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Abstract

Space is neither pre-existing nor neutral. It is a social product
that is both a precondition and a result of social superstructures. As
such, it can confer and signify social status; it can also be turned into a
“frame of possibility” for social reconfiguration. The dualistic division
of gender has resulted in a hierarchical spatial division in the society
between the public and private spheres, a separation of the dominant
public male realm of production from the subordinate private female
one of reproduction. A feminist geography, originating in the late
1970s and flourishing in the 1990s, aims “to investigate, make visible
and challenge the relationships between gender divisions and spatial
divisions, to uncover their mutual constitution and problematize their
apparent naturalness”.

In my dissertation, I will employ the theories of the feminist
geography to examine four contemporary American novels by black
women writers: Gwendolyn Brooks’s Maud Martha, Paule Marshall’s
Brown ‘Girl, Brownstones, Gloria Naylor’s The Women of Brewster
Place and Linden Hills. Each novel will be studied in a different
chapter, and Conclusion is a comparative study of the relationships
between these black women characters’ identities and their social
spaces. I will argue that black women’s urban space is produced by the
interlocking factors of face, gender and class, and that their identities
are largely determined by the space where they move about. In order

to transform their identities and modify their social relations, black
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women will have to devise various survival and oppositional strategies
to transform the urban space that they inhabit.

The introductory chapter gives an overview of the theories on
gender and space, and explores the divisions of the urban space based
on various factors like race, gender and class.

Chapter 2 mainly examines Maud Martha’s representational
space, the kitchenette, and her negotiation with the space of home in
her identity formation. Her strategy to create an expansive inner space
to counterbalance racism, sexism and classism on a symbolic level is
also discussed in detail.

Chapter 3 focuses on the conflicting spatial circles with social
connotations that the protagonist Selina Boyce encounters in her
Barbadian community in Brooklyn, especially those of her parents.
Like a wanderer among those spaces, Selina tries to integrate what
she has experienced into a unified consciousness and self-identity, and
manages to keep an open vision of her own future.

Chapter 4 is about the everyday struggles of seven women in
Brewster Place, a dilapidated, walled-in street for the impoverished.
The wall is the very symbol of racism, sexism and economic
exploitation, a spatial sign of these women’s marginalized identities.
What enables them to survive the harsh reality is the communal
space being built that offers them mutual love and support. Yet this
communal space is exclusive of those who are not considered as the
“same”, lesbians for example. This exclusion weakens the power of
the communal space and at the same time reproduces the hierarchy in
the dominant society.

Chapter 5 discusses the women residents in a wealthy black

suburb called Linden Hills. In their complicit pursuit of material
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wealth, many of these women are subjected to male domination and
have lost their own identity. A female empowerment is made possible
only through the recovery of the lost stories and hidden voices of
women and a construction of a female community across time.
Conclusion summarizes the common features of the interaction
between black women’s identities and their social spaces in the four
novels, with special analyses of their relations to the space of “home”,
the function of communal space, and the female characters’ strategies
in spatial reconfiguration. Meanwhile, the authors’ narrative techniques
have also been compared to see how they heighten their characters’
interaction with their various social spaces. Finally, it is important to
note that writing itself is a tool for spatial expansion, and the three
black women writers discussed here have all created a literary space

both for black women’s experience and for their own literary visions.

Key Words: gender, race, class, space, identity, spatial

reconfiguration
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Chapter 1 Introduction

When the man wants weight, the woman takes it up,
And topples down the scales; but this is fixt
As are the roots of earth-and base of all;
Man for the field and woman for the hearth:
Man for the sword and for the needle she:
. Man with the head and woman with the heart:
Man to command and woman to obey:
All else confusion.
— Alfred Tennyson, The Princess
The above lines from Alfred Tennyson are quoted in Richard D.
Altick’s Victorian People and Ideas (1973) to discuss the dichotomy
of man and woman deeply embedded in Victorian thought. This
Binary distinction that privileges man over woman is actually the
fundamental issue that feminists have been grappling with in an
effort to dismantle it. Earlier feminist suffragists had half-heartedly
accepted this categorical difference and resorted to the notion of
universal human rights to fight for women’s equality. The second-
wave feminists, however, had questioned the binary assumptions and
uncovered the social construction of gender, a cultural term different
from the biological term “sex”. Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second
Sex (1949) has become an epochal feminist work with her open
declaration that “one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman” (267).

In the postmodernist age, feminism both as a political movement and



Gender, Race, Class and Space

as a theoretical field of analysis has engaged in a deconstruction of
the dualism inherent in Western intellectual thought. In this dualistic
thought, “male” and “white” are always the norm, while “female”
and “colored” are seen as the “Other”, thus ascribed with inferior,
undesirable characteristics. With a rejection of dualism comes a
growing recognition of plurality and diversity even within feminism
itself. A feminist geography, originating in the late 1970s and
flourishing in the 1990s, is part of the fruit of this diversity. Its specific
aim is “to investigate, make visible and challenge the relationships
between gender divisions and spatial divisions, to uncover their mutual
constitution and problematize their apparent naturalness” (McDowell
1999: 12).

By using the theories of feminist geography in this dissertation,
I will examine the relationships between black women and urban
space as explored by three contemporary black American women
writers. I will argue that black women’s urban space is produced
by the interlocking factors of race, gender and class, and that their
identities are largely determined by the space where they move about.
In order to transform their identities and modify their social relations,
black women will have to devise various survival and oppositional
strategies to transform the urban space that they inhabit. [ hope this
spatial perspective will offer new insight not only into the fluid
and contentious relationships between space and race, gender and
class, but also into a possible empowerment of women in general,
enabling women to transcend their pre-set gender identities through a

reconfiguration of their own space.



Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Gender and Space: An Overview

It has long been noticed that a spatial division in the society
between the public and the private sphereé plays a central role in
the social construction of gender divisions. As the king declares in
Tennyson’s The Princess, men’s world is the “field”, while women’s
is the “hearth”. Coventry Patmore’s best-seller poem “The Angel in
the House”, dedicated to his wife, had also popularized a patronizing
sentimentality toward women for men’s self-interest. If woman was the
angel, then her husband was the lord. This term was also incorporated
into the “cult of true womanhood” advocated by the popular domestic
fiction prevalent in the mid-nineteenth century. Nonetheless, critique
of or rebellion against this gender division in the society also emerged
soon after. Long before Betty Friedan’s important discussion of “the
problem that has no name” in The Feminine Mystique (1963), there
had already been many female protagonists in late-nineteenth-century
fiction who found themselves unfulfilled in the domestic sphere. Some
described the home as a prison and wanted to escape from this “doll’s
house” , some were even driven to madness by the forced inhibition,
and others had to find outlets outside home in secrecy in the form of
literary creation or sexual adventure."

However, a systematic study of the spatial division in the society
did not begin until the 1970s, when there appeared a new science of
space. One of the most influential works in this field is The Production
of Space (1974) by the Marxist philosopher Henri Lefebvre. Before
his work, the definition of space by earlier philosophers had always

emphasized the “philosophico-epistemological notion of space”

! See, for example, Henrik Ibsen’s Doll’s House, Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow
‘Wallpaper”, Lonisa May Alcott’s Little Women, and Kate Chopin’s The Awakening.
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that allows its mental realm to envelop its social and physical ones
(Lefebvre 1991: 5). From Aristotle’s “category” to Descartes’s res
extensa, a notion of space being the absolute/the Object, or the Kantian
notion of space as a priori that allows us to comprehend our sense
experiénce, space had been assumed as pre-existing and empty —in
another word, neutral. Lefebvre, however, has used Marxist dialectic
tools to construct the links between the modern epistemological notion
that the status of space is that of a “mental thing” or “mental space”
and its practico-sensory realm of social space, where talks about all
kinds of space are constantly heard. After a historical examination
of the production of social (spatial) practices, Lefebvre put forward
several propositions about social space, and the following, in my own
summary, has particularly enhanced my analysis of the four novels
chosen for this dissertation.

First of all, “(social) space is a (social) product [sic]” (1991:
26). Being a social pfoduct and the outcome of social labor, social
space “contains—and assigns (more or less) appropriate places to—
(1) the social relations of reproduction ... and (2) the relations of
production ...” (32). The theoretical error of seeing space as “neutral”,
“objective”, “fixed”, “transparent”, “innocent”, or even “indifferent”
can be politically abusive, because it prévents people from seeing
“a total subject which acts continually to maintain and reproduce its
oWn conditions of existence, namely the state ...” and also “a total
object, namely absolute political space—that strate:gic space which

"seeks to impose itself as reality despite the fact that it is an abstraction,
albeit one endowed with enormous powers because it is the locus
and medium of Power” (1991: 94). To put it in simpler words, the

neutralization of space is actually a conscious or unconscious attempt
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Chapter 1 Introduction

to hide the superstructures, including the embedded social relations,
and to normalize the dominant ideology and the status quo, patriarchal
and racist ideologies, for example. The space of a black woman, if
seen as neutral or pre-existing, would then be understood as the result
of personal choice rather than social relations.

Secondly, there is a conceptual triad of the perceived, the
conceived, and the lived in the production of space: spatial practice
(material and functional space, which embraces production and
reproduction, and the particular locations and spatial settings
* characteristic of each social formation), representations of space (the
conceptualized space, tied to the relations of production and to the
“order” which those relations impose), and representational spaces
(the lived, everyday experience of space) (33, 38). To use the gendered
space as an example, the spatial practice would be the separation
of the public and the private spheres, the representation of space
would be the association of women with the private sphere, and the
representational space would be a woman’s living space —the real
home she lives in.

Thirdly, the production of space is different from other
‘productions, because it can also influence the social relations to be

formed:

Social space is not a thing among other things, nor a product
among other products: rather it subsumes things produced,
and encompasses their interrelationships in their coexistence
and simultaneity —their (relative) order and/or (relative)
disorder. ... Itseif the outcome of past actions, social space

is what permits fresh actions to occur, while suggesting



