with Dick's stubbornness makes the marriage a failure.

Married life, a period of reliving the childhood trauma :

Unfortunately, her fear of an unhappy married li fe comes true when she marries
Dick. Her marri age with Dick brings back her memories about her own dysfu nctional
family. The very day she comes to Dick's home, she

[begins] to feel slowly, that it was not in this house she was sitting, with
her husband, but back with her mother, watching her endlessly contrive
and patch and mend-till suddenly she got to her feet with an awkward
scrambling movement, unable to bear it; possessed with the thought that
her father, from his grave, had sent out his will and fo rced her back into
the kind of life he had made her mother lead . 106

Thus, from the very first day the memory of childhood paterna l oppression keeps
haunting her. Again her lack of autonomy leads her to dwell in the memory of her
parents. Laing says that " If the individual does not feel hi mself to be autonomous this
means that he can experience 'neither his separateness fro m, nor his relatedness to the
106
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other in the usual way." I07 While discussing the different aspects of her married life in
which her rationality is shattered, we wi ll see that it is her lack o f autonomy that plays the
biggest role in all her actions and reactions.

Frigid sexuality:

Be ing her mother' s confidante, she learnt to hate her father. Furthermore, hi s
sexuality keeps hauntin g her to such an extent that she becomes sexually fri gid. When
Dick tries to consummate their marriage, she felt

[it] was not so bad, she thought when it was all over: not as bad as that. It
meant nothing to her nothing at all. Expecting outrage and imposition, she
was reli eved to find she felt nothing. She was able maternall y to bestow
the gift of herself on th is humble stranger, and remain untouched. lOB

Though, Lessing does not make it cl ear if this "thaf' refers to Mary's sexual experience
with her father, we have reasons to suspect that memories of incestuous sexuality can
freeze sexual fee lings, which in Mary's case makes her sexually frigid .

Mary' s sexual fri gidity becomes the crucial reason for the fa il ure of their
marriage. Judith Herman and Li sa Hi rschman report in thei r article ' Father- Daughter
Incest" that a girl usually suppresses her feeli ngs when the incest is actuall y occurring
because "Passive resistance and di ssociation of feeling [seems] to be among the few
defences available in an overwhelming situation. Later, this [carries] over into relati ons
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with others."I 09 Therefore, it can be said that Mary's emotional di stance with Dick is the
unconscious continuation of the process of protecting hersel f from the trauma. Thus Mary
is relieved when they cannot go for their honeymoon, and she is disinterested in havin g
children . Dick' s touch makes her recoil. Margaret W. Matlin reports in her book,

Psychology of Women that

A disorder of low sexual desi re may be caused by a vari ety of
psychological factors, including a more general problem such as
depression or anxiety. A woman, who is not satisfi ed with her romantic
partner or their relationships may also experience little sex ual desire." ll o

In Mary' s case, her anxiety arose from the traumatic sexual experiences with her father as
sometimes it happened openly in front of her siblings in such a way that only she could
. III
lee I that so met h'mg wrong .IS happenmg.

~

Though Mary is reluctant to have children, Dick feels the need of children as a
bridge between him and Mary.

Children were what he wanted now that his marriage was a fa ilure and
seemed imposs ible to right. Children would bring them close together and
break down this invisible barrier. But they si mply could not afford to have
children. When he had said to Mary (thinking she might be longing fo r
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them) that they would have to wait, she had assented w ith a look of relief.
He had not mi ssed that look, but perhaps when he got out of the wood, she
would be pleased to have children.,, 112

The above passage shows the distance between Mary and Dick. Later, when out
of loneliness and without any true longing for children Mary begs Dick for a chi ld, Dick
is unwilling to have children because of poverty. Mary, who never thought of age,
becomes aware of the fact that very sobn menopause wi II bring an end to all the
expectations of children. Di ck's reaction to Mary' s pleading seems almost ind ifferent,
though the novel does not really show Dick's negligence towards Mary. It can be said
that Dick's inability to realize the importance of fertility in hi s wife closes the chapter
regarding children forever. Since Mary has been never an assertive woman the issue of
children is dropped . Once more, we see Mary's dilemma about what she wants. When her
distaste of sex makes her di sinterested in having children, it is her lone liness that makes
her worry about menopause, the end of her fertility to bear a child. So, here we see that
while a young girl like Esther was too apprehensive about pregnancy, for a mature
woman the end ofa woman ' s fertility can be a reason to be worried too.

Poverty:

Mary and Dick's life is doomed by poverty. She tries to make up for the frigidity
of her marriage by decorating her home. She spends all her savings for it and therefore
" [t]he house gradually lost its air of bleak poverty, and put on an inexpensive prettiness,
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with bright hangings and some pictures.,,113 However, though she tries to erase the
appearance of poverty, she can do nothing to increase fam ily income. She repeatedl y
refuses Dick's appeal to help him with the farm , as she is paranoid, when she is away
from the house. She feels the native houseboy is either stea ling or "looking through her
personal things.,, 114 At the same time she keeps dreaming that one day she will go back to
her old job. She even tries to go back once, but unfortunate ly find s that she is no longer
accepted there. She loses her capacity to day-dream . Dick refuses to put a cei ling,
bringin g in the factor of heat very strongly into the text. She thinks with a fru stration that
"these rooms added to the house would have made their life comfortable : the money
spent on the store, the turkey-runs, the pigsties, the beehi ves, would have put ceil ings into
the house, would have taken the terror out of the thought of the approaching hot
season.,,1l5 The ceil ing which seems absolutely unimportant to Dick becomes the cause
of Mary's dwindling sanity.

When Dick wants Mary to help him on his farm, Mary keeps on refusing until she
is obliged to supervise the farm when Dick fall s sick. She tries to convince Dick to
change his strategies in runn ing the farm. But Dick's stubbornness adds to their financial
problems. Here, we must acknowled ge that Mary hersel f is responsib le for the distance
between them . Her poverty-stricken chi ldhood keeps haunting her and unconsciously she
behaves and speaks like her mother.

" ' Ibid. p. 73 .
'" Ibid. p. 84.
"' Ibid. p. 114.
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It was not the voice of Mary, the individual (who after all really did not
care so much about the bath or whether the native stayed or went), but the
voice of the suffering female, who wanted to show her husband she just
would not be treated like that. In a moment she woul d begin to cry, as her
mother had cried on these occaSIOns,

In

a kind of dignified, martyred

rage. 116

The more she becomes like her mother the more she starts losing connection with the
present and reality. Laing says "the ' self whose re latedness to real ity is a lready tenuous
becomes less and less a reality-self, and more and more fantasized as it becomes engaged
in fantastic relationships with its own phantoms. ,,1 17 So, the more days pass the more she
loses her connection with reality. Now we will see how she goes beyond reality and has
hallucinations about the power of nature.

Nature:

Mary was expecting that she will find solace in the natural beauty of the country.
The moment Mary comes to Dick 's pl ace she feel s eerie. And then when she reali zes that
Dick will never be able to have enough money to put a ceil ing and that she will never be
able to bring any changes to her livin g condition, Mary starts being afra id of nature. For
the first time in her life she feels a connection with the environment and the weather, but
in a negative way.
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[Iln the town there had been no seasons, really, not as there were here, she
had been out of the rh ythm of cold and heat and rain . It had been hot, it
had rained, the cold weather had come-yes, certainl y; but it was somethin g
extraneous to her, somethi ng happening independent of her. Her body and
mind were subservient to the slow movement of the seasons; she had
never in her life watched an implacable sky fo r signs of rain, as she did
now, standing on the verandah, and screwing up her eyes at the great
massed white clouds, like blocks of glittering crystal quarts sai ling
through the blue. 11 8

Nature works as a supernatural force on Mary. The cold and rainy seasons become her
driving forces. Nature starts to influence the relationship between Mary and Dick. Once
after a quarrel over the houseboy, "The tens ion between them lasted fo r an into lerable
week, until at last the rains fe ll , and the air grew coo l and rel axed.,,119 But she cannot
enjoy the winter which she fe lt "had been sent especially fo r her, to send a tinge of
vitality into her, to save her fro m her helpless dullness,,12o without remembering the
dreadfu l return of the hot season.

She is so much under the control of the seasons that when she reali zes the fatal
emptiness in her, she decides " When the next cold season came, and stung her into life
again, she would do something.,, 121 Thus, it can be said that nature becomes an
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oppressive force for Mary. Even when she was about to die, Mary fee ls that the "trees
[are advancing] in a rush, like beasts, and the thunder [i s] the noise of their coming.,, 122

In the meanti me her re lati onship with Dick conti nues to break. It is at th is time
her marital relatio nsh ip was breakin g completely as various others prob lems were created
between Mary and Dick and her sexual passivity became a serious barrier between them.
It is her sexual awakening at th is moment that brings an end to the little rationality which

she still held in herself. Trapped between her attraction and repul sion si multaneously for
a black man confirms her mental di sintegration. We will now see how like Peco la and
Esther, in Mary's case too fema le sexual ity plays an important in her madness.

Like Peco la, Mary is also a victim of racial di scri mination. In the first chapter of
this paper we found how racism oppressed black people. But can we say that it is only
black people who fee l the oppression of racial discrimi nation? No, w hite women li ke
Mary, too become the victims of racism. A man is never or rarely oppressed because he is
a man but a woman is oppressed because she is a woman. All the problems in her life are
created out of gender discrimi nation. Let us see how racial and class issues intensify
Mary's prob lems with Moses.

Confrontation between sexua l awakening and social restrictions :

Fema le sexuality is always under the soc ial gaze and the double standard in
attitude towards male and female sexuality restrains a woman fro m exercising her sexual
rights. If a woman does break the "love law," a term used by Arundhuti Roy in her book
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The God ofSmall Things (1997) for social rules o f who can love whom and how much, 123
then she has to pay a high price often even with her mental well-being. In The God of

Small Things (1997) Roy shows how Ammu ' s desire for an Untouchable is equally
scorned by the society and her famil y, while her brother Choll y's relationship with
servant girls were accepted easily by Mammachi 's consideration that as "[hJe can ' t help
having a Man ' s Needs. " 124 In the same way white men were allowed to take black
women as sexual partners. Ammu ' s life is a picture of wh at Mary ' s life would have been
if she had accepted Moses. When the family learnt that A mmu has had sex with an
Untouchable, she was kept locked in her room " like the family lunat ic in a medieval
house-hold.,,125 On the other hand , another character in The God of Small Things (1997),
Baby Kochammma, who has suppressed her sexuality all through her life, became
mentally unstable in her old age adorning herself like a young bride, a life which she has
always rejected. Since sex is just one of the fundamental needs in a woman like in a man,
when restrictions repress these needs it is quite natural that she will feel imbalanced .

Mary's sexual awakening becomes destructive for her as it discovers itse lf with
the entrance of a black man into her life, a man who is not from her class and who must
be treated like an animal. When Dick's respect for Mary' s wish retains the barriers
between them, the empty place in her heart is taken by a black servant, who in spite of
knowing Mary' s hatred for him asserts his tenderness, making her feel powerless.
Lessing shows that the female gaze can be equally erotic as the male gaze. Mary' s need
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for someone stronger than her takes the shape of her attraction for that "powerful, broadbuilt body.,, 126 Had it not been a black body, she wou ld have been saved fro m the
humiliation of social ostracism. In Lawrence's Lady Chatterley 's Lover (1960), we see
that like Mary, Connie happens to be present when Mellors, her servant was bathing and
in the same way was attracted by his strong body.127 But the difference between Connie
and Mary is that Connie is attracted to someone, who though her subordi nate, is
considered as a human by her society since he is white. But, Mary is attracted by a black
man "who is no better than a dog.,,128 The intermingling feelings of gUilt and hatred make
her vulnerable, while Connie could remain in a stable relationship w ith Mellors who is at
least physically healthier than her hand icapped husband. The omniscient narrator tries to
explain Mary's sense of repul sion:

What had happened was that the fo rmal pattern of black-white, mistressand-servant, had been broken by the present relation ; and when a white
man in Africa looks into the eye of nati ve and sees the human being
(which it is hi s chief preoccupation to avoid), his sense of guilt, wh ich he
denies, fumes up in resentment and he brings down the whip. She felt that
she must do something, and at once, to restore her poise. 129

To restore that ' poise' she becomes harsher to Moses . Her fear of fo rbidden
attraction triggers her hysteric outbursts,
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She heard a strange angry muttering, and reali zed she was talking to
herself, out aloud, as she wa lked. She clapped her hand over her mouth ,
and shook her head to clear it; but by the time that Moses had come back
into the kitchen, and she heard hi s footsteps, she was si tting in the front
room rigid with a hysterical emotion. 130

She was delirious and she verba lly abuses Moses. Mary is trapped in her own
irrational intolerance o f the native servants. If she had not fired all the other servants for
tri fl ing reasons, she could have now fi red Moses for gen uine reasons. Being forced by
Dick's rel uctance to lose one more servant, all her suppressed hatred and anger is
expressed through her delirium. After one such outburst Moses wants to resign, whi ch
on ly shows that Moses is not as emotion less as he pretends to be. But even when Moses
tries to leave, Mary does not let him go. In fact, she panics dreading Dick' s anger. Her
panic reaches to such he ight that it turns into convul sions and "she wept on, repeating
over and over again , " You must stay! You must stay!" and all the tim e she was filled with
shame and mortifi cation because he was seeing her cry."l3l This breakdown in fro nt of
Moses becomes a turn ing point for Mary evokin g all her fo rgotten ch ildhood trauma.
Moses's humane attitude seems to her " im pertinence" and yet fath erl y. 132

Thi s mi xture o f repulsion and attraction puts her into a dil emma. Moses's caring
touch makes her fee l as if she has "been touched by excrement.,,1J) Again when Moses
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speaks to her, "easily, almost familiarly, good-humoured ly as if he was hu mouring a
child . ... she [feels) the usual anger within her, at the tone he used to her, at the same
time she was fascinated , and out of her depth ; she did not know what to do with this
personal relation. "

134

Thus, Moses starts looking after her meals, bringing gifts. Because

of the racial and c lass differences Mary cannot see and accept her heart's desireMoses's tenderness.

However, whi le there is pure love in the affair between Velutha and Am mu in
Arundhuti Roy 's The God of Small Things (1997), the relationship between Mary and
Moses is unable to reach a cu lmination because o f Mary 's learned hatred for the Black
servant, Moses, and in return his manipulative attitude with Mary, a white mi stress. He
compels Mary

to treat him as a human being; it is impossible for her to thrust him out of
her mind like something unclean, as she had done with all the others in the
past. She was being forced into contact, and she never ceased to be aware
of him . She reali zed, dai ly, that there was something in it that was
dangerous but what it was she was unable to define. 1J5

The domination of a white woman by a black man reminds us of Frantz Fanon ' s
insight into the black men ' s desire in his book, Black Skin, White Masks ( 1952),
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I wish to be acknowledged not as black but as white . . ..

By loving me she proves that I am worthy of white love. I am loved like a
white man . . . . When my restless hands caress those white breasts, th ey
grasp white civilization and dignity and make them mine.' 36

In The Grass is Singing (1950) Lessing does not make it clear whether Mary and
Moses have sex. If Mary complies with Moses' s wishes and caring, it is not because she
wants them whole-heartedly; it is more because she is comp letely helpless in front of
Moses ' s caring. The omni scient narrator informs us that "she [watches] her actions from
one point of v iew only; would they allow Moses to strengthen that new human
re lationship between them , in a way she could not counter, and whi ch she could only try
to avoid.,,137 So, even when Mary consents to Moses's offer of he lp, she does it out of
fea r. Her inability to take care of her clothes and her hair shows the fata l destruction of
Mary's self-control. Moses, by nurturing Mary as if she is not an adult woman but a
child, is also destroying Mary ' s individuality in the same way that white people have
done to the black people. In fact, Moses admits that by his manipulati ng power he has
defeated Dick a long time ago and now by killing Mary he has defeated Tony Marston,
another white man ; who tried to save Mary from his power.

However, it is not only racial issues but the childhood memory of her sexually
abusive father that makes Mary a prey to Moses. Mary's first attraction towards Moses' s
body was devoid of any racial tension or traumatic memories. Out of hundreds of natives,

' 36Frantz Fanon. Black Skin, White Masks. Trans. Charles Lam Markmann. New York: Grave, 1952. p. 63.
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hi s strong body draws her attention. But later, as Moses starts to manipulate her in a
fatherly tone, memory of her father' s sexual advances towards her makes her imbalanced.
For a white woman to be involved in a relationship with a black man is as forbi dden as
incestuous relationsh ip is. This is the reason, Moses 's closeness and tenderness always
reminds Mary of her father. The more she gives in to Moses' s commands, the more she
remembers the suffocating moments with her fath er. She starts having nightmares about
her father and Moses. Linda Schierse Leonard reports in her experiment based booked

The Wounded Woman: Healing the Father-Daughter Relationship that women with
" injured relationships to their fathers" dream about a "perverted o ld man."us This
"perverted" image in Mary's dreams controls her emotion s more than what is inspired by
Moses' direct presence. Leonard explains this as follows:

The perverted man was able to control her and keep her out of meaningful
relationship only becau se she gave him the power through her innocence
and lack of feminine assertion, through the fact that she remained passive
and dependent, enacting the girl rather than the self-confident woman ...
Women who as young girls have been subj ected to sexual abuse or even
rape by older men have experienced this perversion ... in a most severe
way. As a result their self-confidence has usually been severely damaged,
and if one looks deep within one can fi nd the perverted old man, a
torturing, negative animus continuing that abuse. IJ9

138 Linda Schierse Leonard. The Wounded Woman: Healing the Father-Daughler Relationship. Boston:
Shamvala, 1983. P. 85.
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This finding by Leonard clarifies the relation between Mary's dream images with
Moses as real person. She has always remained a girl and never could be self independent
woman and thereby the weakness of her heart develops th is terrible father image like a
Frankenstein killing the owner day by day. During Dick' s illness, when Moses was
sleeping in Dick's room and Mary in the next room, for the first ti me sleeping too close
to a native; Mary imagines that she can smell the scent of natives, wh ich she assoc iated
with the traumatic memory of her father when he "held [her] down in the thi ck stuff of
his trousers- the unwashed masculine smell she always associ ated with him . She
struggled to get her head free, for she was half-suffocating, and her father held it down,
laughing at her panic.,,]40

On the other hand, she also finds Moses different fro m her father. At one point
she dreams that

[Moses] approached slowly, obscene and powerful , and it was not he, but
her father who was threatening her. They advanced together, one person ,
and she could smell, not the native smell, but the unwashed smell of her
father. It filled the room , musty, like an an imal; [ ... ]. He came near and
put his hand on her arm. It was the voice of the Afri can she heard, he was
comforting her because of Dick 's death, consoling her protectively; but at
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the same time it was her father menacing and horrible, who touched her in
desire.!4!

According to Freud , dream is the reflection of the unconscious. So reading the
above passage we can understand that Mary find s consolation in the way Moses takes
care of her. But failing to resolve the dilemma, Mary becomes more vulnerable. She
realizes that

Dick became to her, as time went by, more and more unreal ; while the
thought of the African grew obsessive. It was a nightmare, the powerful
black man always in the house with her, so that there was no escape from
his presence. She was possessed by it, and Dick was hardl y there to her. !42

She becomes more and more confused about Moses. With the help of Tony
Marston , the Englishman who comes to take the responsibility of Dick' s fa rm , she even
fires the boy. Again guilty feelings keep haunting her and she becomes sure that Moses
will come to kill her. Pathetically, she understands her too strong feelin gs for him only at
the last moment. She was about to explain it to Moses but at that very moment Moses
kills her. Thi s sudden self realization can be compared with Anna Kareni na' s feelings.
When out of her confusion and frustration she wants to comm it suicide, at the very last
she comes to her senses and feel s the urge to save herself. But she coul d not save herself
from the coming train . Anna and Mary's di lemma makes me thi nk that since a woman
cannot assert her decisions in her life, it becomes really difficul t for her to resol ve the
'41 Ibid. p. 204.
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accord ing to social or patriarchal ru les and is rarely allowed to choose her own path . So,
both consciously and unconsciously she thinks about how others will j ud ge her action
and thereby often refrain s from accepting her inner wi shes.

Conclusion:

Lack of autonomy can make a woman vu lnerable to the social gaze which can
destroy her inner strength. In spite of leading a free life for fifteen years, Mary cannot
conti nue with her free li fe. Her loneli ness, sexuality, poverty-stricken married life and her
attraction toward s a black man make her li fe so compl icated that she does not find a way
out of it. So far I have tri ed to explain how the helpless situations of women in almost all
aspects of life destroy their inner se lf in such a way that they can no longer funct ion as a
rational hum an being.

Conclusion

From the analysis of the last three chapters I have come to the conclusion that it is
social oppression that creates madness in a woman. As soon as a gi rl child is born she is
under the surveillance of the society. The domination of males has continued for such a
long time that women themselves have internali zed the male gaze. And even if they are
saved from the internalization of this gaze, society compels them to comply with social
norms.
In the first chapter, we saw that Pecola, an adolescent girl , is a victim of racism
and class discrimination . This suffering started in the li ves of her parents. Cho lly and
Pauline, her father and mother respectively, had gone through the same humiliation
Pecola had to face in her life. Therefore, her parents fail to provide a better life to her.
Like her parents she internalizes the white gaze. The wounds in her heart get deeper.
Rejection from her school and the people in her neighborhood leave her alone in the
world as she does not have any warm and protective bondi ng with her family. She is
com pletely destroyed when Cholly rapes her. Since Pecol a is an adolescent girl , a phase
when children have all kinds of fantasies, she find s her imaginary world as the on ly place
of refuge from the problems of identity in the real world.
In the second chapter I have tried to show that when social restrictions hamper
Esther's creativity, it makes her lose her self-confidence. Losing her identity as a creative
writer meant in her case, losing her identity. losing oneself totall y, so Esther becomes
obsessed with sui cide. She assumes death is better than not being able to write a

to go through for being a woman. I have also tried to demonstrate that since a woman is
taught either to devalue her body or to value it according to the male gaze, ultimately she
becomes unsure about her own creative works, as we see Esther needed a whole year to
come up with an answer to defend her poems to Buddy.
From the third chapter, it can be concluded that when an adult woman lacks
autonomy like Mary in Lessing' s The Grass is Singing (1950) she becomes doomed to
lose her rationality. This chapter has discussed the destructive impact o f racism and class
distinction on a woman's sexuality, as a way to oppress the psyche of a woman regardless
of class and race. Here also, I have come to the conclusion that a woman's sexuality is
one of the main reasons for her neurosis. Sometimes it is sex ual abuse that makes her
mad and sometimes it is both her sexual abuse and repression of sexual desires that result
in mental imbalance.
Th us, I would like to conclude the paper with the rem ark that madness is a cry for
help from women and a cry for freed om. It is a cry to convey the message that they too
need to be seen as a human being not merely as a sexual being. She needs the opportunity
for sexual expression just as a man does. So, the struggle to estab lish a better and more
eq ual life for woman has to deal with the complex issue of fe male sexuality.
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