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Introduction
Spice Sisters: Religion, Freedom, and Escape of Wem in African American and Indian
Literatures
“When the world gets ugly enough — a woman willashything for her family.”
— Mama inA Raisin in the Sun
Lorraine Hansberry and Rabindranath Tagore areatwtloors whose contribution to
literature goes beyond their giftedness as writétansberry’s playA Raisin in the Surand
Tagore’s short stories are novel in the way thesakgo African American and Indian cultures.
They draw attention to the plight of oppressed gsp@especially women, and call for change.
Hansberry gives a realistic depiction of the sttag@nd triumph of characters in a typical
African American family oppressed by poverty, ratiend segregation in 1950s America.
Though she used religion as a recurring motif ing&in American literature, it has generally not
received greater attention by academic scholarstefbre, the discussion of Christianity as an
inevitable motif in African American literature, egifically, Hansberry’s Raisin, will lend to a
greater awareness of this subject. When the “whdaa’s religion” becomes a black woman’s
source of strength, this merger should be a worileveiltademic discussion. This thesis will
analyze the importance of religion to the matriaaold to the overall fabric of African American

culture inRaisin.

Though both Hansberry and Tagore are celebratdémi tthey did not use their writing
for personal aggrandizement, but rather for fundaaiesocial reform to bring about change in
the plight of women and oppressed groups in genénay join a long tradition of struggle for
freedom in their respective societies, but thegmdf unique literary approach to accomplish

their goal. Both thematize women who manifest yeays for freedom, both literal and spiritual,
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from their established roles. Tagore portrays séalfamilies and women in rural India who face
oppression from the Hindu religion and their qdesfreedom. In Hansberry, Christianity
empowers the African American woman to overcomenacsexism, and classism. Whereas, in
Tagore, Hinduism confines the Indian woman in dfaryet she struggles and frees herself from
the dharmathat restricts her within her household dutiea sfibservient wife. Furthermore,
both authors play pioneering roles in their repnéstgon of these aforementioned themes of
bondage and quest for freedom in African Americaah lndian literatures respectively.
Hansberry is the first black woman and artist todpice a classic, record breaking civil rights
Broadway drama to pave the way for the black thheaterement; Tagore, on the other hand, is
the first to employ the conventional short fictimngive a realistic depiction of downtrodden
characters striving for freedom in the traditiorbbgkti devotional poets whose discourse and
techniques were as innovative as their criticispraotl escape from, the heinous aspects of
Hinduism. This thesis will focus on Tagore’s séaras freedom for women from patriarchy and
subjugation.

Much like earlier African American literature suah the spirituals and slave narratives
by authors such as Harriet Jacobs, Zora Neal Huratad even more recent neo-slave narratives
by writers such as Alice Walker and Maya Angeléiansberry portrays the matriarch, the
strong, godly mother or grandmother, as the leatlber household, leading her family to
freedom. She uses the religion as one of the pyictaaracteristics of the main female
character. Alice Childress, a black playwright whice Hansberry, published her plays in the
1950s and 60s, also incorporated church liturgy@mastian allusions in her plays about black

heroines to affirm that even in their oppressiod as victims of poverty, sexism, and racism,

1. Dharma is translated a “duty” that each persomxpeeted to fulfill.
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also known as triple marginalization, these mathamremain strong in their faith in God as if a
supernatural force is the only hope for their repggom. Hansberry, in her most celebrated play,
thematizes this story of the African American worsajuest for freedom that began with
slavery in America.

Hansberry’s playrRaisinwas a social catalysis like the African Americaacsivism in
the Civil Rights MovementRaisincan also be compared to Arthur MilleBgath of a
Salesmarand Tennessee William$he Glass Menageriéiansberry sought to bring the social
struggles of African Americans to the forefrontAsherican consciousness, just as Miller and
Williams did the same for working-class Americamsh@ middle of the twentieth century. All
three plays resonate the recurring theme of thenvammman'’s struggles and desire to achieve
the American Dream. All three plays debuted coaeely in the 1930s, 40s and 50s , and all
three writers sketched the realistic strugglesvefyday Americans and their pursuit of the
American Dream. Unfortunately, their protagonasts not successful in realizing their dream.
Hansberry’s characters (except Mama) do not atitesim dream, but in the end, there is hope for
a better future, a hope much needed in the urbanaif American community in the mid-1900s.
This detailed look aRaisinwill help explain how Christianity helped Mamadocceed where
Miller's and Williams’ characters failed.

Critics have lauded Hansberry for her successpayavright and for the realistic
characters and setting in her play that mirrorissaes and attitudes of blacks in the North, in the
1950s. Rarely has there been emphasis on therdighatriarch in reviews &aisin Mary
Louise Anderson, in her article “Black MartriarctiBortrayal of Women in Three Plays,” briefly
delves into the role of religion and the black naath. Anderson defines the African American

matriarch as a mother who embodies these four ctaistics: “[She] regards the black male as
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undependable, and is frequently responsible foefmasculation, is often very religious, regards
mothering as one of the most important things mlifey attempts to shield her children from
and to prepare them to accept the prejudices oivthie world” (93). Among the traits

suggested by Anderson, religiosity may basicallyheeblack matriarch’s strongest trait, and it is
certainly indicated through MamRBRaisin’smatriarch’s continuous use of “Christian” dialogue
However, critics like Anderson and others fail ippeund on Mama'’s religiosity which is an
inseparable attribute of her personality.

Furthermore, a historical approach of the blackchand its influence on black women
may explain one aspect of the empowerment of taeklihatriarch. Black freedom fighters like
Frederick Douglass and Martin Luther King, Jr. betieeir activism in the church. C. Eric
Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya, in their bodie Black Church in the African American
Experiencerecord the progression of the black church fromitsaility to civil rights, and
eventually to women’s rights. Even pre-feminisradil women were able to freely express
themselves, especially in matters of equality ligigus practices. Sojourner Trétm her
“Ain’'t | a Woman?” speech in 1851 spoke for womenihts and participation in church; she
asks rhetorically, “Then that little man in blatlere, he says women can’t have as much rights
as men, because Christ wasn't a woman. Where did@hbrist come from? From God and a
woman! Man had nothing to do with Him” (Lincoln£)7 Black women may have first had a
better platform to speak for their rights in theidh arena.

Church was the place for empowerment of women agpldce where they were not

2. Sojourner Truth was her self-given name, andirédr name was Isabella Baumfree.
She was born into slavery, and she was an outspe&aren’s rights activist in the 1850s as well

as an abolitionist.
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fearful of expressing their rights or restrictedtimge (at work, they had to complete a load of
tasks in an allotted time, but at church, they load hours of services). As evident in extensive
studies on black churches and the dominance of woffehurches] do provide opportunities for
empowerment, especially female empowerment, withenhere and now of the church and even
beyond into the wider secular context” (Goldsmifh3s). For example, newly thriving
institutions like African Methodist Episcopal ChbrfAME) encouraged leadership roles for
black women as missionaries, deaconesses andydfec@ommunity helperdRaisin’s
matriarch certainly demonstrates her leadershipsénetigth derived from her church and
religion, Christianity. She epitomizes the chuscimfluence on black women’s empowerment.
Though some scholars speculate that black womeihairdeadership characteristics are
acquired from their African ancestors who founddteptable to have women as priestesses,
leaders, and witchdoctors, black women exercisen fteedom in the church more than
elsewhere (307). Lincoln reiterates, “Becausdefgredominance of female members in Black
churches, unattached single clergy, especially srtaled to be viewed as a threat to the stability
of congregational life” (127). Black women werdeato exercise their freedom and leadership
in the church, especially in the AME Zion churchhigh has “a longer historical and
denominational tradition of allowing women to belaned as pastors” (293). Even as far as
education was concerned, over half the graduabdes Mason Seminary were black women
(Lincoln 90), and when women were given educatiath laadership rights in the church, the

influence would automatically travel into the conmmt.

Similar to the plight of African American womendian women were marginalized
because of their poor living conditions, their genénd their roles as second class citizens as

dictated by their “dharma.” Dharma is a Hindu wafservice to her family, which includes her
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husband, father-in-law, mother-in-law, and oth@nifg members who live in the household.
The wife is expected to respect and obey her hushad his family under all circumstances.
This forms the premise of Rabindranath Tagore'sdlghort stories discussed in this thesis.

The Nobel laureate, Rabindranath Tagore, is natedi$ well-known collection of
devotional poemsGitanjali, not for his short stories, which have receivetkliattentionyet his
short stories communicate his commitment to freedathescape for women in the remote
households of India. Of the three short storiesi$ed in this thesis, “Punishment” has received
the most attention in literary circles. It is dissed within the framework of post-colonialism
and orientalism of Edward Said. Said’s focus, heeveis on the “colonized” and their condition
contrived and publicized by the West, whereas Tagores an insider’s genuine depiction of
Indian women without mediation from an outsider.

English critics like Ernest Rhys and American catlike Mary Lago have only given
fleeting attention to Tagore and his ability to éaygoowerful heroines in short stories like
“Punishment,” “The Girl Between,” and “A Wife’'s Let” to illustrate women'’s rights in India,
Asia, and other parts of the world. In fact, Makdata Bose, an expert in medieval female
protest poetry, affirms this in her recent studyafduism and women'’s roles. He concludes
that women hardly had a voice until the twentieghtary; up till then, they were heard
“sporadically” (113). However, even beyond thesthshort stories examined in this thesis,
Tagore is eloquent in telling the women’s storl@®tigh much of his literature at a time when
Indian literature remains nearly silent in thisaey His other short stories, such as
“Housewarming” and “Bride and Bridegroom,” all hlgjint heroines dealing with poverty,
caring for a weak family member or in-laws, andated mothers juggling various demands in a

patriarchal society. This thesis contributes tboal study of Tagore’s works by discussing
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female characters that sought to escape the thoktts caste system, patriarchal society, and
male dominance at the turn of the twentieth centuindia. Tagore’s female characters, often
poor, low-caste wives, reject their dharma andhilearchical social values of traditional Indian
society.

The activism of Tagore’s female characters is asvative as other revolutionary
authors of movements in past Indian literature st denounced aspects of Hinduism.
Examples include the Virashivas — militant devotee@gho invented vacana (plain style poetry)
to reject caste system and chastise the wealthyhaidgrand temples that low caste people
were forbidden to enter. Or Bhakti (devotion) ppehat women like Mirabai used to escape
loveless and oppressive marriages. Likewise, tha@ver-poet Kabir used creative innovation to
condemn Hindu claims of exclusivity, while the mpleet Kshetrayya adopted the female voice
and persona to express longings for freedom. thikee revolutionary authors, Tagore uses his
short stories to establish a new movement of doarclass but strong willed female characters
eager to escape the constrictions of dharma ancsgpn.

Both Indian and the African American women manifgsarnings for freedom, both
literal and spiritual, and they use religion todkeway from their established roles to create
freedom for themselves and their gender. Chrigiiaampowers the African American woman to
overcome racism, classism, and sexism, while dhaonéines the Indian woman; yet, she
struggles and frees herself from the oppressivenfedisarma. The African American writer,
Lorraine Hansberry, and the Indian author, Rabinalfa Tagore, epitomize these
aforementioned themes of bondage and quest fatdmneen African American and Indian

literatures respectively.
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The first chapter of this thesis introduces the wadl-known authors from opposite
spectrums, the Eastern and Western hemispherepravides necessary insight through their
biographies. Both authors share startling sintiesi Hansberry is from a wealthy family, and
Tagore is from a family in the ruling Indian cla€8oth authors, though wealthy, devote their
literature to the ghetto and rural or poor wometheir society. Both authors chose their
subjects because of its importance to them, nathasbby. This attention towards Hansberry
and Tagore’s works exhibits a global perspectivevomen’s issues that is otherwise advocated
by a somewhat limited lens of literary theorisspecially feminists. Robert Nemiroff,
Hansberry’s husband, describes her need to broddeasision as an “insurgency” as important
to her as her “blackness, her womanhood, her hismdr(y oung, Gifted, Blackx).

Hansberry’'s America was recovering from a World \&iad Tagore’s nation was agonizing
under colonialism; yet, they chose to write abadrpvomen. Hansberry was purposeful in her
decision to write about the current condition &fdd women. She was not afraid to say, “[A]rt
has a purpose. And that its purpose was actiohittbantained ‘the energy ... to change
things™ (xiv). The authors developed charactel®wvercame classism, racism, and sexism.

The second chapter is an in-depth look at Hanslsemgst celebrated world Raisin in
the Sun.Lena Younger, the main character of the play, esltlack matriarch who cares for
every member in the family. Her love for her chélid is as strong as her devotion to her God
whom she invokes throughout the well-known playanyvh, the name by which almost everyone
in the play addresses her, paves the redemptivef@aher family. The other members of the
household, her son Walter, her daughter Beneaénaldughter-in-law Ruth, and her grandson
Travis, all look to her for salvation from povedgd classism--and in the case of her daughters,

sexism as well.
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Like the second chapter, the third chapter revaaidar struggles of Indian women in
Tagore’s short stories. They too are strivingrtake ends meet.” They face poverty, caste
system, patriarchal society, and dire situatioamfwhich their religion cannot provide escape.
However, these women are determined to find freedormeir own. Tagore’s three short
stories reflect women engaged in this fight foefftem. They go against dharma and find their
own way to freedom.

Like Hansberry, Rabindranath Tagore was born duaipg/otal time of his nation’s
state. He was born in 1861 in Calcutta, Indiajrdua time when Indians were fighting for
freedom from the British whose rule ended offigial 1947. After observing the injustice of
the British rule as well as oppression of the cagttem in the Indian culture, Tagore notes, “. . .
[1]t is for the Big to hurt and for the Small to bart” (Reminisce®5). Tagore’s three short
stories studied in the subsequent chapters aekise for the “Small” to voice their “hurt” and
fight to escape it. Apparently, the realism of @ags short stories stem from his childhood
observations, and his years of travel in Indialag#s. His stories greatly contrast the flowery
and glorified wife who, in classical Indian liteua¢, such as Sita in tliamayanais praised for
her sacrifice and unswerving duties to her husb&ith, being a loyal wife, feels that it is her
duty to follow her husband into the forest, and atgpies dharma. The Gopis, being adulterous
lovers, forsake their duty toward their husband®liow Krishna in the forest. He will invoke
dharma to send the back, but of course they déisten” (Pauwels 245). Though Sita’s
husband, Rama has left her lonely, but she ingistacrifice her safety and maybe her purity to
be with her husband, but her dharma motivateschéutifully follow her husband at all times, at

any cost.
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Although various forces such as patriarchy, skaver colonialism are directly
responsible for the marginalization of women infbafrican American and Indian literatures,
religion serves as either a liberating or suffoawaforce In Raisin,religion is liberating. In
Tagore’s short stories, the women are oppressekdnyreligion. The woman in the Hindu
religion is non-existent without the man. Her chiddd is controlled by her father or brothers;
her adulthood is spent in service to her husbaadirhlaws and then children. Dharma or duties
prescribed for married women in the Dharmashashay seem like slavery: “Even if the
husband is morally degraded, engaged in an afiigiramother woman and is devoid of
knowledge and other qualities, the wife must theat like a god” Laws of Mani. As far as the
man is concerned, his dharma or duty is to studyraaite the Vedas or Hindu scriptures.
Although most modern day Indians, both women and,m&y not follow such stringent
practices, during his time, Tagore was certainlguatomed to the subservient role of an Indian
wife. Even the arranged marriage, which until ré¢ene carried with it a set of rules, had strict
criteria to select a proper bride for a young man:
A girl who sleeps too much, weeps a lot, or godgsa@lking alone should be
rejected. If she has a bad reputation, is se@gbreaks her word, is bald, has
marks on her skin like a cow, has breasts thatoar®ig, or yellowish hair; if she
is round-shouldered, very thin, hairy, disobedientoral, has uterine
hemorrhages, is agitated; if she has childhooddiseor a very young brother, and
if her hands are always damp, she should be reje¢iuesse 88)

Because of much social activism and voices projettteough literature, such absurdities in

marital rules have essentially become irrelevant.
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From antiquity, both African American and Indiatetatures have placed great emphasis
on religion and depicted issues of bondage andlémewithin the context of religion, especially
Christianity and Hinduism. Contextualizing the bvef women in these literatures within the
framework of religion illuminates their similariseand common bond. In black Spirituals, a
heavenly home, complete with furnishings, food, alathes of every kind awaited God’s
faithful servant on earth. And in slave narrativedigious language, prayers to God and biblical
allusions motivate the characters in their quesfreedom. Lorraine Hansberry used religion as
a repeated theme on purpose, but mainly to shotnistian influence on black families.

The authors and their activism is the focus offtheth and final chapter. Hansberry and
Tagore were not only well-rounded writers, but tinare actively part of the cultural
movements of their time. Hansberry’ parents’ caage for equal housing and their one of a
kind move to a white neighborhood may have beeatlyrenfluential in Hansberry’s life. After
two years of college in Wisconsin, in 1950, Hanspdecided to pursue a writing career in New
York where black artists thrived. She joined FRaobeson’s FREEDOM newspaper, which she
called “the journal of Negro liberationYpung, Gifted, BlacR7). Tagore was also concerned
for liberation of a different kind. His study ofé&tern literature and many travels to England
and America may have affected his writings aboetpight of poor Indian women and families
in India. Amiya Chakravarty glorifies Tagore’s ¢bg saying his “insistent opposition to social
tyranny, caste, and economic injustice was, of ssuhe decisive factor in his motivation,” and
that he was influenced by George Bernard Shawumnpigsive” art Housewarmingi).

Tagore’s purpose is unique, unlike male authosi®fime.
Hinduism and its influence in the family dynamiespecially the wife’s role, can be

extremely rigid. Traditionally, the only way foerhales in India to find liberation and yet
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remain true to their Hindu traditions was for thenfollow the example of the Bhakti poéts

such as Mirabai and Mahadeviyakka. These fematésmtevoted themselves to the temples and
gods such as Krishna and Shiva because that wiastie escape from their oppressive
husbands and in-laws. Though bhakti poets inclu¢ld men and women from various social
statuses, women’s poetry was mostly a protest agaiorms of behavior dictated by dharma”
(Maynard 1412). Through literature, women of thér caste particularly found greater
freedom. As Maynard emphasizes, “Women and peafgtav caste are the most heroic of
devotees because they risk the most in claimingutth devotional practice, freedom, equality,
and a voice in society” (1412). Among such fenkddakti poets, Mirabai’s poetry has been
celebrated for hundreds of years by both men andemowvho see her lyrics mostly as praise of
gods. Mirabai has been deified by her followermtng her poetry at celebrations and religious
gatherings as much as other Hindu scriptures. &ilynher lyrics are “rejecting a real-life
marriage to pursue a passionate love relationshitp®od (depicted as her lover or husband),
each declares her freedom not only from marriagdrbm all familial and domestic
responsibilities, and each is shown triumphing ewen who harass her and ultimately achieving
mystical union with the beloved God” (Maynard 141%uch women’s “triumph” over
oppression can be realistically visualized throtiglgore’s short stories characterizing women of
the early nineteenth century. For the Hindu wonman,husband is god and her marriage is

dictated by her parents. Not so for the Africanekitan women. The black matriarch sought

3. These female “bhakti” poets had given up worlalsasures such as marriage and
family to join other “full-time” devotees to writgoems and songs of devotion to their gods.
This type of “karma” kept them close to their godidostly, it was a form of protest against

Hindu traditions that confined women under theipaths.
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liberation within the context of her Christian d&ea and a hope beyond the temporal earth; she
looked forward to a heavenly home. Thus, Africangkican women did not need to rebel
against their religion to find liberation; they ¢dwitilize it. In contrast, women in Indian
literature must seek freedom from dharma (the fatiod of Hinduism), especially marital

duties imposed by the Hindu religion.

Notable literary approaches offer a greater undedshg of women’s quest for freedom.
One of these approaches is feminist criticism, ifigatly black feminism which directly applies
to African American literature. Barbara Smith irr lessay, “Toward a Black Feminist
Criticism,” proposes a need for black women to getoe race and sex in black literature: “A
Black feminist approach to literature that embodiesrealization that the politics of sex as well
as the politics of race and class are cruciallgriotking factors in the works of Black women
writers is [necessary]” (134). Black women'’s litien@ may need to be viewed as a separate and
unique entity, or it may be difficult to understantiat the writers meant in the first place. Other
authors such as Hazel V. Carby, Deborah McDowet, &herley Anne Williams emphasize a
need for a close look at literature by blacks agmsal in understanding the social, economic,
and political conditions surrounding women in AfmcAmerican literature.

In addition to black feminism, Postcolonial thearlgich generally elucidates black and
Indian literature, defines and explicates the “etd#ssness” of women in these literatures.
Gayatri Spivak, one of the greatest contributonsdstcolonial theory, through her essay, “Can
the Subaltern Speak?” delineates the harsh condfiaeomen in Eastern culture. Through
colonization, the voice of the colonized is suppegls However, through literature, women do
find a voice and the subaltern does speak, espetiabugh Hansberry’s and Tagore’s

characters. Rahul Gairola, in his article, makeésstinction in the Indian woman'’s condition:
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For a subaltern woman this means subordinatioheggatriarchal codes that
constitute her subjectivity, for she must be, tedain extent, validated by those
in power. . . As such, the Hindu woman locatesifiternal and social agency in
relation to the gaze of the Hindu man, whose egfteat those religious ideals
that paradoxically produce her as subject and codityjand whose gaze is
somewhat regulated by the paternal gaze of Britidbnialism. (308)
Gairola explains that the Indian woman carries@utide portion” of the Indian man’s burden.
While the man is suppressed under colonialismwhiman is suppressed under colonialism as
well as societal patriarchy. Consequently, the womm African American and Indian literature
develop a voice to speak out of the subaltern dieioto obviate the injustice they suffer.

Finally, both authors write in the realistic traolit, so theories of realism will help
illuminate the lives of common people who deal vatteryday conflicts with others, with self,
and with the environment they live in. Donald Pjze his book about realism, states that such
literature is a true form of writing: “It matter®nhhow the tongues of the critics may wag, or the
voices of a partially developed and highly conveméilized society may complain, the business
of the author, as well as of other workers upos #airth, is to say what he knows to be true, and,
having said as much, to abide the result with pagé (179). Both authors worked with
characters from a highly “conventionalized” socjdt#yansberry worked with segregated African
Americans, demanding justice, and Tagore worked wiimen in a patriarchal society,
requesting and sometimes demanding freedom anditggudone of these approaches may be
complete without a close reading of the texts,aso& critical approach, but as to generate a

greater understanding of themes and characters.
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Characters i\ Raisin in the Suby Lorraine Hansberry, and three of Rabindranath
Tagore’s short stories, “Punishment,” “The Girl Been,” and “A Wife’s Letter,” all overcome
their battle against poverty, racism, and sexigilmtee women ifRaisin,Mama, her daughter-in-
law, Ruth, and Mama’s daughter, Beneatha, are nchgracters who represent the various
struggles of black womanhood. Mama, the endeditlegfor Lena Younger, reveals a greater
development of the black matriarch. She embodiedlick struggle, the religious strength, and
the black matriarch of the family. In contrastite womanly strength in Hansberry’s play, the
three wives in three of Tagore’s short storiesthsee@ experiences at home, and even years of
suffering, and sometimes religion to escape thgmression. They begin as submissive women
who are caught in the dharma trap, with their wifities that the husbands and society usually
“force” them to fulfill. Towards the end, these mven transform from young, submissive brides
into strong-willed women to break free from religgooppression that festers in their roles as
slave-like wives. The authors help their femalarelters to “convert” into role models for
future generations of women, and their writing awns to help women prevail.

Lorraine Hansberry’s thirty-four years of life wetdly devoted to bringing changes in
her community — a move against segregation andrmgaqual rights available for blacks,
women, and other minorities. After high school, Blagrry attended the University of Wisconsin
for two years, but moved to New York City. Thesbe also studied under W. E. B DuBois, an
intellectual who desired to educate blacks and thieen a voice in the public arena. DuBois was
influential in increasing her interest in Africagagai, the African character in her play
showcases this knowledge), and she was able tg barccultural roots in depth. While
influences of the Harlem Renaissance eventuallgldged into the Civil Rights Movement in

the 1950s and 1960s, Hansberry took the racialiaatifurther by writing a play, not just to
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show African American life, but black women as tharginalized group because of their race,
gender, and class.

Unlike the Indian woman, the African American wonsaems to be a force in control of
her own future and family, and she uses Christyastthe source of her strength. The
matriarchs seem to use sermons, hymns, prayerlthamd God as an inseparable part of their
being and everyday struggles. The matriarch insHarmry’sRaisin faced with segregation and
poverty, uses religion as her fortress to remaimnstin her convictions and make decisions for
her family’s benefit.

The mother or grandmother in African American biieire, especially in slave narratives,
is motivated by the want of freedom for her chitdoe grandchildren. In HansberryRaisin,
the widowed mother spends all of her energy workanghe betterment of her children. Mama
wants to buy a house with the money she inheriaa her late husband’s insurance. The
problem is that the house is in a white neighbodwbere only segregated housing is
acceptable; thus, the theme of migration in Afriéanerican literature is broadened here. She
wants to provide more space for her son’s famitg money to pay for her daughter’s education
to become a doctor. Furthermore, her religiouvimions prohibit her from giving her son
money to invest in a liquor business. Her daugiméaw’s decision, under poverty’s pressure, to
abort her child, also goes against her belief@ad can sustain anyone. A classic line in the
play is when she refuses to accept her daughtgnsstic views, and she slaps her and makes
her repeat, “In my mother’s house, there is stddG(Raisin77). God is Mama'’s source of
strength. In the absence of her husband and iarthef segregation, her race, her femininity,

and her poverty are all weakening points, but shssures herself saying, “Lord, give me
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strength” (178). Eventually, she migrates to atevhieighborhood, and her Christianity remains
the point that marks her successes within the play.

A Raisin in the Surevolves mainly around political, economic, andiab@alism of a
black family’s desire to move into a white neightmod, but segregation and economic
considerations prohibit the move. The focus ish@nrealistic turmoil inside the black residence:
the cramped apartment, overcrowded with the manwlmees, and poverty. Hansberry cleverly
draws the audience with the typical struggles pbar family’s life with the underlying race
issue, alluding to the Jim Crow laws which suppbgegregated housing and neighborhoods.
Lena will inherit ten thousand dollars from her el@sed husband’s insurance, and both Lena and
her daughter-in-law Ruth would like to use that eyfor a new house, especially for their
grandson and son, respectively. But the son, Whéer prefers to invest the money in a liquor
store, but such an idea goes against the matrgairistian conviction. The tension between
the matriarch and the son to gain control in tmailfais not as heightened as the tension between
blacks and whites in respect to integrated housumggh is the overarching problem in the play.
Lena Younger wants to deliver her family from tlomgested apartment and give them a bigger
house. She sees her family confined and enslavégelghysical space of the apartment and by
racism, sexism, and classism.

Ruth Younger, the daughter-in-law, fears her futarleer current cramped conditions of
living. She is enslaved to her condition, and hestdtand is too wrapped up in his pursuit of a
liquor business to worry about his wife. Again, tdomflict here is the wife who must face a
harsh reality. Hansberry incorporates realism vl her play since the characters seem to be

retelling everyday occurrences in black familiesanthern cities. She depicts a harsher form of
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realism, in a sense, naturalism: the idea thatharacters have no free will, and are controlled
by heredity and their environment, and the lifeythiee is one of misery and helplessness.

Beneatha, the daughter whose name itself showsdination, wants the deceased
father’s insurance money to pay for her medicabstHJnlike her mother and sister-in-law and
other women in society, she does not want to follogvtraditions of marriage. She even refuses
a rich suitor who may have been a logical matcthéar Instead, she wants to research her
African roots, and possibly not get married at &he is the epitome of the voice against sexism
in the play. Among the five members in the hous#haena is the matriarch who controls the
family. She dominates the characters, thinking shatknows what is best for them. Religion is
Lena’s motivating factor. When poverty and segnegeare against her, religion is the only
force that empowers her.

Tagore’s short stories are also a realistic desonf daily events in a household,
especially between married couples. In these stdnie captures the Indian male mentalities and
Hindu family traditions that seep into areas ofrgday family life. Tagore skillfully utilizes
realism to dramatize his everyday Indian woment éxample, in “Punishment,” two married
brothers live together. One of the wives nags lisbhnd, and the two sister-in-laws quarrel with
each other. After a long day at work, the husbasdahds dinner to be brought to him, and
when the wife responds with some audacity, hdledfvith anger and kills her with a sickle
(Tagore 36). As an immediate remedy to cover uprtbeder, both the husband and his brother
plot to accuse the other brother’s wife of murd®hen the wife is in on trial, her husband urges
her to testify that she killed her sister-in-law,that his brother would not suffer punishment. At
first, she refuses to agree, but later, she detadgive them what they want, but gives a different

account. At last, when she suffers her punishnrej#il, awaiting death sentence, she receives a
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message that her husband wants to see her, anelgies, “| would rather be dead” (45).
Though Hinduism demands her to obey and stay vatthbsband in all circumstances, she
breaks out of the religious tradition and makesdven decision to be separated forever from her
husband. She would rather die than see him agtie eppressed will find every way possible,
even death, to gain freedom.

In another story, “A Wife’s Letter,” a woman writedetter to her husband of fifteen
years about how her marriage has been horrifyimgumee her husband cared more about the
reputation of the family than about her. She resare of her female cousins from
homelessness, but even that becomes a subjednudsty from her in-laws. In response to his
unsupportive behavior, she says, “The proverbiahgde of a chaste and loyal wife helping her
husband even in her crimes only [sic] occurredltofayou” (135). In other words, to fulfill her
dharmaor her duties based on the Hindu religion, the wmiest serve her husband at all times. In
the end, she chooses to become a “sanyasani,” atladox follower of a god, which is the
only way to officially resign from her devotion b@r husband. She ends her letter saying, “You
are thinking that | intend to die. Don’t worry, low't play such an old joke on you” (138). She
realizes her worth in society, and her letter listier of resignation from the life of a dutiful fei
that she is tired of living.

Similar to his other stories with interesting fembkroines, “The Girl Between” is about
a sacrificial wife. The story is about a young gleuwwho, after the wife gets sick, regrets they
cannot have children, leading the wife to ask hesbland to get another wife. Unwillingly, he
gets another wife, and the first wife starts seg\both the husband and the new wife.
Eventually, the new wife becomes like a child, thireg tantrums and wanting to be pleased all

the time. She becomes sick and dies, and theafifstis left hopeless even with her good health.



Koshy24

The narrator responds, “She had wasted those pietieenty-seven years in slavery, going to
the grocery, worrying about fruits and vegetallles,after dinner betel nuts and spices” (51).
Tagore intricately describes the life of servitddean Indian wife, and interestingly compares it
to slavery.

Though authors Lorraine Hansberry and Rabindrafagfore do not directly indicate
their intention to emphasize the role of religibonth African American Literature and Indian
literature rely heavily on religion. Christianityn@owers the African American woman to
overcome oppression, and provides her the coutalgad her family through the most difficult
times, especially for her family’s corporate freedddinduism may trap the woman in the
“dharma” circle before she finally finds her fre@dolagore’s women are searching for ways to
find more freedom, and they sometimes use thegioel to escape their husband’s subjugation.
Though critics so far have explored just abovestivéace on the role of religion and women in
African American literature, this thesis will trg ainalyze how women’s voice and their
resistance to oppression is a grand thenkRaisinand Tagore’s short stories. Both the Indian
and the African American women in literature detdemselves from their established roles as
women and inferiors to gain freedom, and they egdlly grant the same for their families and

others of their gender.
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Chapter One
Amen, Sister! Religious Matriarch in Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun

What happens to a dream deferred?

Does it dry up

Like a raisin in the sun?

Or fester like a sore —

And then run?

Does it stink like rotten meat?

Or crust and sugar over —

Like a syrupy sweet?

Maybe it just sags

Like a heavy load.

Or does it explode?

—Langston Hughes
Black matriarchy seems to maintain its dominancafiican American literature mainly

through the use of religion. Lorraine Hansberrgaua religious mother who demonstrates
through her religious or churched language herroboter her surroundings because she is
empowered by her belief in the supernatural. Qiftezs, especially in slave narratives, the
mother or grandmother is the only provider for tigitdren and even grandchildren, due to the
involuntary separation of male slaves from themifees. The reason slave families were under
a threat of separation from their loved ones inahiebellum South, varied from sale of surplus
slaves, estate divisions, or slave masters movegjward. A study of American slaves and
dispersion of their families reveals the ninetear@htury as a paramount time when slave
families were “torn asunder:” “When enslaved peapége sold apart from family members but
remained in the general vicinity, they retained ifgroontact by requesting passes for weekend
visiting. As elsewhere, however, slaves sold bdymuistance of ten to fifteen miles were
harder put to visit their families regularly, altrgh some risked truancy to do so” (Pargas 268).

Mothers remained in the slave owner’s home, caongheir mistress and the household. This

type of lonely situation may have conditioned blaoithers to feel solely responsible for their
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children’s freedom and to assume that leadershéd. r@imilarly, Mama, irRaisin,carries her
matriarchal role mostly with the use of her religgdanguage throughout the play and her desire
to move her family into a larger, comfortable howith a backyard for her grandson to play.

For African Americans, better housing was impossdiring the period of Jim Crow
laws or segregated housing, and Hansberry's fanaitito suffer terrible consequences of
buying a house in an all-white neighborhood. Ind#obiography, Hansberry recalls her mother
pacing the house at night with a rifle in ordekép away white protestors who fired shots at
her family. Even Hansberry, as an eight year ollj wias at home when a shot was fired into the
house by a white man who was embittered by thgintful black encroachmenY ¢ung, Gifted,
Black9). It is not surprising then that Hansberry cosgaba play as a reflection of her
childhood, since her own mother, like a matriatolok responsibility of guarding her home
without fear. Typically, guarding one’s familyeésnsidered a father’s role, especially in
the1940s culture before women'’s liberation.

Matriarchy inRaisinis unique to itself; in African American culture asgll as other
works, the presence of a matriarch may mean amipetent father or someone who has
deserted the familial responsibilities. On theeotand, though the father has died, Mama
makes his presence known by reminiscing aboutWWadter” and thus making his presence
known to her family and friends. Mama establisheshusband’s leadership in the family, even
to the third generation, her grandson. At the same, she calls on Walter to take on the
leadership role just as his father did. And perHagsChristian mindset prohibits her from

emasculating (as black matriarchs stereotypicallyer late husband, son, and grandson. When

4. Harriet Jacobs escapes to the North and figintsdr children to escape the Southern

slavery and join her in the North.
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she finds out that her daughter-in-law Ruth is gamhave an abortion, she motivates her son,
“I'm waiting to see you stand up and look like yaladdy and say we done give up one baby to
poverty and that we ain’t going to give up narytieoone .. .” (109). In fact, she is the one
who points to her late husband as the ultimate ei@for her son and grandson, of hard work,
survival, and leadership. She points her grandsdms late grandfather as well as to God: “And
when you say your prayers tonight, you thank Gad,you thank your grandfather — ‘cause it
was him what give you the house — in his way” (12¥)ama defines the hierarchy in her family
for the future of her grandson, and on a grandeerse, the future of the black family. Roger
Rubin is apprehensive of the portrayal of weak lblaales and overly strong black females in
literature, but irRaisin there is a balance in the matriarch. Rubinkislithe typical exhibition
of black males as victims of matriarchy:
Emotionally tied to his mother, he must seek hisenlne identity outside the
home. As he does this, the matriarchal family stmecincreasingly rejects him.
Thus, as he grows toward manhood he becomes menatad from his family.
This results in a violent rejection of female doamoe. He turns to expressions
of virility and manliness. The male enters thestiife and is further socialized
into a value system which despises femininity aedkmesses. (38)
The opposite is true for Walter. Though he feaféogated within the matriarchy and at one
point feels alienated, he soon realizes that sbxighed sustenance for his family, and she was
enabling him to become the leader by encouragingtbibe like his father. Though she is
against her son’s idea to start a liquor store dgugdes to give him part of the money from her
husband’s life insurance: “I'm telling you to beethead of this family from now on like you

supposed to be” (142). At this moment, she bestoeusly authority upon him, even when he
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has not earned such trust. She wants her famhgve better housing, and through hard work
and her faith, she is finally able to accomplish it

Matriarchy also affects the tussle between mothdrthe daughter or even the daughter-
in-law. In his article, “Matriarchal Themes in BlaFamily Literature,” Rubin denotes various
elements of matriarchy manifested in female refeigps. For example, black literature may
show a mother-daughter bond, and thus show fenwalendncy throughsgolidarity,” and “If
personal gain can accrue from relating to male=s) this is acceptable” (35). Yet, Mama
connects with every member of her family, evendarghter-in-law, with uttermost care.
Mama'’s solidarity with the females and male®eisinis only to protect and provide for them,
without dissension or selfishness.

In order to understand the black matriarch furthesertain distinction between feminism
and black feminism is necessary. According to Mal8mith, in “Black Feminist Literary
Theory,” this unique branch of feminism “proceedsri the assumption that black women
experience a unique form of oppression in disceraivd non-discursive practices alike; victims
at once of sexism, racism and by extension clasg3f®). Normally, this victimization places
the matriarch in a position of weakness, but Mamaisds indicate her empowerment from a
supernatural source. Smith’s analysis underlinesondition of the black woman coping with
triple marginalization, first as a woman, as blaakd as a poor member of society. All three
women in Hansberry’s play, Mama, Ruth, and Beneattia all relate to one or all of the triple
marginalization experienced by black women in t880s. These women lived at a time when
professional education was not encouraged amonglésnthey were segregated in public
places, and were refused the right to live in ad@aian neighborhood, even when their large

family was confined within low income housing. Hewer, the African American matriarch’s
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religious attribute proves the strongest for Mamalansberry’s play because her religious
language empowers her to be content in her comdigiod guide her family through a nearly
impossible pursuit of buying a home in a white héigrhood. Overall, the play underscores the
struggles of a black family’s survival and movemtntard becoming Middle-class citizens, so
the Youngers can enjoy the amenities that theitemtounterparts have enjoyed for years. The
matriarch, Mama, is responsible and persistentt&inathe nearly impossible pursuit of buying a
home in a white neighborhood.

Mama’s religious language in her daily conversatiatiin her home, outside her home,
and among white Americans, illustrates her contentrim her condition. Her frequent
reference to her “Lord” fuels her leadership asvand appointment to help her family. Her
family’s current condition is their life in an ox@owded apartment; they use the living room as a
living room during the day and at night it turngoi bedroom:

It [the two room apartment] was an unhappy arrareggrand the family was
bitterly antagonized by it for many years . . . 3&@eople live here because rents
in their ghetto are proportionately higher thaminy other place in the city;
therefore even slight improvement would be of aireato exhaust them
financially since the hard-earned combined wagdbethree income-making
members must feed, clothe, and house five pedgi®)
However, despite the exhausting work and poverigme wants to progress in life, but without
behaving like a victim. She recalls her husband whce said, “Seem like God didn’t see fit to
give the black man nothin’ but dreams — but hegi@ us children to make them dreams seem
worthwhile” (70). Since God allowed her current dition, she strives for her family’s posterity

probably knowing that God will even help her to mdder children’s dreams come true, once
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again, referencing to the realization of the dreammajor theme in the play. Mama remains
strong through her belief in God. Mama'’s religimasce prevails throughout the play. While
among her own people she is a reminder that Godll@aged them to live in poverty at this
time, and among white people, she also speaks dGlrect involvement in her life. The use
of “Lord, have mercy!” seems to be her personalveosation with God whenever she needs to
patiently deal with hardships within and without Femily (41). Mama has worked as a
domestic helper for fifty-three years of her liégd she plans to quit her job as a housekeeper for
a white family. On her last day on the job, shistelrs. Holiday, her employer, that she always
worked in homes, and she recalls when her lateamesbnd she, right after World War 11, took
basic skills classes such as welding. During htedlneg, she does not forget to mention God,
“cept Lord, have mercy, when the war, Praise Gumane along a few years back” (41). As an
already triply burdened black woman, she became mangerously vulnerable during war
times. Her spirited lingo resembles that of a &raatic church service — little moments when
she realizes that God protected her and her fahilyng severely tough times. Even with Mrs.
Holiday, who may be condescending due to the raoiade, Mama takes a moment to “testify”
about the mercy of the Lord. She survives the Gdegiression and difficult economic times.
This is her moment of empowerment against racism.

Aside from interaction with whites, even in her gersation with her black neighbor,
Mrs. Johnson, Mama is overflowing with her religipsa mark of her approach to overcome not
only racism but classism. These two characters, Bbhnson and Mama, are contrasted as two
different personalities - the first as a passivstéyder, and the second as the proactive leader.
Fittingly, Mrs. Johnson recognizes Mama’s dynami$vimu ain’t never gonna learn how to

bend with the wind, are you, Lena?” (54) Mrs. Jdmrecognizes that Mama is a woman of
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strength. Mama is joyful that she has quit worlafigr fifty-three years, but Mrs. Johnson, her
neighbor, wonders what she will do now. Insteatlehg doubtful, a religious Mama replies,
“Sit down and look around heaven.” This is folla@Mgy an exchange of “Praise God” by both
women (55). Unlike Mrs. Johnson’s fearful approddama encourages her to look to God.
Instead of saying that she will just stare at thidng, she uses “heaven” to specify a hope for a
life beyond her earthly manual labor. Then, asspoase to the insurance check she is about to
inherit from her late husband, Mrs. Johnson sdysrd, sometimes He works in mysterious
ways . . . but he works, don’'t He?” and Mama regliéle does, child, He does!” (55). Though
these women seem to be in the same age group, Elssuanes the motherly role. Instead of the
check being a result of their many years of suffgand hard work, it becomes the Lord’s work
—aresult of a highly religious Mama’s mindset antype of testament or demonstration of how
God helps her overcome class and economic strug§lesn the start, Mama’s mindset is of an
overcomer, a leadership trait of the religious math.

Mama'’s religiosity is a church type of testimony fbose outside her home — within her
home God empowers her to be the spiritual leadigpeof pastor who guides her family to
make the right choices. Even in the absence ohbslband, Mama is described as the matriarch,
the “full-bodied” lady who, with strength, providés her children, including her daughter-in-
law (29). Barbara Smith separates the plight efilack woman as a much more complex form
of oppression compared to that of a black man (3H&r husband suffered and is now gone,
and she is left with the burden to deliver her fgrfriom their current oppression. As Anderson
suggests, the black matriarch’s plight is to asstiraegesponsibility of shielding her children
from racism, providing for their future, and preipgrthem for prejudices in the world. But

Mama’s foremost desire is to teach her family athese life lessons through a religious
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spectrum, as a pastor would a congregation. Beaghtama’s daughter, wants to become a
doctor, and Mama is willing to use part of big Véak insurance money for medical school.
However, her education transforms her into anletalal who questions God and cultural
standards of marriage, family, and femininity. WiBemeatha speaks sarcastically, using
biblical references, Mama threatens her and adrhesiker not to use the Lord’s name in vain,
“[‘c]lause it don’t sound nice for a young girl taysthings like that . . . Me and your daddy went
to trouble to get you and Brother to church evemgle Sunday!” (76). Essentially, Mama feels
that a godly education in Sunday school is somgtBieneatha should not belittle. Beneatha
feels as though no one cares about her aspiratdmscome a doctor. Mama’s religious
consolation is, “’Course you goin’ to be a doctaoney, God willin',” which incites Beneatha to
exclaim: “God hasn’t got a thing to do with it..Man makes miracles” (75). This infuriates
Mama in turn and she makes her daughter repeatrafte“In my mother’s house there is still
God” (77). Here, not only does Mama establish liharity in the home, but that God is the
ultimate authority, or even that he has bestowedhthority to Mama. Soon after, Mama is
clear about upholding religiosity when she declaf€sere are some ideas we ain’t goin’ to have
in this house. Not long as | am the head of thisilig (77). Here Mama claims the authority to
spiritually guide the household.

Mama'’s religious language is a reflection of heurch experience and its influence in
empowering her as a matriarch. Mikhail Bakhtirspéech genre,” says that an individual can
create his or her own language specific to indialdyheres. Mama'’s religious language is an
example of Bakhtin’s “speech experience” whichngque to Mama’s “individual expression”
(n.pag.). However, this religious expression soal language passed down from previous

matriarchs and it is common to other members in Blarhousehold and outside her household
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as well. Julia Kristeva, refers to such charaspacific language as the “mother tongue” (680).
Kristeva’'s essayemphasizes cultural influences on language, atutin language’s influence

on people or readers. She asserts that languasgfeignite a certain passion that is necessary to
complete the “experience” (680). Mama’s languageiges a unique spiritual experience in
Raisinand her speech echoes the language of the blackichnd thus, an extraordinary cultural
experience. Mama’s religion empowers her, andé¢lagious dialect admonishes her children in
spiritual matters like a pastor.

Hansberry’s playraisinreflects the religious atmosphere of African Aroans in the
1940s and 1950s. Certainly, Christianity is notlesige to the Younger family since Hansberry
wanted to portray the struggles of a typical bleskily in South Side Chicago — typical both in
poverty as well as religiosity. Even the characteasnes suggest a religious hierarchy. The
name Lena, if taken from the Hebrew, comes fromimiive form of Magdalene, Mary of
Magdalene. Her daughter-in-law, Ruth, and Mamarestiee type of bond of their biblical
counterparts, Ruth and Naomi. When Mama makes a g@yment for a house that the family
needs, she tells Ruth first, and together theyaejdPraise God . . . Hallelujah! And goodbye
misery” (126). When Ruth finds out she is pregnantl she makes a down payment to schedule
an abortion, Mama is the first to find out. Mamal &uth stand together against Walter’'s
outbursts of anger.

Beside the biblical names of the main female cliaracbiblical allusions are peppered
throughout the play, even if on a simple Sundaysthcale. Mama’s reaction to her daughter’s

agnostic rants suggests that since their childhbedchildren were accustomed to attending

8. Kristeva, Julia. “The impudence of uttering: Met tongue.’Psychoanalytic Revie®@i7.4
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church every Sunday (76). When Mama sees wilteteagt the market, she describes them as
old as from the time “Moses crossed over” or “& tlast Supper” (54). When Walter is finally
granted a large part of the insurance money tosinvehis liquor store, he is so happy that he
sings an old Sunday school song while walking adaie house, “All God’s children got shoes”
(171). When the spokesperson for the white neigidmd where they plan to move visits them
with a proposal to bribe the Youngers in orderaegthem from moving into the white
neighborhood, Beneatha asks Mr. Lidner whetherdsecbme with “thirty pieces of silver”
(165), an allusion to Jesus’ betrayal by Judagilsic8asically, each and every member of the
family is well taught by Mama because they demanstbasic Bible story knowledge, which
can be Christianity as a dominant part of blackural and it can also be translated as valuable
spiritual lessons learned under the “pastoral” éesklip of Mama.

Even in Mama’s weakest moment toward the end opthg, when a large sum of her
husband’s insurance money has been squandered lbgrVghe is steadfast in her Christian
faith. His friend with whom he invested money fdicaior business deceived the Youngers and
left town with their money. Mama had requestedeafdon that part of the money would be
saved for her daughter’s tuition at a medical s€Hoat since Walter’s decision has left them as
paupers once again, Mama is truly devastated.Shiked with rage and senselessly starts to
slap her son. But even in her weakest moment afddser self-control, and feeling as if she has
lost everything she gathered for fifty-three yeahs pacifies herself by her religious reliance on
God, saying, “Oh God,” while she looks up to Hindaays, “Look down here, and show me the
strength . . . strength . . . strength” (178). $hme type of calm is shown in one of the last
scenes of the play. Mama sits on the couch, swdwgingards and backwards, like in a church

service, while her son Walter confronts Mr. Lidre white spokesperson for the white
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housing, about their right to equal housing. Theatar explains this scene: “Mama rocks back
and forth as if she is listening to her gospelharch . . . and singing wordlessly ‘Amen! Yes™
(202). The church scene is prevalent throughoom fadult members and friends of the Younger
family, and more so in Mama'’s lingo of the churbtama is unable to overcome her poverty or
single-handedly raise her family without her emponent from God.

Although Beneatha exemplifies the sexist oppressfdsiack women, both she and her
sister-in-law Ruth play a fairly large role as sigovomen, even if it means only a reflection of
Mama’s strong character. If all of Hansberry’'s wasnmrepresent a form of activism, Beneatha
portrays women'’s need for professional educatish@s men also need this opportunity to train
for their future. Her name suggests she may bedibrother classes, but she wants to become a
doctor and travel to Africa and make her own ch®i@garding marriage and career. Even her
own brother is at times a threat to her feministwg: “If you so crazy ‘bout messing around with
sick people, then go be a nurse like other womenjust get married and be quiet . . .” (27-28).
Sexism is prevalent even within the family, but Batiha is strong enough to overcome it.

Unlike Beneatha’s outspoken strength of charageth, like her biblical namesake, is a

follower. However, she also demonstrates sileehgth and individualism. Since she is not

well educated, Ruth has been a house cleanerrf ffears. She cannot live lavishly, she has to
share two rooms with her husband, son, Motherwn-&nd sister-in-law, and she cannot remove
herself from her oppressive conditions; she doé¢saee much to say — a sort of voicelessness
due to her class of uneducated women. Her husbants\er to enjoy the same pleasures as the
rich enjoy in society. When her husband wantsit@st in a liquor business, she does not
express her concern. Surprisingly, Ruth exerdigestrength and individuality by making a

down payment for an abortion without consultinglzogy, but Mama realizes Ruth’s decision to
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abort her child, and she tries to stop the aboitishas a godly pastor would. Once again, Mama
succeeds as the black matriarch driven by herioelgconvictions, and also by her ability to buy
a new house with enough room for her family. Masnailling to pay for Beneatha’s education

in medical school and help her go beyond the baueslalaced by sexism for a woman’s right
for higher education, but not without the stipudatthat her daughter does not blaspheme
Mama’s God.

For Mama, the black matriarch, religious language r@ligious practice mean feminine
empowerment. She does not see herself as a femtia.\She recognizes the struggles of
racism because she is the product of slavery, densg her words, “Once upon a time, freedom
used to be life — now, it's money” (107). Perhaghee feels that her son’s investment in a liquor
business, and her daughter’s failure to want toestiee money with her brother, are a relapse
from religious progress, probably a graver issuénty than even racism itself. Anderson’s
matriarchal stereotype summarizes Mama'’s charactée play as this:

Religion is an integral part of her life. She wanés children to incorporate her

religious ideals into their lives. This wish is nhesident when she slaps

Beneatha for saying there is no God . . . When Misnarious at Walter for

losing the insurance money and at a moment of giesad, she asks God for

strength. Her religion sustains her and gives trength to be a matriarch. (86)
She feels responsible for her children to findfteedom and wealth that they need, but not at
the cost of their religious beliefs.

Evidently, the black matriarch’s devotion to herdZurpasses the momentary condition
of racism and poverty. Appropriately, the narratescribes Mama as an extraordinary human

being:
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She is one of those women of a certain grace aadtyp&ho wear it so
unobtrusively that it takes a while to notice. tdark brown face is surrounded
by the total whiteness of her hair, and being a amho has adjusted to many
things in life and overcome many more, her fadeliof strength. She has, we
can see, wit and faith of a kind that keeps hes ¢éiyand full of interest and
expectancy. (29)
For a woman who has seen slavery before her, ayjrdgagion in her times, her “faith” is
probably her supernatural empowerment. That faitldyces her powerful religious language,
which in turn influences people around her, anchigraer leadership as she exemplifies her trust
in God. Faithful love towards her family is evidém her embrace, followed by spiritual
guidance to her grandson: “And when you say yoayens tonight, you thank God . . .” (122).
Her continuous use of religious language desigreatgpe of pastoral leadership, allows her
family to willingly follow her, and enables theirawe from years of living in a socially
downtrodden class.

The Younger family, through the leadership of Mamable to realize any poor family’s
dream of moving to Clybourne Park, a posh, whitghigrhood. The original screenplay/fof
Raisin in the Subegins with Langston Hughes poem “What Happers@oeam Deferred?”
Hansberry chose the title for her play based onhdagpoem, and through her play, Lorraine
Hansberry, the first African American woman playgirti to debut on Broadway, was able to
materialize her people’s dream through the thealtee godly matriarch brought the Younger
family’s dream to fruition. Mama or Lena Youngeryrze a stereotypical black matriarch, but
her religiosity also defines her just as powerfal$/her race, her social condition, and her

womanhood.
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Chapter Two
Spicy Women in Tagore’s Short Stories
“I have been kept shrouded in the darkness of gostoms.”
—“A Wife’s Letter”

During Rabindranath Tagore’s time, while India feed on British colonialism, Tagore’s
focus on education, women, and reform, left a ré&adae impression on Indian society. In his
realistic short stories set in Indian villages, di@gsends his heroines on a mission to change the
patriarchal Indian society heavily stained by ppressive “dharma” or duties imposed by a
Hindu religious culture. Ernest Rhys, an Englisitew, critic, and biographer, summarizes
Tagore’s short stories in this way; they are “dieelcto showing the devotion and the heroism of
the Hindu wife or woman” (50). Like the margin&d&zwomen in HansberryA Raisin in the
Sun,Tagore’s short stories illustrate women who faceraelming social challenges in the
case of Tagore, the struggles include serving tisbénd, the male in-laws, submitting to men in
society, and living with the inability to make cral; individual decisions.

Subjugation of women in the family setting and tlgiest for freedom is a repeated
issue in Tagore’s short stories. The “spicy” wonreindian literature are in complete contrast
to the glorified subservient roles of traditionatlian women in early Indian literature. Much of
the women’s roles in Hindu mythology veneratedgék-sacrificing woman. For example, in
one of the vedic or holy bookSyimath Bhagavathandelineates three qualities in a good wife:
“[A good wife should have] the ability to be aniefént and loyal worker, ability to advise like
an able minister, and fortunate to look like thed@ess Lakshmi herself” (Tejaswani 216).
Though these are not rules that describe a paatichlaracter in mythology, mythologies like

Ramayana render the breathtakingly beautiful wowilen would do anything for their men.
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When women followed the protocol of laws of Manonfrthe Hindu religion, they were
accruing karma points for their route to eternélat#@on or heaven. Tagore’s bold step ahead
through his short stories eliminated the stereagjgieroine, an exemplary woman who served
her husband at all times and provided for his ederyand, even if he did not love her. Most
literature typifies these types of women who fé tlharma” mold. Tagore, however, portrays
realistic images of women in everyday rural Indizovsuffer to fulfill their religious duties
toward their husbands, in-laws, and other maleaiety. In the short stories “Punishment,” “A
Wife’s Letter,” and “The Girl Between” are women avbespite religious hindrances go against
dharma in order to overcome oppression.

In “Punishment,” two married brothers, Dukhiram &luiddam, live together. After a
long day at work, the older brother, Dukhi, demahidsdinner to be brought to him, and when
the wife replies loudly, “Where do | get the ricegive you? Did you get me any rice? Do | have
to go out and earn it myself?” (36), he is enragdds anger moves him to take a sickle, hit his
wife Radha’s head, and kills her (37). As an imiatdremedy to cover up the murder, both
Dukhi and Chiddam, his brother, plot to accuse @haeaof Radha’s murder. Chiddam is more
concerned about his brother going to prison tharohin wife. He says, “[I]f one wife goes |
can get another. But if my brother is hangedriately can’t get another” (38). He suggests
that wives are dispensable objects and not valdabtegans, not as much as brothers. At last,
when she suffers her punishment in jail, she getessage that her husband wants to see her,
but she wants her husband to “Go to hell,” andrepies, “I would rather be dead” (45).
Though Hinduism demands of her to stay with hebhod under all circumstances, she breaks
out of the religious tradition and makes her owaislen to be separated forever from her

husband.



Koshy40

First, Tagore signifies the joint family systemdhgh this realistic setting. Whereas in
the West a married couple may live separated friirardamily members, it is common in
Indian society for married brothers to live togetivgh their wives. And this sort of joint
family system places more importance in the faild@and rather than the marriage. For
Chiddam, his wife is replaceable, but his brotkamat. Second, this family is also a typical
village family where the husbands work hard outsidlehome and the family struggles with
inevitable poverty. They are unable to escapé._tiveer-class in the caste system, and they are
poor villagers, which makes the women not onlylthveest of classes, but also victims of
spousal abuse and oppression. Socially, the sgstem does not allow any upward mobility for
this family. Geographically, they are one amondioms of poor families who live in the rural
areas of India. The women in these conditionsuivéer a multi-layered form of oppression.

A woman under these circumstances lives under hiegeys of pressure — under poor
living conditions, as a Third-class citizen in f@mily, and with the need to please her husband,
her in-laws, and then her society. In “Punishnmight act of Dukhi’'s momentary anger, which
leads him to kill his wife upon just one strike lwva sickle, is one of the traits by which Mary M.
Lago’s “Tagore’s Liberated Women,” characterizegdra’'s male as a destroyer. Of course,
Dukhi did not mean to kill Radha, but her rude mse triggered a violent reaction in him.
Lago calls this sort of husband a “destroyer” wheldom destroys out of malevolence or sheer
wickedness; he does so as the result of a modehaivior that is expected, or that he thinks is
expected, by the men (and sometimes by the womeelgsaround him” (105). Since Dukhi
considers himself as ruler over his wife, a titdstowed upon him from generations ago, his
expected “mode of behavior” causes him to overredtta sickle when Radha is unable to give

him dinner after a long day of work. This sort@hdlessness of the chauvinist man described
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by Lago also causes Chiddam to immediately blarm@Wwn wife, Chandara, for the murder.
When she stands in the defendant’s dock, shethtetlswn story that she meant to kill her sister-
in-law. Of course, the woman'’s final rejectiontelling her husband’s story is not just a stance
for freedom, but Tagore seeks to produce an “itélial being” out of a mere woman, one who
can make educated decisions of her own, and ga&adm through death. The heroine in
“Punishment” is able to make her own decisionye through death, rather than die while living
under subjugation. Tagore utilizes the paradokithaay not matter she is sentenced for life as
much as it matters that she has become an intgdleetho chooses not to continue to follow her
husband blindly, but makes choices apart from salgmessures.

Like the joint family in “Punishment,” Mrinal, theain character of the story “A Wife's
Letter” or “Strir Patra” in Bengali, is also haragdsas one among many household members in
her husband’s family. She informs her husband abeudecision to remove herself from
marital duties and relationships. She declarélarstart of her letter: “I stand in a second
relationship, which is that between my word and GdHat is why | have dared to write this
letter. This is not the letter of your family’scesd daughter-in-law” (125). By saying so, she
renounces her fifteen years of marriage, and aisala her status as an in-law. Because her love
to read poetry and literature, her ability to thinkd her desire to rescue her cousin Bindu from a
loveless marriage were all a matter of scorn ferildaws, she has chosen the path of sainthood.
Similar to medieval protest poets like Mirabai, Mai has become a saint who lives in the
temples, thus rejecting all ties to her husbandrasdamily. In fact, she compares herself to
Mirabai saying, “Mirabai was a woman just like mder fetters were no less cumbersome”
(138). In response to those who criticized herasi¢foehavior, she says, “The proverbial

example of a chaste and loyal wife helping her hadleven in her crimes only occurred to all of
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you” (135). Never once does she mention his nameamgone else’s name from his family. She
begins the letter sarcastically, “To one whom pexd” (125). Before she wrote the letter, she
thought her “punya” or good works that she did ¢in a previous life reincarnated as an
unhappy marriage in her current life. Such a frafmind was a result of generations of
teaching that a good wife must abide by a setlekr(Tejaswani 216). Now, she realized that
her problems were not related to reincarnation gnubutcome over which she had control, and
her letter is proof that she is in charge of hen die.

Tagore goes against the tapestry of this steremdipiife of his time and most Indian
literature before his time to show that women @aract, think like individuals and make
choices that go against the social roles prescifilbedives. Lago praises Tagore’s attempt to go
into such detail about individualistic choices amam may want to make: “The accuracy of
Tagore’s descriptions of these heroines and theiggles is the fruit of long years of observing
the consequences of India’s failure to make udeeofivoman’s talents” (105). This type of a
rebellious woman is probably a shock to Indian eea@f Tagore’s time who are not familiar
with any type of women'’s liberation movements oemplaces in society where such women
could find refuge. Of course, to find freedom frower husband and his family, the wife becomes
a devout woman, since that is the only way oubhfarfrom her loveless marriage. Tagore
alludes to the female devotional poets of mediéwdia who also spoke for the emancipation of
women, medieval poets like Mirabai who could ordgape poverty and oppression in their
homes by becoming devotees of Krishna or other.gdtieir realization that devotion to their
gods was their only way to freedom is what som€&agfore’s women are emulating. “A Wife’s

Letter” ends, “You are thinking that | intend tedDon’t be afraid, | won't play such an old joke
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on you” (138). Whereas death would have been higrastape from her slavery in marriage, the
wife has overcome with her letter of resignatiodgealaration of her freedom.

Tagore’s continued theme of a wife who realizesvinath as far more than a wife, but
rather as an individual, is also prevalent in “T3id Between.” Unlike the short stories
“Punishment” and “A Wife’s Letter,” Harisundari {iThe Girl Between” is enjoying a happy
marriage where Nivaran, her husband, goes to vemt,she stays home and serves him when he
returns in the evenings. During their years obgmjent, she suddenly falls ill and for months
Niravan is nursing her to good health. She rembé@tsridden, and she finally asks her husband
to take another wife so he can have children. Aigoshe is not oppressed by her husband, she
feels obligated by her dharma which says a wife ishmable to bear children is as good as
dead, and she gives in to this subconscious pessawillingly, Nivaran gets another wife, and
she starts serving both her husband and his nesv ifain, her dharma beckons her to serve
even her husband’s second wife. Surprisingly, sive Imas the health to serve two people. In the
end, Nivaran and Harisundari are left old and alafiter the death of the younger wife and
Tagore is able to once again make the rural won@oniglition the focal point: “She had wasted
those precious twenty-seven years in slavery, gairige grocery, worrying about fruits and
vegetables, the after dinner betel nuts, and sp{é&3. Harisundari wasted her youth serving her
husband, and perhaps for better Karma she proddete for her husband; either way, she
became a victim of her own device and, like thefduwife who was following her dharma, she
was left without her needs being met. Ironicallgr hame meant “extra-ordinarily beautiful,” but
even her extra beauty could not save her.

According to Ernest Rhys iRabindranath Tagore: A Biographical Studyggore’s

philosophy about what is needed in society, conti@the culture of his time, is not temples to
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teach rituals and rites to young people, but edoicat “ashrams” to teach reading and writing
(134). The former affirmed caste system and foeb@acasts from worshipping in Temples.
The latter, however, provided not only acceptamzelanowledge, but liberation from
prohibitions. Separating education from the religieystem was a novel idea for his time.
Tagore recommended practical applications of edutébr boys and girls to strengthen their
will and not break it, as the strict Indian eduesatsystem was prone to do. Such modern
thinking even translates into his understanding bétter place for women, and his literature
speaks for the rights of women, for the need dliigent women. Mrinal herself makes a
statement in her letter: “My mother was always vearabout my intelligence, for itis a
calamity to possess it. If one who must live adotg to rules tries to use her mind, she is sure
to stumble and be cursed . . . In an unwary mor@eat had given me more sense than was
necessary for a housewife in your family” (127)agore is using this parody to stress the
importance of women and education, not just knogdelout social awareness. He felt that
educating women was not to start a movement withmuitto spark within a “self-realization and
fulfillment” (Lago 105). According to Lago, Tagarin his American lectures, defined a
woman’s uniqueness in her power “to break throinghsurface and go to the center of things,
where in the mystery of life dwells an eternal seunf interest” (105). These short stories are
unique in their portrayal of poor and suffering wenmmas well as families who may not have any
hope to rise above their class.

In these short stories, women are the heroinesstveagthen themselves to overcome
the oppression created by Hinduism and societakroDn the other hand, Lago suggests that
Tagore’s treatment of men in some short stories Inaag been in contrast with the female

strength:
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The weakness and obtuseness of Tagore’s male tdxa;dao contrast to such
women . . . what makes the men in these storiémgbto forgive, whether they
act from admirable or despicable motives, is theidlessness. They behave like
automations, plugged into a social system that tleegot question until, having
ignored the first faint signals of something shartuited in their relations with
the women in their lives, they receive a reallyeseiolt, the reason for which
they seldom understand and frequently do not tanyze. (106)
Interestingly, most of the male characters in Tagostories are not devious or wicked men who
are “out to get” the women, but are just as hangpbyedharma as women. In the short story
“Punishment,” Tagore describes Dukhiram and Chiddataily work route as a passive and
mundane occurrence: “They seemed to travel therdoad of household affairs in a springless
cart whose two wheels ceaselessly creaked andepd&85). On one hand, these husbands
seem to pay no attention to the intricacies ofdifiel seem to accept what they have. On the
other hand, Tagore skillfully weaves in the cagstem from which such men and women will
have no relief.

Obviously, the author does not dismiss the diftiesl of hard work and poverty these
men also have to face in the villages of India,bukhiram’s reaction when he arrives home to
find a messy home, naked baby boy, and wife whoaaiagive him food that they do not have, is
outrageous. However, after he kills his wife, he gn the floor and holds his head in his hands
like a “distraught child” (37). Again, Dukhi is pgoayed as a helpless man who is unable to even
cover up his mistake. On the other hand, his lerpththo wants to blame his own wife for his
brother’s fault justifies his brother’s killing tus advisor (38). Such an attitude does not

necessarily question Chiddam’s commitment, but hevs affected by dharma, which creates a
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mindset that his brother comes before his wifet INiog before his brother murdered his sister-
in-law, Chiddam was suspected of being a womanaet,so his wife Chandara decided to go
by the river and flirt with another young man. Wpealizing this, Chiddam threatens to
“powder [her] bones” (41). Chandara’s decisioméhave as freely as her husband is
controversial and unacceptable in Indian socigtier husband even pulls her by the hair and
jerks her into the house and locks her in to pretaenfrom wandering the neighborhood (41).

If it is acceptable for her husband to flirt witlomen, Chandara assumes it would be fine for her
to do the same. However, the final point of hegex is when her husband asks her to take the
blame for his brother: “Her whole body cringed marel more and she longed to escape the
clutches of this demon of her husband; her whaterirself turned violently against her husband”
(41). At this turning point, the wife decides istén to no one but herself. For the colonial
Indian audience, this type of blatant expressigna tvife also might make their bodies “cringe.”
Though her husband wants her to testify that slhediner sister-in-law in self-defense, she says
that she killed her sister-in-law because she coatd'stand the sight of her” (42), and she
decides she would rather be married to the gallades. husband, Chiddam, is alarmed by the
outcome.

When he realizes that Chandara will not changestogy, Chiddam somehow wants to
save his wife and his brother. Whereas his witedleeady made a decision to “stick to her
story” even under her oppression, he is unabletide even on his obvious loyalties. Even
when the older brother Dukhi (who originally comted the murder) takes the stand, he faints
and falls to the ground. Only Chandara has ong,séod she is strong enough not to budge
from it. In fact, she is desperate to be hangeenithe judge indicates that her sentence would

be just that if she admits to killing her sistedanv: “Oh, Sahib [sir], | beg you . . . please give
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me that punishment. Do whatever you like. | cée'ar any more” (44). Chandara the wife
considers her punishment in court much less pathan her dharma, life in poverty, and in a
poor marriage. Sadly, towards the end, Tagoreiocmgly describes the fate of every young
woman in this society: “The day this very youngiysehort, dark, round faced girl left her dolls
at her father’'s house and came to her father-inslaame, at the auspicious moment of that
night, who would’ve imagined such a thing?” (44heTnharrator not only describes the fate of
many young women, but also the patriarchal sodletyrestrained women in every stage of life.
Here, the transition of a carefree young girl freer own home to her married home shows what
a treacherous fate awaits a woman'’s future.

In “A Wife’s Letter,” the husband’s weakness ishis silence. The entire story is the
wife’s letter addressing her husband, contradichiegfifteen married years when she remained
silent. At one time, the husband and his familydeall the decisions, but now the wife’s letter
reverses the roles; the patriarch remains voiceledg® the women in “Punishment,” Mrinal had
to live with her in-laws after she was married.r idesire to read and explore was not welcomed
by her in-laws, and she was treated as a misfie whole letter where the man remains silent
also illustrates the weakness of the man who wablarto do anything when he had the chance
to speak: “Tagore does not go out of his way tdigate these men. His dismissal of them, his
leaving them, so to speak, where they fall, is nedoguent than an authorial tirade” (Lago106).
Tagore’s technique dismisses the husband’s existenais inability to better the living
conditions of his wife. Mrinal, however, even iarimarital torture, tries to save the life a cousin
named Bindu who is also mistreated by her husb&ud.Mrinal’s in-laws do not agree with her
decision to help Bindu, and they taunt her endyesBlventually, Bindu commits suicide and

Mrinal writes, “Death is greater than all of yolhélre [at death] she is not only the swindled



Koshy48

wife of an insane husband. She is everlasting7)13/rinal is the voice for her dead cousin.
She embodies the courage of women to resist ewemdtst powerful forms of oppression.
Tagore’s courageous move to create such femalaadieas is an outrageously bold and intuitive
move for his time of colonial India when the foeuas suffering and bondage under the British
rule.

In her letter, Mrinal continues to detail the maoasities of her marital home, the separate
women’s quarters, the prohibited education of wonaew the weaknesses of men. Mostly,
Mrinal mocks the stupidity of her husband: “In aammary moment God had given me more
sense than was necessary for a housewife in ymilyfa(127), and “by some trick God gave
me such an intelligence. | just couldn’t standyallir pious talk” (135). Again, Tagore points
out that the woman’s intelligence is what rescuedftom her oppression. Unfortunately, death
is what rescued her friend Bindu. Even the chilat ivas born to them died as a baby. This loss
left Mrinal without the possibility of being promeat from wife to mother. Though she failed to
rescue her cousin from her marriage, and she &ydtdpe of being rescued from wife to mother
through her daughter’s birth, Mrinal’s ultimate age from her marriage was to go on a
pilgrimage and become a sanyasani, which wouldHfezdrom her wifely obligations. Again,
the oppressed wife uses her intelligence and harreiigion to find a loophole to free herself.

There are only three characters in “The Girl Betw&and the situation may provide
more room for the man to make his wishes knownubirtunately, Nivaran enjoys being
served and he neglects his role as a man of stremgt intelligence when needed. Tagore
describes him as a complacent man: “it never oedu him that there could be any need in life
for art or aesthetic sensitivities . . . Not eveadvertently did he ever think, debate, or wonder a

the meaning or design of living” (45). Unlike Harsband, Harasundari kept busy until she fell
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severely ill, and Nivaran felt helpless. Sinceythvere childless, she coaxed her husband into
marrying a young girl, and he became like a childdelf. She served her husband and the new
wife like “a slave” (50). Nivaran’s capacity ofitiking had reduced even more as he kept
spending money irresponsibly on his new wife, whengually cost him his ancestral house, and
the three of them were left in an apartment. Toweng wife was pregnant and ill and she
eventually died. Though his first wife Harasundamived both Nivaran and his young wife, she
never found relief throughout the story. Unlikegbee’s other women in “Punishment” and “A
Wife’s Letter,” Harasundari was unable to rescuesélé from her husband’s inability to reason.

All the women suffered, and their suffering prodiicetermination to escape from their
oppression. However, though it was too late foradandari to free herself, her husband
Nivaran did come to the realization that his fissfie had lived with him through joy and sorrow.
Perhaps, here is where Tagore provided some fefidis heroine and brought the husband to a
middle ground that allowed some respite for heriBae. On one hand, the man accepted
whatever came his way, and on the other hand Hieswas able to take risks for some adventure.
There was satisfaction in knowing that the mandwde realization at the end, though it was too
late.

Rabindranath Tagore’s travels to England and Araerncd 912 and 1913 included
literary discussions as well as raising awarenedsceeating a partnership for educating boys
and girls alike in India. Like Hansberry who bebe that African American involvement in the
literary circle was just as crucial as their fifhtt equality and integration, Tagore believed that
education rights for women was just as importargrasinence of Indian literature in the
Western circle. In order to achieve these goagorfe depicted women who were not only

yearning for independence, but also educating tbbms, which gave them the confidence to
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war against dharma and the wife’s duties as didthyesociety. Jed Esty in “The British Empire
and the English Modernist Novel,” contrasts theon@l portrayal of Indian characters by
Rudyard Kipling to Tagore’s subjects that are “dsegncial forces in crisis and transition” (23).
When colonialism was the main subject matter ammoagy historians and Indian authors, one
of Tagore’s main focuses was women'’s liberatiamhit article, Sankar Basu praises Tagore’s
uncanny ability to use realism, and he suggeststthauld be due to the time he was forced to
oversee his prominent family’s business affairhimvillage:
As advised by his father, during the nineties Tadwd to take up responsibility
of running the family estate. He had to leave Ci#dcand stay in the village.
From 1891 onwards Tagore had to travel a lot isdhestates in central and
northern parts of Bengal. The main office for mangghe estates was situated in
the village Shilaidaha. He wrote most of his s®rdile he lived in this village
where he had a chance to see the life of the andpeople. It is not surprising
that during this period Tagore gained a great sscgethe field of realism. The
writer got an insight into the life of the ordingvgople in the village, about their
sorrows and happiness, about their difficultiegpd®and disappointments. This
acquaintance with a new world inspired the authdhée creation of realistic
works of art. (“Tagore: Ideas and Themes”)
Since Tagore grew up in the comfort of his weafthimily’s home, his observations of the
relationship between his own parents was not entaugenerate his realistic short stories. His
stay in the rural parts of India, where the mayooit the population resides, gave him a better
vantage point of the common people. Tagore waguelatly able to represent how economic,

social, religious, and patriarchal oppression taeked against the female. Regardless of these
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hindrances, the Indian woman is able to find a waty even if the escape is through death.
Rhys, an expert on Tagore, concludes, “He is ortheofery few tale-writers who can interpret
women by intuitive art” (54). Tagore’s artisticil#iies shine through his short stories, and his
intuition is his ability as a man to realize anthte the conditions of women of his time. Finally,
all three of Tagore’s short stories are simple ghdior commoners to read and enjoy: “Itis as if
a folk-tale method were elaborated with literary gnclining to the imaginative side of everyday
life, yet dwelling fondly on the human folk it poayed” (Rhys 64). For his portrayal of
everyday life, Tagore is praised in literary cisckes well as credited for a movement towards

reform in India.
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Chapter Three
Hansberry and Tagore: Spice in Social Activism
“When you starts measuring somebody, measure Igim, ichild, measure him right. Make sure
you done taken into account what hills and valley€ome through before he got to wherever he
is... —Mam# Raisin in the Sun

The title of Hansberry's play is taken from oneHafrlem Renaissance’s poets, Langston
Hughes’ “What Happens to a Dream Deferre@?iginally, the play was titled “The Crystal
Stair” after a line from Hughes’ “Mother to Soni@ut a mother urging her son to climb
upwards, because she herself, albeit old, is chmmbpwards. Later, the title was changed to the
current title, after another poem by Hughes. Tini®, however, the focus shifts to a negation of
Hughes’ idea that the black family’s dream canretédalized.

Though Hughes’ poem suggests an uncertain futurén& African American dream,
Hansberry’s play culminates in a fulfilled dream &m African American family, though not
devoid of daily struggles. In essence, Hansbearabie to illustrate a typical journey of an
African American family in search of the Americaredm in segregated America, just as Miller
and Williams are able to portray typical white féigs coping with the tough but unsuccessful
pursuit of the American dream. However, Hansbermore of a motivator for her race to
pursue an attainable dream. In her autobiograghgsberry’s positive outlook towards the
African American’s future shines forth: “I wish liwe because life has within it that which is
good, that which is beautiful and that which isdovlherefore, since | have known all of these
things, | have found them to be reason enough dnalish to live. Moreover, because this is so,
| wish others to live for generations and generatiand generations” (xvii). Hansberry’s
contagious optimism lives through her play, anddream is thus fulfilled.

Hansberry was born on May 19, 1930, and she matiugdg the economic struggles of
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the 1930s, the tensions of World War Two, and #ugaf struggles of the 50s and 60s. During
this time period, many people moved out of the pigvef the South to look for freedom as well
as financial stability in the North, resulting in eflux of a black population to northern cities
such as Chicago. This sudden black population tiro@sulted in an impoverished and
overcrowded African American community:
Even though legal battles continued to be wonedame apparent that these had
little relevance to the masses of blacks in thettNatho were trapped in poverty
and the de facto segregation resulting from ragemading the realities of urban
life. Attention was called to northern ghetto ctiaths in the summer by
explosions variously called riots, rebellions orilatlisorders. (Borden 428)
Perhaps due to this high tension social atmosphknesberry’s play served as a better platform
for her presentation than outright activism.
Hansberry’s place of birth, Chicago, was overflogwnith an influx of African

Americans who wanted to settle in the North whibegytcould supposedly find more freedom
and more jobs. Beginning in 1917, more than 50/08@roes had come to Chicago in two
years’ time, slightly more than doubling the citidegro population in that short span (423).
According to the standard of living of blacks im$e days, the Hansberrys were living in Upper-
class conditions. However, Hansberry saw her geoptruggle as her own, and she wrote about
it in her play. In a letter to her mother about play, right before the debut Blaisinon
Broadway, she summed up her story:

[Nt is a play that tells the truth about peopleegvoes and life and | think it will

help a lot of people to understand how we aregastomplicated as they are —

and just as mixed up — but above all, that we lzemeng our miserable and
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downtrodden ranks — people who are the very essdriaeman dignity. That is
what, after the laughter and tears, the play ipssed to say. Y(oung, Gifted,
Black 109)
Simply put, Hansberry wanted to give names andachers to black people and remind her
audience that blacks deserve the same treatmevttites; this was Hansberry’s form of
activism.

Hansberry achieved most of her activism throughatite without creating a harsh
separation between “black art” and “white art.” |@ginting a picture that would convey the
struggles of any community, no matter what the .rader writing was a period of Realism,
Naturalism, and Modernism. Following Hansberrycgvasm through theatre, another artistic
group called The Black Arts Movement (BAM) cultiedta countercultural "black aesthetic”
that centered on African American history, cultued life. Instead of using the arts to project a
positive image of African Americans to whites, BAMed art to change self-perceptions of
inferiority in order to empower black Americanssfudy of African American art suggests that
to promote social engagement within the black comtguhrough the arts, African Americans
established their own publishing houses, magaztheaters, and art institutions ("Smithsonian
Exhibit Celebrates African American Art: Backgrotindin fact, as a young activist Hansberry
left Chicago and quit her studies in Wisconsin, teh moved to New York to join blacks in the
arts and activism [before the prominence of BAMb(ng, Gifted, Blac®7). Undoubtedly,
Hansberry’s fiction and non-fiction serve as a kpehker for black rights and activism. Though
BAM separated itself to be radical in their art giynas a tool to promote black growth,
Hansberry desired to showcase blacks and thestiartalents. What separated her philosophy

from BAM was the feminist art movement, which staodthe grounds that “the perfect artist
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[is] one who, immersed in his or her community ateel vital work that honored and empowered
his or her new and non-elite audience through a#itth and consciousness raising” (Collins
732). The black community of women needed spokesperlike Hansberry to represent
impoverished black women in the post-DepressionAsrthis time, black women were doing
menial house servant jobs, raising a family in ptyyenany in the absence of a husband, and
being denied the right to integrated higher edocatcven when she was diagnosed with
pancreatic cancer in 1964, Hansberry continuecttadtive in the Civil Rights Movement.

Hansberry, in her autobiograpfip Be Young, Gifted and Blanktes how her black
friends lived in tattered housing projects witheufficient clothes, shoes, food or a decent place
to sleep. At a very young age, Hansberry took nbtee disparity between herself, the poor
blacks, and Middle-class whites. Her father, @arjustus Hansberry, was a thriving real estate
broker, and her mother, Nannie Perry, was a teadHansberry was born in Chicago’s suburbs
to middle-class parents, and lived in a well-toMiddle-class neighborhood, considering the
1940s financial status of most African Americafifiey were envied by blacks who struggled to
survive in inner city apartments with or withoutegperson’s income. Some blacks mocked her,
calling her a “slum-lord” (xii). They were alsoraased by whites for buying a house in a white
neighborhood. The Hansberrys went to court toesstith a housing dispute, and on November
13, 1940, the Hansberry vs. Lee case allowed Afrfsaericans the right to move into a white
community (NAAAL 1769).

Hansberry was introduced to activism by her parahgsvery young age. From
childhood into adulthood, Hansberry withessed &ucellof black activism like the Harlem
Renaissance, Civil Rights Movements, resistandgntoCrow laws such as segregation, the

Montgomery Bus Boycotts, the Brown vs. Board of &ation decision, and agitations for
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integrated facilities. What the Hansberrys stadga@ court fight for equal housing was carried
on by Lorraine Hansberry in her short thirty foaays of live as an activist for women’s rights
as well as African American’s rights and actividmough the arts. She felt that by moving to
New York, she would be able to join other blackwasts and possibly find a greater black
readership, as well as other ways of becoming wredlIn such a great cause. Unlike her
predecessors, she wanted to propagate her ideastagaism through media such as
newspaper, plays, radio, and even a televisioeseanhich was too controversial to air. Despite
facing opposition from more militant groups whodstiat plays were a political compromise,
Hansberry’s strategy was not to cut herself off ptately from the white community in an anti-
white tirade; rather, justice for any group of cggsed people was her main goal. In fact, she
met her husband, Robert Nemiroff in a picket lifalevshe was protesting anti-Semitism. They
were married in 1953, but they had no childreny tthieorced in 1962.

Hansberry was a product of many female black atypoets, and writers who through
literature made their presence known, especiatiged for freedom from slavery, sexism, and
classism. Before Hansberry became a celebratga/piht in the twentieth century, women
like Harriet Tubman who are well known for theivatvement in the abolition movement,
women who were outspoken for their rights, likedboper Truth, and Harriet Beecher Stowe
and Harriet Jacobs through their slave narrativ@® the nineteenth century, achieved
significant strides in black women’s activism. IBaling in their footsteps, Hansberry was the
first black female playwright to receive a New Ywarkritic’'s Circle award, and she was the
youngest producer of a play on Broadway. Hanskewgrk also became important for the
black feminist theoretical framework. As Barbarait®ia e explains, “A black feminist approach

to literature that embodies the realization thatghlitics of sex as well as the politics of rand a
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class are crucially interlocking factors in the W®bof black women writers is an absolute
necessity” (134) A Raisin in the Sufulfilled these criteria of black activism by aédsing
sexism, racism, and classism.

Though Hansberry was able to publish very littlewthherself, her radical speech on
May 12, 1965, at Roosevelt University in Chicadimais, relates a very different side of
Hansberry — activism through her speech. In heedlp, she declares herself first as an
American, second as a playwright, and only aftat,thn African American. Her audience is
reminded of Americans and their everyday struggkespitomized in Arthur Miller®eath of a
Salesman With humility she introduces her African Americalmaracter fronA Raisin in the
Sun Walter Younger, who is also suffering like hisitehcounterpart, Miller’s Willie Loman.
Hansberry’s ethical voice is displayed in her kredge of geography, political climate, and
literature to appeal to the “Women’s Scholarshigdsation” in Chicago. IWomen and the
Civil Rights Movemenshe redefines the American Dream and how the AvaerMiddle-class
is “trapped in a dream” (92). However, Hansbergttention to “class” in her speech is a clear
reflection of class in her play. She emphasizasttie class disparity affects black as well as
white people in the South, like Tennessee Williatsiaracter Tom, Laura, and Amanda
Wingfield in Glass MenagerieTowards the end of her speech, Hansberry higisligiie major
evil of lynching of African Americans, especially the South. Because of the condition of her
people, and the condition of poor white people,dhiens that “something is obstructing
progress. . . [and it will cause] reform, revoluatior inaction” (95). Therefore, Hansberry
concludes that theatre (which she calls an “assassjof] Western civilizations”) can reform
individuals and societies. Her character Walteurvger’'s predicament is more heartbreaking

than his white counterpart:
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Without the exertion of his will, Walter Lee Youngaill never change anything.

Thus his frustration is his culture’s frustratiohe problem lies in the direction in

which his mentors and his associates and all tte@gs of society will tell them

to exert himself. All of them will take the viewdt the institutions which

frustrate him are somehow impeccable or, at besbrtunate, but ‘things being

as they are-’ he must better himself and not couathe state of things. (96)
Instead of “inaction,” she calls her audience todmee involved in the human cause without a
victim mentality.

Lynn Domina, in her bookInderstanding A Raisin in the Sufiscusses the multifaceted
activism that goes on in Hansberry's plRgisin first, the segregated housing issue when the
younger family is prohibited from moving into arflaént white neighborhood, second the
gender issues as in relationships between men anten;, and third, education, employment,
and housing opportunities for African Americansg &inally, the afrocentrist view that blacks
should know their “roots,” appreciate or visit Afai, and probably even move back to Africa to
become one with their past (xii). Each charactdRasincontributes to one or more of the areas
of discussion for the rights of blacks and wometh# 1950s. Mama wants to move into the
white neighborhood, Beneatha wants to pursue higthecation and a career, Walter wants to

partake in business opportunities, and Asagai bravgareness of African roots.

Tagore’s characters of rural India are very sintilaHansberry’s characters of urban
Chicago. Like Hansberry, Tagore’s activism incldidiee arts as well as education reform for
women in India. Even before India’s independemomfthe British in 1947, Tagore’s short
stories were promoting freedom for women in Indiot only was he ahead of his time in India,

but also ahead of the rest of the world which aer&d itself “free” in their thinking. Tagore’s
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experiment with short stories itself was novelty lfadian literature. His short stories were a
form of social activism, going against the cultsrsubservient wife who is confined by the
customs of dharma outlined by Hinduism. One ofdiéural conventions that prohibited Indian
women’s liberation from progressing is dharma dredudefined by Hinduism that women had
to fulfill. Dharma bound the Indian woman in herika or her works, but in Tagore’s short
stories, the woman fights and finally achievesflegdom only when she separates herself from
the culture forced on her by her religion.
Although female activism was not something newniid, it was certainly unique to
Tagore’s literature. According to Barbara Southarder study of Indian women during the turn
of the twentieth century, women were still facirapdting issues with sexism:
In the traditional Bengali upper caste family, wanveere restricted to the inner
compartments of the home and expected to covarfteas in front of men who
were not members of the family. Rigid observarfcthe code of “pard@’was a
symbol of high status. Girls married very youngd arere expected to adapt to
the household of their husband’s parents and becotedient daughters-in-law.
Women were expected to devote themselves to faanilreligion. (400)

These women lived during Tagore’s time in his Indi@me state of Bengal, and they became

his source of narratives for his short stories.

Tagore’s activism through literature was one ofrttany arenas of his reformation of
Indian society. He was a proponent of practicalcation rather than the parroting, borderline

abusive, disciplinary education system in moshaidn schools. During his visits to the West,

6 “Parda” is the Hindi word for “veil." Usually, @men would use their saris or their

scarves to create a wall-like barrier or coverisgieen her and a man.
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namely England and the United States, he was asingrtis main pursuit for women’s
liberation. Mary M. Lago in her article, “Tagord sberated Women,” applauds the strength of
Tagore’s women in his stories as a platform to abwemen'’s plight in India to the Western
World: “The accuracy of Tagore’s descriptions addd heroines and their struggles are the fruit
of long years of observing the consequences oaladailure to make use of her women’s
talents” (105). Tagore’s bold move to voice wonsemghts when freedom from British rule was
foremost in the Indian nation’s social climate &nalt too with the lowest of classes, villagers of
India, is a required response to the restrictiongraditional Hindu women:
The primary religious duty of a wife is obedientsee to her husband, which she
must carry out without regard even to the savingesfown life. More
interestingly still, she is required to serve hestband even when it conflicts with
other duties, which is a requirement that in effsatates her from the public
world by alienating her from its rules and prineipl Following upon this
abandonment of principles, the virtuous wife muxtieate her individuality and
her principles so entirely that she must acceptinesband’s action even of selling
her[.] (Bose 72)
These injustices that are manifold upon the Inshaman are issues that Tagore clearly
addressed even as he made heroines as the fooabpoiany of his short stories.
Lago also suggests that Tagore’s desire was mdnilaladdition to exercising their rights, he
wanted women to be well educated (105). His sct®enhtiniketan, eventually became a
coeducational facility. Perhaps, Tagore believgaaéeducation rights are another mode for
women to overcome male domination. Surprisingpgdre also casts his male characters as

“hard to forgive” (106), and as Lago describes Tagomen in contrast to his women, they
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“behave like automatons, plugged into a socialesygdharma] that they do not question until,
having ignored the first faint signals of somethghprt-circuited in their relations with the
women in their lives, they receive a really seyelg the reason for which they seldom
understand and frequently do not try to analyz€6j1 The irony here is that the men’s behavior
is as foolish as they consider their women to be.

Ernest Rhys in his booRabindranath: A Biographical Studgreates a reverential
picture of Tagore’'s fame among British writers dgrhis visit to London. Rhys even describes
Tagore as a sage-like writer who brought literatarfe. He was to them not so much a poet, a
creator of delightful and living literary forms v could express their own hopes and
aspirations; he was a national leader who haddjreet up in Bengal “an ideal college — ‘a little
Academe’- whose pupils and students were to gb torhelp in the task of delivering the soul
of a new India” (8). Like Hansberry, Tagore’s mtiens were not purely entertainment, but to
encourage social reform both by educating younghwlin the arts and by empowering women
through strong female characters in his literature.

While Tagore is famous in India and England, fisrgoetic melody (which he also
performed while in England), Rhys suggests thatfinest” works are his short stories (47).
Tagore is fluent in telling stories about his surdings, and Rhys compares his realism to that
of Hawthorne’s mysterious beings and a blend ofy€nev’s romantic tales (49). Rhys further
notes, “It is remarkable too how often [his shaooties are] directed to showing the devotion and
the heroism of the Hindu wife or woman” (50). @lcse, Tagore is not expressing anti-Hindu
sentiments (in fact, he writes many songs of divomain his poetry based in predominantly
Hindu songs). Tagore’s short stories are espgaiaiique for his time because he was able to

“interpret women by intuitive art” (54).
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Tagore was among the prominent members of thenrgbaernment as well as the
literary and English speaking circle when Englismsva fairly new language in India.
Surprisingly, he was well known in his time amohg British as well, especially f@itanjali,
his best known collection of poetry. He was thistfhon-European to win a Nobel Prize for
Literature. Since he grew up in a home as the yesingf thirteen children, his short stories and
plays revolve around household matters, espesialiyen and their relationships as mothers,
wives, and sisters. He even gave authoritativeegoio the female characters in his short stories
and plays. In India today, Tagore is synonymous witcial and women’s reform. Ernest Rhys,
an English writer and an extensive biographer @fore, praises his writings, especially
Tagore’s short stories:
In it [Tagore’s short stories], he combines notdhand fast realism, but the
human realities with his romance, and truth to reaaitends his wildest apparent
improvisations. He is able thus to gain effectscvta Nathaniel Hawthorne or a
Turgenev might envy him. Dr. Seal, perhaps the-bgsipped critic he has had,
has pointed out that his stories resemble mosebylos . the shorter tales of
Flaubert. (49)

Tagore’s literary tours to the West perhaps pravithe well-rounded literary environment, and

thus influenced his desire to reform his natiotigh realism in literature.

He was able to illuminate the plight of Indian hewsses through his short stories, but
his activism was manifold. Tagore creates a new tyfpan Indian woman in his short stories

who is diminishing within her daily duties or oppséon, which Rhys dubs as “slow s&{{34).

11. The “sati” system in India was an oppressiv&@a@m requiring a woman to jump into

the funeral pyre of her husband during his crematiEremony.
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His desire to educate young men and women equatiiassical literature also took precedence
and he built an “Asram,” a type of boarding schwith strict academic discipline that elevated
education, which was his prime motive (Rhys 143hfortunately, in his climate, he was unable
to do much for female education (he did not haeepitoper facilities), but he traveled to
America in 1912 and 1913 and England intermitterathd wanted to reform Indian education
while maintaining Indian religious practices, laage, and valuable traditions (143).
Unashamedly, he broke the barrier between the watimdian castes and allowed both the lower
caste and upper caste students — anyone who veassted in learning. Rhys called Tagore’s
system of learning (which included literature, agltiure, and art) “experimental,” novel for his
times, and so were his ideas on women'’s liberqtid®). Like Hansberry, Tagore’s mission
was change for his people, equality for men and mmmand education for upper and lower
castes. His foreign trips contrasted the urgencyhis change he desired for his own country:
While in other parts of the world there is no eadhte movement and clamour of
the revelry of free life, we, like the beggar mathnd outside and longingly look
on. When have we had the wherewithal to deck twgsdor the occasion and go
and join in it? Only in a country where the spaftseparation reigns supreme,
and innumerable petty barriers divide one from hegtneed this longing to
realize the larger life of the world in one’s owanrain unsatisfied. My
Reminisce271)
His many travels to the West seem to have ignitgebater need for activism and to better his
nation’s social and educational systems.
Interestingly, Tagore’s worldly knowledge helpedldibis modern ideas of reformation

for his Indian society. However, these ideas begdms childhood discipline. As a child,
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Pundits (Hindu priests) trained him in religiousgices, and his father hired tutors to teach him
Sanskrit, English, Latin and even training in finas. In his autobiography, Tagore describes all
the stringent training he received as a child wealthy and politically prominent family, as well
as his upbringing in a typical patriarchal Indiaukehold. Such an upbringing may have
heavily influenced his short stories and their regs as well. As he explains, his mother lived
in the “inner apartments,” far from the rest of ttagpenings in his father’s quarters. She slept
in her own bed, in the same room with only herdreih. Whenever his father returned from his
usual travels with politics or business, his domintapresence kept the household in fear:
The whole house seemed filled with the weight sfgresence. . . Everyone
seemed on the alert. We would see our eldergiaicdours, formally robed in
their chogas, passing to his rooms with restragatiand sobered mien, casting
away any pan [a type of beetle leaf filled chev@ytimight have been chewing.
To make sure of nothing going wrong, my mother wiaguperintend the cooking
herself. We had to walk past quietly, talking ihigpers, and dared not even take
a peep inside.Reminisce3§0)
Such reverence and fear for the father figure iatvie religion dictates, thus producing a
hierarchy in the family structure. Towards the ehtlis autobiography, he describes his
mother’s death as a very painful experience. Hither slept alone, died alone, and her body
was placed in the courtyard, and the cremationasagucted without her husband’s presence,
and when Tagore returned from his mother’s funémfllooked up at the house towards my
father’'s rooms on the third storey. He was stilthe front verandah sitting motionless in
prayer” (259). Unfortunately, his parents wer¢ aiale to have the kind of equality in

relationship that Tagore sought for his female abi@rs. Interestingly, during his stay in
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England, Tagore made a comparison between the Wesife and the Indian wife: “We are
fond of saying and | also believed, that the deroof an Indian wife to her husband is
something unique, and not to be found in Europé5]1

When other learned Indian leaders, well versetiénBnglish language as well as
classical world literature, were strutting theiuedtion in parts of England or among the few
universities of India, Tagore was an activist ia thaking, using his travels as to observe and
record cultural nuances in hopes of producing altgwnized Indian society. He was inspired
to create a literary culture perhaps through hik/egining in classical Western literature;
“[O]ur literary gods then were Shakespeare, Miléow Byron; and the quality in their work
which stirred us most was strength of passion” J18@gore himself became a literary god.
Amiya Chakravarty, a critic from Tagore’s home statotes that he wrote about ninety-four
short stories from 1877 to 1941 (ix). Among hisstgignificant accomplishments is that he
“made the artist’s social conscience the vehicteafoeeded rebellion, particularly where the
women'’s freedom and rights were involved” (xi)in a realistic way, with believable settings
and characters, he was able to address the ss&uigs of his society unlike the bhakti poets in
his past. He was also knighted by the British eraviich he later renounced in 1919 after the
massacre in Punjab India, where English Generat Dydered random rifle shots into a crowd
of about 20,000 men, women and children; as atresubut 400 people died and many were
critically injured. During later years, he attadn@ celebrity status in India and abroad, but after
his passing in 1941, his fame remains only thrauglshort stories in many Indian classrooms.
Chakravarty calls him the “teacher who presenteliblto the rest of the world” (vii). Tagore
surely presented the rural Indian women to Indi@nelreform was needed most, and his works

are part of a historical movement of freedom aadgformation, especially for the women of
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India. During his time women were expected to altog the norms of dharma, and the West
was mostly unaware of these issues that were tdmngewomen. The sati system which

required the widow to jump into the funeral pyrehef husband was one practice known and
abhorred by many in the Western world; howeverneafeer the official abolishment of the sati
system (which remained in practice well into th&80$), everyday issues faced by women, under

layers of oppression is one eye-opening presentafithe Indian culture by Tagore.
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Chapter Four
Savoring the Spice through Hansberry and Tagore

“In God we make our boast all day long, and we pidise your name forever.”
— Psalms 44:8

Hansberry and Tagore’s contribution toward freeifigcan American and Indian
women suffering under racism, sexism, and clasgsmonumental. Both express their
disagreement with entrenched norms and institutioatshave been in place for hundreds of
years, a task that initially may seem to be an ssfae undertaking, and unlikely to bring about
expected change. At the time that they wrotegénsed impossible that any of the characters
would be able to successfully fight against anthefinstitutions, because dharma, racism, and
sexism were mainstream and operated in both sesiati the accepted, “dominating” discourse
in Foucauldian sense, as defined by Stephen Slamidmonuments of Empire" as the
[N]Jame for that language by which dominant groupthiw society constitute the
field of 'truth’ through the imposition of specikaowledges, disciplines, and
values. Discourse, in other words, is a 'complesigns and practices which
organises social existence and social reprodugctionand [which] . . . works to
constitute 'reality’ not only for the objects ifp@ars passively to represent but also
for the subjects who form the coherent interpret@mmunity upon which it
depends. (6)
Discourse, in this context, involves power relasiolominations, hierarchies, and validation of
certain viewpoints, and values. Those who spolknagthe established discourse put their lives
in jeopardy and risked severe sanctions. Thus;ahscious effort by these two authors, as well
as their characters, to construct a counter-diseoand an independent perspective that departs

from the dominant discourse is revolutionary. Theo; Richard Terdiman, defines counter-



Koshy68

discourse as "the present and scandalous tracelo$@rical potentiality for difference which . .
. inherently situate[s] [itself] as 'other' to amioant discourse which by definition attempts to
exclude heterogeneity from the domain of utteraarwtis thus functionally incapable of even
conceiving the possibility of discursive oppositianresistance to it" (11). One conclusion that
can be drawn from this thesis, therefore, is thasé¢ works subvert dominant discourses. They
explore and highlight the possibility that a wonwdriow-caste Indian society can fight against
dharma and subjugation and win, that an old, rtrlack woman equipped with her Christian
faith can fight against segregation and racismwind They communicate not only what is, but
also what is realistically possible: women bothndia and United States can fight against and
overcome oppression as well as gain upward so®aility. In doing so, they offer their
version of an “other” woman, the defiant, non-canist, triumphant woman as a model for
other women to emulate.

The women use various strategies to resist theegpm. Black female activists since
slavery used various tactics — from oral storieprofate escape to corporate plans of escape
similar to the Underground Railroad. The earlyntieth century, according to Nina Banks,
gave birth to outspoken voices of women: “These oispoke publicly on the important issues
confronting blacks: slavery, racial violence, worseimghts, voting, temperance, and Jim Crow
segregation . . . During the early”20entury, black feminists continued to call forisband
political changes that were tied specifically toga- to laws against lynching, racial segregation
and exclusion, and political disenfranchisemen#t)(1However, Hansberry’s activism in the
mid-twentieth century was best articulated, nobtigh public speaking, but through theatre.
Even at a time when the black militancy of Malcothand other aggressive activists was

gaining popularity among black Northerners, Hansbelnose a more passive route for
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publicizing black issues. She accomplished integnahrough her play. Though some like
Amiri Baraka criticized her for not being militaahough, or for teaming up with the whites, he
later concurred that her play “was political agdat It dealt with the very same issues of
democratic rights and equality that were beingdainethe streets. But it dealt with them not as
political abstractions, but as they are lived” (Wiser Play Than Some Of Us Knew”). Her
“agitation” was more of a non-violent yet truthfelching like that of her play’s main character.
Raisinreceived raving reviews for Hansberry’s realistindering of an extended black family
living in a crowded apartment in Chicago. Her elésend, James Baldwin, black writer and
social activist, exclaimed after Hansberry’s plapdted on Broadway that the reason for
Raisin’sblockbuster performance on the opening night waglge: “[N]ever before, in the entire
history of the American theater, had so much oftth#h of black people’s lives been seen on the
stage. Black people ignored the theater becaesthéater had always ignored thefoung,
Gifted, Black xii). But with Hansberry’#A Raisin in the Suntheatre and the arts could not
“ignore” blacks anymore. The play set off a sedéspportunities for both black men and
women, especially in theatre and the arts.

Mama or Lena Younger, became the religious voicéréeedom in the play, and only a
powerful voice because of her “spiced up” religiddhe was content in her Christian hope that
God will one day deliver her people from their citioths, and one day they would rejoice in
heaven. However, her religious contentment wasiroamplacent faith. She sought the best
housing her money could buy for her family; she aadttitude of Christ-like service toward her
grown children, daughter-in-law, and even her yograpdson. With the use of her religious
voice, she was able to “testify” to her neighborsMlohnson, “Praise God'R&isin55), like

members of a charismatic church, giving testimoofeSod’s goodness. After her last day of
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work as a housekeeper for white families for fiftyee years, she testified to her white employer
that because of God’s “mercy” she could retire (39)

On another level, Mama was the embodiment of unmagéaith when she did not allow
her daughter to blaspheme God’s name in her hoefesed to let her daughter-in-law have an
abortion, or let her son invest in a liquor stovghat made Mama'’s faith a primary motif in
Raisinis that even though her forbidding her family fraertain actions may have seemed harsh
or legalistic, she was not hindering their progiessociety. She helped her son Walter embrace
his masculinity by allowing him to make his own talees, she empowered her daughter-in-law
to believe that her unborn child would not be adearto the already impoverished family, and
she allowed her daughter’s desire to become a dacfwofession that women would struggle to
get into, let alone African American women. Whengston Hughes asked several painful
guestions about the oppression of his people iptésn “Dream Deferred,” from which a line
became the title for Hansberry's play, the dream wealized by the godly matriarch Lena
Younger, not by violence, but by her fight of faitlm essence, Hansberry was answering
Hughes’s predicament in two ways: that the dreaferced did come to fruition through a
published and Broadway acclaimed playwright, Hanstdgerself, and that her play’s main
character Mama'’s faith was the primary force belfuifilling the Younger family’s dream.

Names for each character are significant in Hamglsework, and the name “Younger”
suggests a dream realized by the younger genenatibrihe help of the older generation. The
family name also suggests the generation gap wam&on one side with her religious
motivation, and the children on the other, but AsaBeneatha’s friend from Africa, points out,
“You think she is of the old order because she doiegs out of blind faith. It does not occur to

you that she understands more deeply than yoa|lfof her ignorance, for all of her groping —
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that she moves, she acts, she changes thingss 8teesubstance of the human race” (187).
Asagai, the outsider, is able to perceive a prodauuth about Mama and her family — she is a
true spiritual leader, the black matriarch. “Blagtmanist theology” suggests that the “poor
black woman is the Christ figure for contemporameican society” (303). This Christ figure
can be interpreted as the black matriarch, anuboivs Christianity’s influence on the African
American community as much as the rest of the e¢guritena Younger was the Christ figure,
who would do “anything for her childrenR@isin109), and provide salvation for her family
from a cramped apartment, segregation, and pov&tigh an immense accomplishment by the
matriarch contains the hope against the statisfibdack families around that time: households
with the mother as sole authority meant lower etional rates for the children, lower income,
and higher dependency of government for help (Hagiegl.). On the contrary, when the
Younger family was suffocating under the pressofeacism, sexism, and classism, Mama was
able to “lay down” her life by basically working asservant in white households for fifty-three
years, and later saving the family from a ghett€lmcago to a posh white neighborhood in the
suburbs.

At a time when Chicago was crowded with a surg&fatan American immigrants from
the South, without jobs and heightened racism agdegiation, Lorraine Hansberry was able to
publicize an insider’s view of the realistic livetblacks in 1950s urban America. Arthur O.
Waskow, in his study of race and riots post WorldrWand into the 1960s, delivers an
exhaustive report on the conditions of blacks wiowed to the north:

Most of the immigrants were southerners and ruraleady to cope with life in a
great metropolis. Their coming strained to thesbng point the established area

of Negro residence, bringing much more crowding #nea and stimulating
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attempts by more established Negroes to move natttionally white areas.
Some whites had resisted such changes in resigatiegns in fear that the value
of their own property would drop, and a seriesahbing attacks had been made
on Negroes who had moved. (38-9)
This major migration issue among African Americahfer time is a major theme in
Hansberry's story.

Hansberry’s activisms through her literature wahaps just as effective as her
contemporaries such as Rosa Parks and the bustboy&850, and post Hansberry Civil Right
leaders such as Martin Luther King, Jr. in the 96Rot only was Hansberry a product of her
parents’ activism, but she grew up and lived dusageral periods of black activism, including
the Harlem Renaissance, Civil Rights Movementstaace to Jim Crow laws and segregation,
Montgomery Bus Boycotts, the Brown v. Board of Ealimn decision, and agitations for
integrated facilities. Sadly, Hansberry died in 326 the age of thirty four after a battle with
pancreatic cancer. Posthumously, her husband, Rabketiroff, compiled her journal, essays,
and other writings into a new type of autobiogrgptamely, To Be Young, Gifted and Black,
and published it in 1971, five years after her deaNemiroff shares her personal accounts of
her childhood growing up in contrast to whites &amgoor blacks, as well as her move to New
York to be a part of the activism reshaped Amerdacan Americans, and the Arts.

Waskow also notes a new term “creative disordernttvivas neither demonstrated by
neither violent, nor nonviolent African American®festors, but the artists: “Negroes expressed
intense anger and hatred not only for the segr@yatistem but for the segregationists
themselves or even for all whites. And yet thisdhwas expressed by pursuing change, not by

attacking the enemy” (276-77). This type of cneatilisorder defines Hansberry’'s approach
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best. She was “pursuing change,” and she did salyrtarough literature and theatre. This
pursuit engaged her within the community, not ligcking whites or men, but by writing stories
that would produce multidimensional black characteith whom an audience can relate,
whether they be blacks or whites or even Jewislthiatrmatter. Perhaps, her methodology was
more effective in reaching the urban communityrt&ely, there are indications that the Civil
Rights Movement of the 1960s “accomplished morengkan race relations” than other types of
violent or non-violent demonstrations (Waskow 27Bansberry’Raisin,a realistic depiction

of the newly forming colored Chicago cities, shouidloubtedly be part of the great
accomplishments of “creative disorder” of her era.

In fact, Hansberry's play has given equal crediptio the black male when much talk
about matriarchy as a root cause of emasculatioarbe central to African American social
structure. Frances Foster in her “Changing Comcefothe Black Woman” suggests that
matriarchy has “often destroyed the traditionatkltamily and has placed the Black woman as
the direct competitor of the Black man” (438). Hmwer,Raisinhas regained that lost aspect of
black masculinity in the character of Walter. Hagrsy was successful in unifying the black
family without pointing fingers at whites. Fostecommends a complete awareness of the
female black self in order to bring about changthanblack community:

The comprehension and statement of this awareregs\from individual to
individual, but in general is based upon the knolgkethat the oppressive past
and present do not have to mirror the future, talization of themselves, their
situation and the causes for this condition, isfitts¢ step toward liberation, but
that positive steps, beginning with Black unificati must be taken to change

their situations. (454)
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However, Hansberry’'s attitude towards literatura@st reflects Foster’s in that she is aware of
the “oppressive past,” but her desire is not jastblacks to be united, but for the nation to be
united. In fact, the Younger family’s move in thlay suggests more than a desire to prove
financial equality or integration. They have aide# assimilate. Their move is a beginning in
civil conversation between races and neighborlg lamong all Americans.

Hansberry’s motives almost mirrored Rabindranatfjof@’s desire for change in his
nation. Women were able to project a voice throlighgore’s stories. They told their story in
the court, through a letter, and expressed thermsdlgfore women'’s liberation in India, in a way
that only Tagore could have allowed them. Hisistialportrayal of women and their role in
Indian society also underscored the types of steuthgt these women faced at the turn of the
twentieth century: oppression of women, sexism, @wsuffering poverty, and male
domination, partly as a result of religious oppr@ss UnlikeRaisin’smatriarch, these women
had to fight against religious conventions in ortegain their freedom. In “Punishment,” “The
Wife’s Letter,” and “The Woman in Between,” womeacbme “spiced up,” using their
individuality to overcome their oppression. Alldle short stories depict three different types of
freedom for the Indian woman.

The short story “Punishment,” where the woman’slansl wants her to take the blame
for her sister-in-law’s death, instead of his owatber who killed his wife in anger, is the first
instance of male domination and women’s questrBedom. Her husband wants her to lie that
she killed her sister-in-law in self-defense anthtemtionally murdered her so she can be
acquitted. Instead, she is satisfied in the rbke scapegoat. Even after her husband explains
that his story will release her from the prison andg her back home, she considers her

husband’s home as greater imprisonment. In thelefdre she is to be hanged, her one wish is
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to see her mother. At the same time when her Imaspleads to see her one more time, her
rejection of him is her voice for freedom. The altdrn does speak through Chandara’s
resistance to patriarchy. She chooses death tegtragainst her husband. Her final refusal to
give her husband what he wants even when her davislat stake is the “spicy” Indian woman'’s
choice against her societal duties of dharma ta @etiful wife for a lifetime. Maynard
describes her oppression and resistance as: “Tagotienate understanding both of the
oppressed to resist even the most powerful fornmppfession . . . Chandara [the accused] is a
typical Tagore protagonist representing the powerdignity of the human will in the face of
societal degradation” (NAWM 2620). Through higiceite details of family dynamics in
traditional Indian culture, Tagore verifies hisitnacy with his subjects, as well as his
understanding of women’s struggles.

The story “A Wife’s Letter” is a sort of a womanasignation from her role as a
subservient wife. The wife’s desire to rescuefhiend from an acrimonious relationship with
her husband also turns her into a villainous figumeong her in-laws. Eventually, she finds the
only way to escape such marital tyranny is to es¢ajp sanyasan, a spiritual title for a woman
who refuses earthly pleasures. Essentially, gitedireligion with religion. Though her dharma
or religiously described duty is to obey her husband in-laws, her religion also allows her to
become a saint, only devoted to religious dutiés.a final strike against her husband, she
chooses the role of Hindu sainthood, and gainsleserved freedom. Tagore alludes to such
poets Mirabai and Mahadeviyakka, who also gained theedom by forsaking earthly things,
mainly patriarchy and a wife’s confining roles iramage, and made themselves lovers and
“wives” of their gods.

“The Girl Between” probably has the most distinetting among the three short stories: a
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couple who lives by themselves, without outsiderii@rence, with a decent income.
Nevertheless, it serves the purpose of providingpéistic look at familial situations in rural
India. A flourishing young businessman marriegautiful young girl, and his wife suddenly
falls ill, and there is a sudden role reversalst like she waited on him, getting his beetlenut fo
chewing, his meals, his clothes, he was waitinfp@mwhen she was bed-ridden. All the while
she was bed-ridden, she was feeling the guilt ofdoeerved. As soon as she was well again,
she realized she was not worthy of such good trewattimecause she could not bear any children.
Her immediate plan to insist on a younger bridehier husband was another sacrificial step in
providing ultimate comfort for her husband. Howewhe later ended up serving both her
husband and his new wife. By the time the youndebdied with her childish tantrums and
demands for luxury, she had already left the faidpkrupt. The old and broke couple was
now left with a dead woman who had nothing lefgisee. The first wife, alive and far from
youthful, realized her need for freedom, but slierdit obtain her own escape, except in telling
her story.

What Tagore is able to do through his short stasegve insight into the everyday life of
women, and echo a phenomenal voice for the dowdémmdvomen in rural India, and his
literature thematizes the “spiced up” female hegsifor many future writers, especially female
writers. His unmistakable zeal for women as hlgestt is especially unique because he lived in
a time of colonialism. Despite 300 years of caddism by the British in India, Tagore’s voice
for freedom and rights for women became a greaitajest for his stories.

In the early twentieth century, women in his st#t8engal, India were going through a
controversial phase of suffrage rights. Uppersldsdu women who were educated in English

had greater rights than the rural women. Howepper-class Hindu women were not exempt
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from the dharma and customs brought from theigi@h. Barbara Southard discusses the
change in the status of Bengali women during Tdgdimae:
The changing economic base of the Bengali uppeesaisat resulted in the
consolidation of urbanized professional elite ia lite nineteenth century created
new social conditions conducive to the redefinitidrthe role of women.
Professional men seeking upward mobility found thregducated wives limited
by the parda systéroould not take the lead in the education of thkitdren nor
provide wifely support for their professional caeeThey admired the British
upper Middle-class pattern in which wives were hedpts and hostesses who
could further their husband’s career. (400)
Tagore’s family was in the same Upper-class, argbiieawas familiar with both Indian customs
as well as Western customs from his several traedBsitain, the United States, and several
other countries. He was the youngest of thirtdeldien, all of whom lived in a palace. His
father was among the patriarchs who formed a premiklindu sect called the “Adi Dharm.”
His father and paternal grandfather were tradetis Buropeans. At a time when few Indians
traveled to Europe, Tagore’s father and uncles \abke to frequent England, and Tagore
himself was able to visit over thirty countrieshiis lifetime. Since Tagore grew up in a joint
family systerfi, even as the youngest child, he was able to obske/Hindu traditions in family

relations. In his autobiography, he also describg€hildhood and how a marriage arrangement

7. According to the Hindu “dharma” or duty, men medt and brought their wives into
the family, and the large family unit, includingagidparents, and even great grandparents of the
family’s patriarch, lived together. Only the womeare married “out” of the family and went to

live with their husbands as well as all the sumgvmembers of his family.
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with the family priest’'s daughter was dissolveceaflifficulties between his father and the
priest’'s disagreement on money matters. Duringdlidthood, his travels to Europe allowed him
to make distinctions between the European wifethadlutiful Indian wife, as detailed in his
autobiography (165). Although rare for Indians entthe colonial rule, Tagore journeyed to
London for the second time in 1912, and was reaaghin literary circle as a celebrated author.
Even in his autobiography he admired the role afnen in Britain up to a certain level, a level
which he wanted his people to emulate. His grdatdrwas that he was able to bring even the
Lower-classwomen into his short stories. Today,ldvoenowned female writers such as
Arundhati Roy and Zhumpa Lahiri may very well be thuit of Tagore’s labor. They are well
celebrated Indian authors, even in the West, wimtimoe Tagore’s legacy of telling women’s
stories from all walks of life. Movies and telewis shows based on Tagore’s tradition to
dramatize rural India’s stories can be attributedagore.

Both Hansberry and Tagore lived at a climacticetioh their nation’s history, and they
used their talents for a promising future for thm@pple. America in Hansberry’s time was
racially divided, and women'’s rights were also @bdte. Another issue was Black migration to
the North, which displaced many blacks who remaingkout jobs and places to live as freely
and enjoy the pleasures as their white counterp&ven those who were able to move into
white neighborhoods were prohibited by segregdt@ars. British colonialism in India was
heavy upon the Indian psyche, a form of racism,re/iéhites had the upper hand also in trade.
Such events began in the 1600s, moving into oppreessle from the 1800s until the remarkable
political leadership of Mahatma Gandhi, which okiegtv British rule in 1947, six years after the
death of Tagore. Racism among Indians, with tleegdence of the caste system, affected

people in the lower caste and doubly affected pamnen. Many of these contemporary issues
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were addressed by both Hansberry and Tagore thitbeghuse of realism and believable
characters, and they created stories that willdemalasting impact on any community. Though
Hansberry’s matriarch was able to win her familjistory through her Christian devotion
expressed through her language, Tagore’s womeggirto free themselves from dharma and
Hinduism despite difficult hurdles.

Ironically, Hansberry believed that religion wadgfiel for some people to overcome
oppression: “I rather admire this human qualityrtake our own crutches as long as need them
[religious beliefs]” Young, Gifted, Black 197 But Mama'’s religious language was more than a
“crutch,” it became the central theme and the fohe¢ empowered her for the redemption of her
family.

In a similar way, Tagore believed in equal educetar all and in the value of each
individual. Though his literature was saturatethvine need for freedom, an inherent, God-
given attribute, he failed to realize that an edkérareator God, not mere human imagination, was
needed as the foundation from which to build a iciemt philosophy of human freedom. One of
Tagore’s widely read patriotic poems evokes thaliderld that he desired:

Where the mind is without fear and the head is h&jd
Where knowledge is free

Where the world has not been broken up into fragsnen
By narrow domestic walls

Where words come out from the depth of truth

Where tireless striving stretches its arms towaet$ection
Where the clear stream of reason has not lostdts w

Into the dreary desert sand of dead habit
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Where the mind is led forward by thee

Into ever-widening thought and action

Into that heaven of freedom, my Father, let my ¢guawake. (n.pag.)
Both writers were instrumental in tumbling the “Igalin their nations: Hansberry worked to
destroy the walls of segregation and gender ingguahd Tagore worked against the “narrow
domestic walls” that separated women and men fawe-filled living. Sadly, both failed to
recognize the “Father,” the creator of all beautg all beautiful ideas, whether they are life,
equality, hope, or freedom. However, within th&ségcan American and Indian stories, women
were able to achieve the freedom that they desaed the authors were able to mark these
women as heroines for which women today are griatafid continue to add spice to the human

race.
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