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“She Called in Her Soul to Come and See:”
Representations of Ageing in Zora Neale Hurston’s
Their Eyes Were Watching God and Alice Walker’'s The
Color Purple

Serena Volpi

This essay analyses the representations of the ageing process in Zora Neale
Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937) and Alice Walker's The Color
Purple (1982). The primary connection between these two novels of the African-
American literary tradition is to be found in the matrilineal relationship between the
authors, based on Walker’'s appraisal of Hurston as a literary ancestor and, in
particular, of Their Eyes Were Watching God as a pivotal text both for her personal
life and literary creativity as attested in Walker's words, “There is no book more
important to me than this one.” This statement is particularly appropriate in
reference to the relationship between her own novel and Hurston’s whose “concern
with finding a voice... becomes the context for the allusive affinities between Celie’s
letters [in The Color Purple] and the ‘free indirect narrative of division’ that

characterizes its acknowledged predecessor [Their Eyes Were Watching God]™
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(usually male) character in his acculturation and successful integration within society,
this literary form has nonetheless been productive both in postcolonial and American
literature by writers, especially women, belonging to ethnic minorities.® Indeed, in
these contexts, the genre has revealed its potentialities as a “[...] comment on
dominant Euro-American society by revising or even rejecting some of its values and
certain aspects of its literary traditions.”*® The condition for success in twentieth-
century Bildungsromane by women of colour is, according to Francoise Lionnet’s
definition of métissage, “the simultaneous revalorization of oral traditions and
reevaluation of Western concepts... the site of undecidability and indeterminacy.”2°
The rewriting of the genre by these writers has underlined a context of constant
negotiation between values such as the importance of the community in a person’s
development as Karafilis discusses in Sandra Cisneros’'s The House on Mango
Street.

In both Hurston’s and Walker’s novels, the female character’'s development
is marked by silence and apparent submission to social demands: actually, in this
case, society does not expect from them some kind of integration and success, but
just that “mindless adherence” that Moretti identified as not the real goal of the
Bildungsroman. From this perspective, both Their Eyes Were Watching God and The
Color Purple would adhere to the conventions of the female Bildungsroman; in fact,

as observed by Annis Pratt and Barbara White,

[the protagonist] does not choose a life to one side of society after conscious
deliberation on the subject; rather, she is ontologically or radically alienated by
gender-role norms from the very outset. Thus, although the authors attempt to
accommodate their heroes’ bildung or development to the general pattern of
the genre, the disjunctions we have noticed inevitably make of the woman’s

initiation less a self-determined
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The task of the Vollendungsroman is to discover for its protagonist and for the
reader some kind of affirmation in the face of loss... Our lives are temporary; all
are circumscribed by the reality of death. But this is felt more strongly in fiction
concerned with old age, so that a special intensity, resulting from the darkness
to darkness, characterizes the Vollendungsroman. The writer's imagination is
challenged by the prospect of the character's demise and by the need to

‘capture’ a life before it vanishes.??

The capacity of the Vollendungsroman of dealing with loss marks its
connection to the female Bildungsroman; as underlined by Carol Lazzaro-Weis, the
literature of the 19" and 20" centuries presents us with heroines dealing with
different kinds of losses in relation to their autonomy and creativity.?® Lazzaro-Weis
agrees with Pratt’s view that women are confronted with models for “growing down”
rather than “growing up” like it was expected from their male counterparts.?* Both
Janie and Celie, in fact, are not expected to actively participate in society and in
processes of meaning-making: their personal trajectories in younger years relegate
them to subordinate, almost invisible (and mostly silent) roles. The development
which has been denied and discouraged has the possibility to occur only when the
coordinate of age comes into play not as a further element of oppression, but as a
chance of liberation thanks to the possibility of engaging “(...) in the practices,
discourses... that lend significance (value, meaning, and affect) to the events of the
world...”?® according to Teresa de Lauretis’s definition of experience as “the process
by which subjectivity is constructed.” From this perspective, identity is conceived as
“a point of departure,” neither an immutable unit nor an incontrovertible destiny when
ageing enters the stage_and confronts the character with conceptions of self and
identity “[...] seen as a series of shifting positions within specific and material

contexts.”26

In her study of Their Eyes Were Watching God
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reveals that she did not have any kind of decision-making power in her life. At
seventeen, she is forced by her grandmother to marry a man she does not love.
After her grandmother’s death, Janie leaves her husband for another man who
eventually encages her within an oppressive relationship where he continually
silences and diminishes her. After her husband’s death, the forty-year-old Janie is
finally able to live by herself, run away with a younger partner, and choose a life
according to her wishes. The contrast between the first part of her life and the
second is striking. In the first part, she always subordinated herself to her
grandmother’s desires and her husband’s wishes, thereby forgetting herself under
the strain of not wanting to deceive her dear ones, which only led to a scission inside
her being; whereas in the second part, she mends herself and takes control of her

life. The passage below portrays the transition

She wasn't petal-open anymore with him. She was twenty-four and seven
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condition closely brings to mind that of the twentieth-century-artist in the
Kinstlerroman, or novel of artistic formation; in this genre, “[tlhe net effect of this
corrosive self-consciousness is total alienation from the felt experience of life” where
“[tlhe self-conscious outsider... runs the risk of non-being, non-identity.”?°® As the
position occupied by Janie in the African-American community and in her marriage is
already menaced by the risk of annihilation, it is possible to read this representation
of division reads like a conscious act of survival and resistance. Moreover, as
underlined by Anne M. Wyatt-Brown, “[l]iterary manuscripts suggest that middle-age
can provide an important creative turning point”*° and this seems particularly true in
relation to the birth of Janie’s artistic creativity if it is taken into account that,
according to Hite's analysis “Janie... produces a story with Pheoby rather than
children in any of her three marriages™! while becoming “the author of her own
story, both source and subject of maternal wisdom, in effect giving birth to herself”3?

and to the artistic possibilities of her narrative.

Celie, the main character and narrative voice in The Color Purple, lives a
very similar experience as Janie. After being abused by her stepfather and
mistreated by a husband she did not choose, she finds freedom and independence
in a later stage of her life and will enjoy them throughout old age, as highlighted in
her granddaughter's memories in The Temple of My Familiar (1989). Thanks to the
relationship with Shug, her husband’s ex-lover, Celie speaks up after years of
silenced assertiveness, leaves her uncaring husband and becomes financially and
emotionally independent. As suggested by the sociologists John Bond and Peter
Coleman, “ageing itself” can become “a creative enterprise.”® In the idea of ageing
as a process encouraging creation, it is possible to find a further link between
Vollendungsroman and Kuinstlerroman in relation to Hurston’s and Walker’s works; in
fact, it is only in a later stage of life that Janie is able to weave the text of her own
story and ultimately provide it with meaning while Celie becomes a tailor, a final
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and evoking anger as a powerful binding force.”* The memory of militancy can
represent an important part of Walker's biography interspersed throughout her
novels, but Hurston’s importance as a model for her indicates that a certain degree
of militancy was already present before the counter-cultural movements of the
1960s.

Unmistakably, in Hurston’s and Walker’s representations of anger, the power

of the word acquires the potency to change their main characters’ lives. We do not

find that discrepancy between wisdom and anger which, according to Woodward,
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“Naw, Ah ain’t no young gal no mo’ but den Ah ain’t no old woman neither. Ah
reckon Ah looks mah age too. But Ah'm uh woman every inch of me, and Ah
know it. Dat’'s uh whole lot more’n you kin say. You big-bellies round here and
put out a lot of brag, but ‘taint nothin’ to it but yo’ big voice. Humph! Talkin’
about me lookin’ old! When you pull down yo’ britches, you look lak de change
uh life.” 38

This exchange takes place after long years of Janie’s silence and submission. Her
ability to find a voice in order to affirm her womanhood throughout the process of
ageing constitutes a wise act of rage against the premature annihilation of her
presence in the text. The focus of Jodie’s speech seems to constitute an attempt at
making Janie age at least at the level of language, but she is more skilled than he is
at his own game and, ultimately, she is able to reverse the action against him. From

that moment on, Jodie considerably ages, and he dies soon afterwards.

A similar movement is present in The Color Purple when Celie finds out that
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sexuality equals social isolation.”*? Considering “a socially situated biographical
context,” though, a framework concerned exclusively with diversity per se is not able
to represent an effective approach to alternative narratives. Making reference to the
works by Patricia Hill Collins and Kimberlé Crenshaw, Clary Krekula observes that,
according to an intersectional approach, it is possible “[...] to emphasize how power
relations, rather than being based on additive principles, should be understood as
dynamic interactions™? which accounts for “multiplicity of identities”** throughout
ageing. What emerges in these interactions is the value of experience as a “process
of signification” according to de Lauretis’s research of a definition of female
experience that is neither essentialist nor the sign of an absence. 4° This idea of

processual experience can find an echo in Janie’s words to her friend Pheoby:

[...] It's uh known fact, Pheoby, you got tuh go there tuh know there. Yo’ papa
and yo’ mama and nobody else can't tell yuh and show yuh. Two things
everybody’s got tuh do fuh theyselves. They got tuh go tuh God, and they got
tuh find out about livin’ fuh theyselves.*

It is the consciousness rising both in Janie’s and Celie’s narratives that
marks the passage from the Bildung stage as adherence to a system silencing their
subjectivities to Vollendung, a later stage of their lives in which they can weave their
memories and, in so doing, acquire a new sense of their being helping them to
become active shapers of their later years. The role of language is pivotal for the
creative potential of this further phase of life because, as underlined by de Lauretis,

the subject is “at
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orality. In this sense, it is possible to consider their narratives as examples of “oral
herstories” connected to the definition of oral history provided by Sally Chandler as
an “[...] illustration of the complex relationships among identity, perception and
representation which affect the translation of experience into words.”#° In this kind of
narrative, according to Chandler's analysis, subjectivity as the basis of oral history
defines itself as a dynamic entity in its interactions with dominant discourses, local
variants in their raced, classed, and gendered variations, and individual
experience.®®__Furthermore, the idea of a possible connection between the elderly
and oral history is underlined by Wilbur H. Watson in his analysis of preslavery
society when he stresses_the roles of the elders as “respected... repositories of
cultural historical beliefs, legends, and facts;"* the further passage which both Their
Eyes Were Watching God and The Color Purple make evident are the possibilities

inherent in this role for (elderly) women.

This capacity to articulate a reflection on their lives and personal experience
is the basis for the emergence of Janie’'s and Celie’'s voices and memories as a
valuable form of continuity with younger generations, as the following passage taken

from The Color Purple suggests:

| feel a little peculiar round the children. For one thing, they grown. And | see
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indeterminate position open to multiple possibilities underlines the importance of
intersectionality in the analysis of the ageing process as a possibility of
empowerment through loss. In fact, the several coordinates constituting the
characters’ identities are not mere elements leading to exponential degrees of
jeopardy during their lifespan, but intersect in various ways generating possibilities
for expression and creation. From this perspective, the representation of ageing both
in Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God and Walker's The Color Purple
represents experiences as processes of signification through which identities can be
constructed and find expression according to de Lauretis’s theoretical definition of
experience as a process through which subijectivity can speak, even while being “at
odds with language.” Experience is neither essentialized nor absent, but has

possibilities for political expression especially important in the representation of
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