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Teaching the Ancestor Figure in African Americatetature

From the earliest African American slave narrait@contemporary African American
literature, the ancestor figure has remained ialegrAfrican American literary tradition. Toni
Morrison’s articulation of the ancestor in “Rooteds: The Ancestor as Foundation,” offers the
ancestor figure as a useful criterion for evalupttack literature. She identifies the ancestor
figure as an indispensable presence that deterrthieesiccess or failure of the central character:

[It] seems interesting to me to evaluate Blatd#ture

on what the writer does with the presence ofteestor. . .
these ancestors are not just parents, they drefdomeless
people whose relationships to the characterbamevolent,
instructive and protective, and they provide dase kind of
wisdom. (“Rootedness” 343)

In The Oxford Companion to African American LiteratuFeudier Harris articulates the
initial theoretical framework for identifying theneestral characters such as Minnie Ransom in
Toni Cade Bambara8he Salt EatersJack Crawley in David BradleyBhe Chaneysville
Incident and “the shiny man” in August WilsonJ®e Turner's Come and Gan&oth Morrison
and Harris assert that the ancestor creates a gaogerrogating generational influences and
examining tensions that arise from the relationsl@fween the past and the present.

I maintain that the ancestor figure operatesapasitory for discussions about African
American culture, and their use in fiction servesarehicle for the nuanced exploration of
cultural and historical memory. Frequently the @taeis represented as a living person, but it
may also be represented as a non-living entityh sisca place, monument, or an artifact that

symbolizes and memorializes the past. | hold thatincestor provides a viable and interesting
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means to read and teach African American literagiwven that the ancestor emphasizes distinct
cultural and aesthetic traditions.

I will begin by identifying a useful technique ¢onnect the concept of the ancestor with
the student’s own cultural background by havingrlageate a cultural inventory and an
autoethnography that considers the elder in tlaanilfy (Bowles 138). Next, | will define the
ancestor and examine common representations ainitestor using William Melvin Kelley'A
Different Drummey Gloria Naylor'sMama Day and Toni Morrison’$?aradiseas models for
discussion. Throughout, | will provide an extensiagalogue of texts that draw on the literary
figure known as the ancestor figure. My intenoidé broad in scope, yet specific enough in my
definition of the ancestor so that it enables arclenderstanding of the various functions of this
literary device. | have divided this article inted sections, the student analysis section and the
textual analysis section. | will conclude by prasenthree essay questions—each question
varies in its level of complexity and is designeddtudents in high school as well as students at
the undergraduate or graduate level.

STUDENT ANALYSIS
Cultural Inventory and Autoethnography

Anthropologist Clifford Geertz calls culture "astgm of inherited conceptions expressed
in symbolic forms by means of which people commatagcperpetuate, and develop their
knowledge about and attitudes toward life" (89ude&hts should begin considering cultural
groups into which they were born and cultural gupwhich they choose to participate, as a
first step in creating a cultural inventof§aee Cultural Inventory: Part 1)They should pay
particular attention to intersections between thieous groups to which they belong. For

example, what connections exist among their etAnetrecreational activities, their family
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structure and their religion, or the region whéreytlive and their ethnic group? The analysis
will permit students to consciously reflect on agpaéhat make up their individual identity, their
status as aimsider, andsubculturesthat surround therh.

CULTURAL INVENTORY CATALOGUE

Groups into which you were born: Groups of which yu choose to be a part:
Ethnic Athletic

Regional Social

Religious Religious

Political Political

Family Type Recreational

Socioeconomic Educational

Gender Occupational

Racial Marital Status/Parenthood

Generational

Part two of the cultural inventory involves cregti detailed list. Have your students
choose from their ethnic, regional, or religiouttiune and list as many rites, rituals, ceremonies,
values, beliefs, histories and/or artifacts of thatural group(See Cultural Inventory: Part 2)

The next assignment involves writing amtoethnography. Like anethnography, an

autoethnography is an analytical, objective, peabancount about the self/writer as a part of a
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group or culture.(See PowerPoint: Autoethnography Definddiyect students to write an
autoethnography centering on the family elder tommunicates some aspect of their cultural
group. You will want to provide readings of autaeigraphies from many different cultures.
They may choose to focus on the tensions betwesnsiibculturesand the larger culture or
they may reflect upon the elements of their cultepresented by the elder figure.

Students will explain, contextualize, and analyrermeaning of their cultural tradition
and may include cultural narratives or stories tratips tell about themselves or to one another.
Sometimes these stories communicate the tensidwe®e their culture and the dominant
culture. They should write what Geertz call$hack description” of one of their cultural
traditions—their description must explain a ritoalan artifact that is closely associated with
their cultural group. Students may want to stthegensions within their own cultural groups as
well. Emphasize that they are explaining these efegmof their culture to an outside group and
stating their stated meanings and underlying meaniGeertz 5-6, 9-10). As an illustration, you
can provide examples of tensions between the dorhdture and the subculture that are
especially prominent in African American folk tradns, including the Br'er Rabbit/Tar Baby
trickster tales, where signifying and other modeimdirection were utilized to critique
American slave culture.

Andrew Lam’s “Going the Vegetarian Route, for a,Bas told onNational Public Radio
(NPR) offers a unique perspective of his grandngteiltural traditions. Tensions presented
here are, in part, generational but are also allas well. “The Chinatown Idea,” by Eric Liu,

also offers another perspective of his grandmatherthe tensions that exist between American
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culture and Manhattan’s Chinatowr/fter providing a definition of the autoethnograpnd
analyzing these examples, students should hawsaidea about how to proceed with their own
autoethnography (See Autoethnography Assignment.)

Discussion Questions:

Encourage students to consider the elder in tamily (immediate or extended) and the
role that the elder plays. What traditions do taepbody? How do they pass down these
traditions? Most illuminating is asking them whatditions they will pass down to their
children. Why will they (or in some cases, woneyh pass down various traditions to the next
generation? The purpose here is twofold; one it the students reflect on their own
background, family histories, traditions and thke raf the elder in their own family. Second, it
allows the students to make connections with caisadyat will be discussed shortly regarding
the ancestor to their own familial background. Birgour students to share sections of their
autoethnographies and encourage them to analymrisarommonalties and differences they
share with other students, especially as it pestairthe elder’s position and function in their
family.

Cultural Retentions and the Elder

The most direct area of transition between theethhographies and the introduction of
African American literature is the idea of slavand the transference or passing on of traditions
from generation to generation. Early scholarship African American literature centered on the

existence and validity of a Black aesthetic. Ge@gkuyler’s “The Negro Art Hokum” and
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Langston Hughes’s “The Negro Artist and the Raklalintain” are two foundational essays that
students can read to initiate this discussion diggridentifying elements of Black art forms.
Another area of debate concerning Black culturdered on the effects of the Middle
Passage and slavery; did slavery destroy all atiomes to African culture or are there aspects
that were retained or reinterpreted? This is thmmraaument between Melvin Herskovitz and E.
Franklin Frazier. Frazier believed that people &fdan descent lost all remnants of their
cultural heritage as a result of slavery and arghatiBlack culture in America emerged
independently from any West African influencesThre Myth of the Negro Padilerskovitz,
maintained the opposite. He believed that thereewetentions from Africa that survived and
were re-interpreted. A lecture or assigning seveadlings on Herskovitz's and Franklin’s work
(or Lorenzo Turner'&fricanisms in the Gullah Dialexwill provide transitions between
discussing transference of culture—the passing daovraditions from generation to generation
within the student’s culture and the similaritieglalifferences that exist for many people of
African descent. Readings might include “Anansi#&peder”. Anansi the Spider is a significant
God in West African folklore whose status was tfamed to locations where people of African
descent were placed after the Middle Passagentaida and Grenada the spider god became
Anancy. In South Carolina, the spider god becamet Alancy (the Americanized version of
Anansi).Ananasi tales represent an important residual emterpreted element from trickster
tales from Africa that made their way to Americ&kd Anansi, the ancestor figure represents
another cultural retention carried from Africa tanArica. The ancestor figure in Black literature
is an avatar of the elder—an often revered fignrBlack families and in Black communities.
The deep-rooted reverence for elders in traditigfidcan American families and the

representation of the ancestor in literature apgres a similar act of veneration for elders and
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deceased ancestors in parts of West Afric&dh Jordan, Roll Eugene Genovese maintains
that when many slaves came to America, they redaime tradition of respecting elders (522).
The elders in many slave communities passed onwhgilom and experience to the next
generation, managed to care for the young childaed,healed the sick in their communities by
way of folk remedies. Genovese holds the opiniat darly generations of African-descended
people retrained a belief that the religious spioit their ancestors continued to interact with
those of the living (523). While ancestral venenatamong African Americans to a large extent
ceases to exist, the respect for elders in tragitidfrican American communities remains; with
these cultural formations in mind, you should pat to students that African American writers
often draw upon this tradition when representirgahcestral character in literature.
The Ancestor: Definition and Literary Examples

In undergraduate and graduate courses, Morrigssay, “Rootedness: The Ancestor as
Foundation,” Farah Jasmin Griffin’s bodkho Set You Flowingnd Trudier Harris’s entry on
the ancestor ifhe Oxford Companion to African American Literatare excellent starting
points for understanding the role of the ance&§tbe ancestor, as represented in African
American literature, embodies all facets of oratittions—music (spirituals, work songs, blues,
gospel, jazz, rhythm and Blues, rap) folktales, pregaching. Useful texts that support the use of
oral traditions in Black literature include theroduction and first chapter to Bernard Bell's
African American Novel and its Literary TraditigrGeneva Smitherman&alkin’ and
Testifying or Talkin’ the Talk: From the Amen Corner to the Ho{8ee Powerpoint
Presentation: The Ancestor Defined)

Another characteristic, just as central to thesatar as the oral tradition, is the ancestor’'s

link to the remote or recent past which enablesangito recall memories or events. The
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ancestor’s communal interactions, especially tbeitact with members of the next generation,
enlighten the central character about the past$are that this former period of time has not
been forgotten or dismissed. A film that commuresahese relevant themed®igughters of the
Dustwherein Nana Peazant reminds her offspring thae‘fst is prologue.” Like most
ancestor figures, Nana allows a blurring of bouresalbetween scenes that take place in the past
and those that take place in the present. Shesiseder of the old ways of living on 1bo
Landing, a remote and isolated island of the coaSobuth Carolina and Georgia, and Africa.
Memory and history then, are passed on via thesdoiceAt this point, students should discuss
what makes something a partra$tory and what constitutasemory The differences and
similarities between the two should also illumingte previous discussions concerning
dominant cultural groups and sub cultural grouas were brought forth during the cultural
inventory and autoethnography assignment. Thefgignce of history and memory is a
prominent feature in the lives of many people ofié¢én descent and it manifests in many Black
cultural forms—especially in songs such as “Steabp,” “We raise de Wheat,” or “No More
Auction Block™—these cultural narratives, similarAnansi the spider tales, represent systems
of survival which were used to sustain the indialduand communities that were passed down
orally.

In many respects, we can say that the ancestotifs as a “cultural anchof.As a site
of memory, the ancestor becomes the cultural antinough which folktales, religion, and
cultural values are recollected and told to characand to the reader. In many texts, the ancestor

is an honorable, pious character that emulateskRIdwistian beliefs. With Moses and Jesus as
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archetypical figures, the ancestor performs sintikamevolent acts and even performs miracles of
healing. Ancestors are often respected leadersnitiile community where they reside.
Particularly fascinating is the ancestor’s intimed@nection to Jesus in terms of a literal or
figurative resurrection or rebirth. The ancestmvles connections to the supernatural and also
includes a metaphorical and/or literal resurrectifier death either in the mind of another
character or as an actual apparition that interaittsreality. As may be expected of a people
whose double consciousness figures prominentligair psyche, it is no surprise that the
ancestor also demonstrates characteristics of Afastin ideology about life and death which
in many ways is a stark contrast to Euro-Americamcepts. This non-differentiation between
life and death accompanies the final and most eaintig attribute of the ancestor—the ancestor
provides unlimited space for exploring magic. Apideed in “All Gods Chillun’ God Wings” in
theNorton Anthologyor Virginia Hamilton’s “The People Could Fly,” trexploration of magic
and the supernatural sometimes develops througlofeland folktales. These folktales are an
example of the systematic survival systems pedphdracan descent used to combat slavery.
The presence of the ancestor may also be clobghed with the spiritual world or the
afterlife. In the filmBeloved Baby Suggs appears to Sethe, Denver and Beld\vbd &€learing
as Sethe tells them about Baby Suggs’ role as peeaBaby Suggs’ presence is seen and heard,
even after death, by Denver and is pivotal as s$keucts Denver to leave the confines of her
home and help her mother, an act she previouslydfalifficult. The rift between life and death,
the real world and the supernatural world, andpidest and the present are weakened by the

presence of some ancestor figures. (See Fig. 1)
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Fig. 1: Scene fromBeloved Baby Suggs and The Clearing

The following section, the textual analysis seattiwill provide a way to approach the
ancestor figure by usingy Different DrummerMama Day and Paradise in your classroom.
Kelley uses the ancestor as an instructive presgegjgieting resistance to racism and oppression.
Mama Dayis perhaps the most complex ancestral figure nicAf American literature. She
transmits elements of Black culture—from the oratlition to voodoo—and is the connection
between generations of women in her family. Naglso characterizes Mama Day as an
opposition to traditional representations of thad&l matriarchal figure in American culture.
The final text,Paradise provides readers with an unusual ancestor fithatl call the ancestral
artifact. Unlike Wilson who uses the pianoHano Lessomas an ancestral artifact to assist
Bernice and Boy Willie, the ancestral artifacParadiseconfounds and confuses generations in
the towns of New Haven and Ruby.
TEXTUAL ANALYSIS SECTION
Black Masculinity and the Ancestor Figure

Not since Zora Neale HurstorBeraph on the Suwand®as a Black novelist written
about White characters in depth as William Melviellgy does imA Different DrummerThe
focus, however, is not exclusively about the weatthd White Wilson family—the book also
centers on members of the Black Caliban familya&esultDrummershould initiate dialogue

about whiteness in the Black literary imaginatiowl dlackness in the White literary
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imagination. My particular approachBsummerintroduces students to representations of
Black men in American culture and how Black writesisnilar to Kelley, have contested one-
dimensional characterizations. Sterling Brown'sagsS he Negro Character as Seen by White
Authors” articulates the comic Negro, the brute, ¢éixotic primitive, the tragic mulatto, the
contented slave, the local color Negro, and thdalieel freeman, as stereotypical images of
Black characters in American culture (179). In &ddito Brown’s essay, the fildathnic

Notions by Marlon Riggs, provides an introduction to es@ntations of Black character and
consciousness in American culture. | have studenmsg in contemporary images of these
stereotypes and discuss how the image they brongloinforms to, contradicts, or is a amalgam
of two representations—the results of your disarssyill be quite illuminating as to how little
has changed since Brown wrote his 1933 essay.

Many, but certainly not all, Black writers rededior add complexity to one-dimensional
representations, but Kelley achieves this redédimitvith the ancestral figure in the initial scene
of Drummer. The ancestor figure is an African kihgt is taken prisoner aboard a slave ship. A
close textual reading of these pages reveals terpnetation of the brute Negro. The slave,
simply known as “the African,” is characterizedlog physical appearance, his authority, and
his strength. The description of his “broad shorddeblack skin,” and sunken eyes that made
his head look like “a gigantic black skull” evokitee stereotypical images of the Black man as
savage (Kelley 13). Kelley’s graphic descriptiortlog African cracking the skull of the ship’s
captain appears to reinforce further the imagetdyi®brutish nature. We soon learn the reason
for his impassioned rage—the African is protectinginfant son (Kelley 14). Far from an
objectification of a Black man, Kelley’s majestigaracter goes to great lengths to protect his

child from slavery. Although his attempts at libeva ultimately fail, the African initially uses
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his intellect to resist bondage and outwit his pars. Only in defeat does the African attempt
infanticide to ensure his son will not be ensla%ed.

Tucker Caliban, the African’s descendant, alsiste White authority, but Tucker
comprehends the call to resistance in a differeartmar. After years of farming on his own
property, he destroys the soil on his land and maveay from the town that his family has lived
in for generations. His act triggers a mass exaflusher Blacks from the fictional southern
state. Presumably, the presence of his ancestioosl instructs Tucker from beyond the
boundaries of death. Modern literature during tlaeléi Renaissance often depicted mulatto
figures as having blood of two races—their Afridearitage reinforced the irrationality and
aggressive sensuality while the White blood reicddrtheir ability to reason and maintain
reserved passion. You can discuss genetic mema\dasice in literature since many writers
often refer to “the blood” as having some inher@rponent that ties a characters’ behavior and
in some instances, memory to one’s ancestors. Adfhohe ancestor figure is unusually abstract
in Drummer | use this work to demonstrate the ancestor'siasng influence with their
descendants. Instead of apparition instructingganding Tucker to act directly, Kelley implies
that the “blood” of Tucker’s ancestor compels horemulate moral courage. | view this as an
example of supernatural qualities of the ancestoiré.

Resiliency and Black Women

In a similar manner to Black men, the represemtadif Black women is fraught with

stereotypical literary images as caretaker, pddrbuin such novels as Harriet Beecher Stowe’s

Uncle Tom’s Cabirand Thomas Nelson PagérsOle Virginia, or Marse Chan and Other
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Stories These images are not relegated to literaturerikunt Jemima, whose radiant smile
and red head scarf were once used to sell pangakg, sepresents one of the most recognized
non-living commercial figures in America. In telsian, we witnessed an innumerable number
of Black women who were the sole caretakers of thigspring in programs like Julia (Diane
Carroll), What's Happening (Mable King), That's \jama (Theresa Merritt), and (for the
majority of its time on the air) Good Times (EstRalle). Nell Carter even portrayed a
contemporary version of the mammy figure in GimmBr&ak in the late 80s. You may use
these visual images to remind students of the nagwand resilient role of Black women and
contrast that with representations of Black meAnmerican culture. While this image rightfully
takes into account the strength and courage okBlamnen, inSaints, Sinners, Saviors: Strong
Black Women in African American Literatufgrudier Harris considers the many representations
of Black women in literature whose “strength becertieir reason for being” as one
dimensional:

The landscape of African American literature isgded with Black women who are

almost too strong for their own good, whether #tegngth is moral or physical or both.

Historically, Black writers have assumed that sgtBrwas the one unusable characteristic

they could apply to Black women (109).
Harris’s comment is particularly significant where wonsider that many ancestral characters in
African American literature appear as a mother othar-like figure.
Moving Beyond the Stereotype

Depictions of Black woman during slavery focusedwo images—the mammy
/matriarch, and the jezebel. The jezebel charaadmBlack women as an over-sexualized,

deceitful and voluptuous wench; however, the oypgileg qualities of all three images center on
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the reoccurring theme of domination within her fgmiThe mammy’s visual representation, in
contrast to the jezebel, included a handkercheef éiround her head, an apron, with an extremely
dark complexion and large frame (Anderson 10).i€latHill Collins notes that the underlying
connotation of this image centers on the Black fefadack of sexuality and sexual appeal.
Rather than emphasizing her physical beauty, themmas sole existence emphasizes nurturing.
Collins further notes her minimal interaction witer own children; the mammy figure cared for
her White charges (Collins 72, 78).Hthnic NotionsBarbara Christian observes that when the
Black mammy did interact with her children, it wias the purpose of physical, and sometimes,
violent chastisement (Riggs).

Similarly, the matriarch reinforced the Black wam@ossessing qualities normally used
to represent men. The matriarch’s aggressive naterdierce independence, and dominance
over her family severed connections between Blaek and Black women. This figure’s
relationship to slave culture correlates with thplacing of the Black man with the Black
women as head of household. As Michelle Wallaceesgn “The Myth of the Superwoman”
the Black woman'’s role has often been exaggeratddrasrepresented: She was believed to be
not only emotionally callous but physically invutable—stronger than White women and the
physical equal of any man of her race. She wasgtiothan White women in order to justify
performing a kind of labor of most White women waov presumed incapable. (138). Toni
Cade Bambara, Morrison, and Naylor are especialra of these strengths and often place a
female character in the role of ancestor. Sincarléh Chesnutt’'s “The Goophered Grapevine,”
the conjure woman figures prominently in Blackr#tire. Naylor’'s Miranda Day, or Mama Day
as she is affectionately called, holds the ceipoater in her community, uses herbal medicines

to heal, and possesses a heightened sense of agsréhe story focuses on Mama Day’s niece
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Coca and her departure from Willow Springs to tmitédl States and subsequent return to
Willow Springs with her fiancé George. As the matrh, Mama Day plays a central role in
Coca’s life choices. Mama Day is both an instruefierce as well as and source of conflict. She
is also cultural anchor, providing a key to centya¢stions about the past, the present, and the
future.

Since students are already familiar with the Blaigteotypes, instruct students to do a
close reading of Mama Day’s physical charactesstic what way does Naylor conform to or
resist stereotypical figures like the mammy figuratriarch or the conjure woman? In what
way does Mama Day reflect the history and memaomyughout the text? In what manner does
Mama Day represent the ancestor figure? The artewbese questions should inform students
about characteristics found in many ancestral #gum Black literature.

Mama Day has the qualities of a quintessentiatiBfaatriarch, but she also projects a
certain feminine sexuality; you might, for instanemphasize her playful relationship and
professional rivalry with Dr. Buzzard as an indioatof sexual tension. Are there any hints of
sexual innuendo or symbolism in their scenes? Mamds sexual awareness is most evident
when she goes to see a movie called Milkman and the Old Maid he movie turns out to be a
pornographic film, but she sees it twice just te Yure she could believe [her] own eyes”
(Naylor 306). Her spirit, in other words, possesdearacteristics of what her sister Abigail
describes as wickedness. Naylor writésma Dayin a manner of playfulness and mirth, and one
would not necessarily ascribe these characteristias old spinster (as Mama Day consistently
refers to herself), mammy, matriarch or ancesigairé. When one looks at Morrison’s ancestors
such as Baby Suggs and Pilate in comparisonappsirent that Miranda Day has atypical

characteristics and is a well-rounded character.
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So far, | have demonstrated how Kelley and Nayka a male and female ancestor in
their work. The next section, however, looks atdheestral artifact. What are the advantages or
limitations in using an ancestral artifact over likeng male or female ancestor? Does the use of
an ancestral artifact limit or expand is abilityingpire connections between the past and the
present or the ability to provide an instructivel &@nevolent presence?

Ancestral Artifacts

| posit that contemporary fiction sometimes negjes the past in literature through the
inclusion of an ancestral artifact instead. As @em®sion of the ancestor, the ancestral artifact
functions as both a reminder of and a medium oésEmto the past. Similar to the male and
female ancestor, the ancestral artifact permitsalarrection and revitalization of significant
cultural events that permit characters to recalinmges of past dealing with African American
experiences. August Wilson uses this strateghhi@ Piano LessonThe piano is an ancestral
artifact that permits Bernice to call on her anaessto help Boy Willie fight the ghost of Sultter.
Bernice’s and Boy Willie’s recognition and acceptaiof the past allow a sense of closure on the
immediate fate of the piarfo.You should use film or book dhe Piano Lessoto discuss the
function of the ancestral artifact as well as tta/w which Wilson personifies the object.

Down in The Deltawritten by Myron Goble and directed by Maya Armelis another
film that uses a personified ancestral artifadaadelabrum, called “Nathan.” The candelabrum
functions as a way for the family elder to recaitiand unknown memories from the family’s

history. For Loretta, the main character in thefitliscovering her family roots is extremely
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important. Prior to coming back to the Delta, Ltadtad little direction or future ambition. As
the home of the ancestral artifact, the pastorétiaDe an idealistic place for Loretta’s rebirth. |
this space, knowledge about her family's past gjinddathan’s story provides her with the
incentive to create a better future for herself hadchildren (Goble, Angelou).

Morrison often uses a female ancestor as a repp$if cultural and historical memory.
In an instance of what | refer to as the subjegeattswitch, Morrison uses an ancestral artifact,
the Oven, as the ancestral presendearadise The prioritizing of the object over the subject
critiques the condition and the attractivenessabfimg objects that hold significance from the
past instead of above human interactions. In resgdviorrison concludeRaradiseby honoring
the living ancestor as subject instead.

Readers will notice that tremendous conflict existween the old and younger
generations of Ruby and that this argument centetbie words inscribed on the ancestral
artifact: Does the Oven convey the message, “Betin@&urrow of his Brow,” “We are the
Furrow of His Brow,” “Be the Furrow of His Brow, rsimply, “The Furrow of His Brow?”
Disagreements between the youth and their eldenstabeir history unfold in a tense
conversation. The elder, Miss Esther, declaressthatraced the words on the Oven with her
finger when she was a child and knows the accumatgiption and its meaning. The younger
generation scoffs at her and tags her recolle¢finger memory” (MorrisonParadise83). As a
result, Miss Esther may be seen as a dismissedtaaickgure. Relying on the elder
generation’s interpretation of history through meynatensifies the conflicting views of the
past and the present. The idea that interpretati@aning, and historical facts vary depending on
the person telling it can be problematic, and Msami complicates both the oral and written

documentation.
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The Oven, as an artifact, creates chaos in the tdiRuby while the living ancestor,
Lone, brings the generational and gender conftitthe novel into perspective. By emphasizing
the people of Ruby’s failure understand the inheneganing of the ancestral artifact’s
inscription, Morrison also argues for the impacso€ial contact and adapting traditions and
rituals so they may function within the given sdégidMorrison’s conscious development of the
ancestor as an aesthetic device in critiquesahdity of and ancestral artifact and glorifies the
living ancestor over the artifact. Moves like théseMorrison and other African American
writers further suggest that in contemporary Afnidemerican cultural productions, uncovering,
remembering and understanding the past remainsporiant aspect African American identity,
but unlike Wilson, Morrison critiques the ancestdifacts usefulness by focusing instead on the
living ancestor.
Inversion: The Living Ancestor

Lone is both mentor and guide to others and isgamt of healing—both spiritually and
physically and her sudden appearance at the et @fovel initiates a dramatic momentum
shift in the reading and interpretation of evemtd may be a testament concerning Morrison’s
stand about the limitations using an ancestrdiaattas a literary device. Lone’s intervenes with
the slaughter of the women in the Convent and sheappears as a major force at the end of the
novel. As a class, you can discuss if Lone is nnm®uctive to the reader than the Oven, and if
so, then in what manner? How does Lone’s suddesepoe affect their reading Baradis&
What, if anything, is Morrison asserting about coumity, human interactions, memory and
history through Lone’s presence?

Rallying help for the Convent women, Lone’s existe, in many ways permits the

narrator to convey Ruby as a dysfunctional paradgisere the women in the community are
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continually oppressed—especially independent wowiem share strong bonds of kinship.
(MorrisonParadise270). As the ancestor, Lone represents a sitecofiony and her reflections

on the changes within Ruby and New Haven reinfotisegsownspeople’s narrow interpretation
of righteousness and authorifyhe Morgan twins, Deacon and Steward, share oneamgione
purpose, and one belief. They interpret the wandsribed on the sacred Oven according to their
relationship to the originators: "The twins beliduewas when he discovered how narrow the
path of righteousness could be that their grandfathose the words for the Oven's lip"
(MorrisonParadisel4). Her righteousness extends to the treatment of woara this point of
view is reinforced by Lone’s stepmother who warasthat their vocation as mid-wives causes
anxiety for men. Men are “scared of us. To themrgvdeath’s handmaidens standing between
them and the children their wives carry.” In thegass of helping life come into the world, the
midwife is the “interference, the one giving ordess whose secret skill so much depended, and
the dependency irritated the men” (Morridéaradise272).

As a point of discussion, you should inform studehat Morrison’s original title for
ParadisewasWar; her publishers encouraged a title change sireétth may have been seen as
a comment political comment on the Persian Gulf Widow or why mightWWar be a more
appropriate thaRaradis€ What type of wars are occurringRaradise and more importantly,
how does the idea of righteousness and authostgXamplified by Deek and Steward) compare
or contrast to America’s war policies?

Similar to Mama Day, Lone possesses special poaretgepresents a different ideology
about life and death than most characters witlstndt Westernized philosophical viewpoint.

In African American literature, the interface beemehe real world and the afterlife or

otherworld commonly occurs in West African religiand also occurs in the Christian Bible. In
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addition to her heightened sense of awarenesalifyreas the former mid-wife, Lone was the
interface between life in the real world and deatthe spirit world. Lone believes in the
supernatural and the narrator, too, accepts hitiediseemingly without skepticism:

It was said she could read minds, a gift from dbing that, whatever it was, was
not God, and which she had used as early as twerendhe positioned herself to be
found in the yard when her mother was dead in &tk bone denied it; she believed that
everybody knew what other people were thinking.yTjist avoided the obvious. Yet she
did know something more profound than Morgan’s mgnuoo Pat best’s history book.
She knew what neither memory nor history can sagaord: the "trick” of life and its
"reason." (MorrisorParadise272)

This passage relates directly to fundamental questhat are central to the ancestor.
How will the reader interpret the text—will the deat view the supernatural presence of Lone an
indication of the resurrection and survival of themen residing in the Convent or will they
holdfast to the death of the women who are shtiteabeginning of the book? As the ancestor,
Lone permits another plausible ending. The readesstance to acknowledging supernatural
events will ultimately decide on their final integpation. The students own cultural background
may also influence their interpretation.

Whether the ancestor is a living person, an aggay or an object, the ancestral presence
remains closely entwined with the idea of ancesitak of memory, history, and African
American cultural traditions. This paper explores presence of the ancestor in three texts by
African American writers and provides an overvieiihe representations of the ancestor figure.
| focused on three—the male ancestor, the femalesdor, and the ancestral artifact. In each

case, the ancestor figures prominently in keepmdg/idual mind and collective memory alive
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by intervening in human affairs and changing tharse of the lives of main characters. The
ancestor also establishes vital counter-histofgeaspectives from the dominant socig#s |
emphasize throughout this paper, history and membpgast events that affect the lives of
African Americans comprise both individual and coumal documentation for the instructive
role of the ancestor. The information that | pr@vitere may be viewed as lesson plans for an
entire semester of African American literature dajted to teach a section of an American
literature survey course in American literature.

S

Essay Questions:

Many of the texts we have read this semester detdta cultural past that is either greatly
discarded or greatly desired. It is the ancesttaér that often embodies this cultural past.
Choose one text in which the ancestor was presehtligcuss their relationship with the main
character/s. What is the function of the ancesguré? What conflicts between the ancestor and
the main character? Is their presence benevolanstiuctive? Ambivalent or destructive?

Provide specific examples from the texts to suppour answer.

Separating time and space is not the best apptoatiscussions of postmodern literature,
especially in the case of Naylokéama Day Time and spatial conceptions frequently
amalgamate with Naylor using the ancestor figura esnduit and a way of expressing
indivisible notions of time and space. Identifyasen the text where time becomes complex and

the role of the ancestor is decisive.
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Which of the three ancestors plays a more decrsile the walking man, Connie, or Lone;
which ancestral character has the most textual itApgdentify instances of supernatural events
where the reader is required to suspend beliefvhiat way will the reader read Para@ise
Morrison sets up various interpretations, so waiteessay explaining the various ways one can

readParadiseand commit to your position.

Cultural Inventory
Purpose
This assignment asks you to think about yourse#f aember of a particular culture or
community by exploring such areas as rituals, prest history and/or artifacts related to your
family. It will be used as pre-writing for your $ir short paper, an autoethnography.
Think about yourself as a member of multiple cituand/or communities by location and
analyzing the significance of an artifact from yauftures(s). You are also asked to practice
“thick description,” a key element of autoethnodrgpin this exercise. Consider using this

invention activity for your first short paper.

First, identify the cultures in which you claim menbership. Use the categories below as a

guide or create your own

Groups of which you choose to be a patrt:
Ethnic Athletic

Regional Social
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Religious Religious
Political Political
Family type Recreational
Socioeconomics Education
Gender Occupation
Racial Marital Status/Parenthood

Generational

Step 2:Choose an artifact from one of the groups or slili@s to which you claim citizenship.
Describe the artifact in objective detail, beingesto explore as many qualities of the artifact as

possible.

Step 3:Next, explore the emotions and experience youcassowith the artifact. What story

about your culture does it tell?

Step 4:What family member holds this artifact and passegs cultural significance? What is

your relationship with this person?
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Autoethnography Assignment

Purpose
Expanding on your cultural inventory, this assigniresks you to reflect on your cultural group

by composing an autoethnography.

Instructions

Using your free writing, homework, and the culturalentory assignment as starting places,
construct an autoethnography that explores an eranemory concerning your place within
your racial or ethnic culture. You may want tdeet on your childhood experiences—your
family, your likes and dislikes or particular eventituals, traditions or role models that shape
your identity. You should especially focus on éhéer in your family and your relationship with

that person.

Alternative 1. Think about a culture you partidpa@n and identify with. Your goal will be
describe that culture to outsiders by focusing éemaelements of it in detail. Use “thick
description” to convey these elements and refladhe cultural values they represent and the

role the elder plays.

Alternative 2: Complete “Alternative 1” but insteaf describing the elements, conduct an
interview with an elder member within your cultuggibup. Place the elder’s point of view and

perspective of your cultural group in dialogueperhaps in tension, with your own.
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Alternative 3: Complete “Alternative 1” but insteaf describing the elements, find a document
about this culture and reflect on how it represéimésculture or illustrates a unique aspect of the

culture.

Length

3-5 pages

Due Date
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