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Selina to attend a meeting of the Association. At this meeting,
Selina’s inner conflicts are emphasized. Her own convictions
concerning the possibility of a different world devoid of classist,
materialist aspirations toward mobility are threatened by the
purposefulness of the Barbadian community's struggle toward
economic betterment by imitating the strategy of their oppres-
sors. Marshall writes, “Selina again felt that certainty within her
threaten to topple and break on the floor of her mind. It was her
own small truth that dimly envisioned a different world and a
different way” (225). Athough Selina was envious of their pur-
posefulness, she felt alienated from their convictions. But Seli-
na's entree into womanhood is carefully advancing. Miss
Thompson gives her her first set of curls and recognizes Selina’s
imperative need and determination to confront her mother at
work in order to tell her not to sell Deighton’s land. Selina’s first
awareness of the meaning of racism is stimulated by Miss
Thompson when she recounts to Selina that the ulcerous sore
on her foot had been gouged out by a white Southern racist’s
rusty shovel. In her realization that the sore is what has given
Miss Thompson a tragic look, Selina “ached for violence. ... To
grab the cane and rush into some store on Fulton Street and
avenge that wrong by bringing it smashing across the white face
behind the counter” (216). Thus, Selina gains an adult under-
standing of what the sore signified, and her urge to avenge a
brutal racist act is an adult response.

Selina’s growing sexual awareness is evident in her envy of the
sexual awakening experienced by her schoolmate. She sees this
awakening as a freedom—the same type of freedom that the
lovers in Prospect Park had—and as a type of transcendence
into a higher realm apart from and beyond the turmoil she feels.
She also admires it as a bold act which rebels against family and
society. That day, for the first time in her life, she wishes for a
boy. Selina’s sexual awakening culminates in her relationship
with Clive through which she expresses her sexuality and feels
the strength of her womanhood. She senses that she is stronger
than Clive and “possess|[es] a hard center that he would never
have” (246).

More subtle changes attest to Selina’s progressing maturity.
For example, she no longer wants to hurt Ina's feelings. In
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contrast to her former behavior, Selina apologizes to her sister
after yelling at her and “wish([es] that she could summon more
eloquent words to ask forgiveness for all her abuse” (192).
Selina comes to the realization at the wedding that she must
understand her mother in order to understand herself, whereas
previously she simply resented Silla and had no desire to under-
stand her. Furthermore, at Beryl’s party, Selina seems to have
transcended the mentality of those her age; she has been
pushed ahead and out of their circle by the long year of grief that
has weighed her down like winter. Thus, Selina, at a young age,
confronts death and reality which her friends have not expe-
rienced, evidenced in their awkwardness upon her arrival at the
party. While these new, important qualities develop, certain
qualities eminent in Selina at the outset are retained throughout
her development; her determination, her pride, and defiance of
tradition are positive and represent her individuality. For in-
stance, at the wedding, Selina, unconcerned with public opin-
ion, insists on dancing with Beryl although a male-female cou-
ple is the acceptable norm.

In her relationship with Clive, her pursuit of academic educa-
tion and in her joining of the dance club, Selina's life becomes
very full and fulfilling. In Marshall's words, “she was happy that
for the first time she was living at a pitch and for a purpose. . . .
She visualized her mind as a faceted crystal ... Each facetwasa
simple aspect of herself, each one suited to a different role” (30).
Through dancing Selina had found a satisfying outlet for her
creativity and means for self-expression. At the recital, Selina
performs the dance motions of the life cycle, symbolic of her
own passage into maturity and development.

One of the most important awakenings Selina experiences is
her harsh, forced confrontation with white racism. Having been
fairly sheltered from it, she recognizes herself in humanistic
terms and believes in an untested truth which makes her strug-
gle for recognition and fulfiliment no different from or more
difficult than that of anyone else. Margaret's mother’s racist
insinuations and inquiries force Selina to realize that regardless
of her personal accomplishments and individuality, white eyes
will always define her solely as Black and stereotypically so, as if
the color of her skin in itself speaks for her complete identity. At
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this point, she understands that part of her has hated her Black-
ness and has evaded her racial identity. Selina is “seeing clearly
for the firsttime, the image which the woman—and the ones like
the woman—saw when they looked at her. . .. Her dark face must
be confused in their minds with what they feared most: with the
night. .. which seethed with sin and harbored violence.. . . Like
the night she was to be feared, spurned, purified—and always
reminded of her darkness” (291).

Thus, Selina sees the full racist meaning of her black skin
reflected in the woman’s eyes. She realizes in horror and outrage
that in addition to her own struggles she must also battle
racism—the white illusion of her Blackness which she must
prevent from “destroying her inside and find a way for her real
face to emerge” (291). Selina has been jolted into consciousness
of the shared bond between herself and her people, necessitated
by the imperative of conquering racism in order to enable full
development of human potential. And, in this sense, Selina be-
gins to comprehend what lies behind her mother's harsh out-
bursts and actions, and her people's need for coalition. Selina
also realizes, when Clive deserts her for his mother, that she
must face her problems alone, relying on the inner resilience
and formidable strength that she has inherited from her mother
and which makes her her mother’s child, and on the “mysterious
endurance” of her people for which she now feels admiration
and love. In Marshall’s words, “They no longer puzzled or
offended her. Instead, their purposefulness—charging the air like
a strong current—suddenly charged her strength . . . and her
heart calmed” (303). In her speech to the Association, Selina
explains her deception, that her perceptions had been based on
simple, unrealistic extremes of good and evil. She rejects the
scholarship money because it signifies a norm which she does
not desire. O'Neale affirms that while Black heroines “are not at
odds with any ‘collective ethos’ in the Black community, they
certainly do insist upon separate collective feminine strategies
within that ethos” (O’'Neale 27). Consistent with O'Neale's asser-
tion that the protagonists of Black women writers' Bildungsro-
man, “discover, direct, and recreate the self in the midst of
hostile racial, sexual and other societal repression, Marshall's
protagonist discovers and confronts truth and directs herself
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toward rectifying her past mistakes, determining her own future
and reconstructing her conceptions and values in light of her
newfound consciousness amidst the racial illusions of whites
and false aspirations of her own people (O'Neale 25). Thus,
Selina no longer embraces white standards of beauty and is able
to value the Barbadian community and herself. Eugenia Col-
lier's important assessment is that “for Selina . . . to dream of
being white is essentially to reject the community of the
oppressed and to long—futilely—to be part of the oppressor . ..
this dynamic . . . has been a vital factor in the perpetuation of
oppression” (Collier 299). Thus, Selina, rather than internalizing
the ideology of the oppressor, actively refutes it through knowl-
edge of her identity, her rejection of white acceptance, and by
coming to terms with her mother and her people, both of whom
are incorporated in herself. She decides to continue her quest
for answers in Barbados.

Through Selina’s physical journey, Marshall asserts the need
for Blacks to make the spiritual and psychological journey back
into their past. John McCluskey, Jr. states: “The refrain of the
woman who with love and compassion must be willing to define
herself and the responsibility such an act demands rings
throughout her (Marshall's) work. The refrain is not flattened by
resignation, but sharpened by affirmation, by an insistent 'l am!"
Allthe while, however, . .. the awareness of sociocultural history
adds a new dimension to personal identity, defines quest and
mission” (McCluskey 333). Selina positively affirms her desire
for individuality and independence that parallels her mother's.
She asks Silla: “Remember how you used to talk about how you
left home and came here alone as a girl of eighteen and was your
ownwoman? | used to love hearing that. And that's what | want. |
want it!” (307). Selina has come to a deep realization of her
personal and collective self, which she will incorporate in shap-
ing her quest for meaning and fulfillment and in these ways the
protagonist of Brown Girl, Brownstones has progressed from a
fragmented individual self, through a turbulent awakening to a
realigned whole.
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Brown Girl, Brownstones as a Novel of Development

In Brown Girl, Brownstones, (1959), Paule Marshall details
the growth and reaching out of Selina Boyce amidst acommun-
ity of Barbadian immigrants in New York City, a community
powerful in its cohesion and demanding in its criteria for accep-
tance, a community pitted against a world which has prejudi-
ciously shaped its strategy for survival and improvement. This
depiction of the Barbadian community, of essential significance
inthe context of the protagonist’s search for self, is symbolically
unveiled in Marshall's vivid description of the brownstones
where Selina lives in Brooklyn. Marshall stresses that, although
short buildings, “they gave the impression of formidable height”
and although appearing as a unified whole, each of the brown-
stones was distinct in its complicated design, sharing “the same
brown monotony. All seemed doomed by the confusion in their
design” (3). Thus, in its solidarity, shared heritage and color, the
community exudes wholeness, and in that wholeness strength.
The confusion in their design, the double consciousness, the
fact that part of their identity is defined by glazed-over white
eyes, is that which Marshall refers to as their “doom.” Suchis the
setting for the physical and mental growth of a little girl, “Ameri-
can” by birth, Barbadian by parentage.

Marshall introduces Selina with emphasis on her eyes, fore-
shadowing her ripeness for the complex development which she
is to experience and inferring that her starting point is not that of
complete unawareness. For Selina’s eyes “were not the eyes of a
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child. Something too old lurked in their centers. They were
weighted, it seemed, with scenes of alonglife . .. She seemed to
know the world down there in the dark hall and beyond for what
itwas" (4). Aware of what awaited in the external world, beyond
the brownstones, cosy respite of the familial, 10-year-old Selina
longs to transcend the security of the familiar for the challenge
of the larger outside world. Thus even at an early age, Selina is
conscious of a need for fulfiliment and confrontation with reality
which she must use to overstep the threshold of the community.

The first intimation of Selina’s perception of her mother is
given in reference to the silence of the house in which Selina
rejoiced. Marshall states: “Above all, it was a silence which came
when the mother was at work” (5). Inferentially then, the pres-
ence of the mother incorporated an intrusion on the welcomed
silence and has a negative connotation. Of equal significance is
Selina’s conception of whiteness and her self-perceptioniin rela-
tion to it. Selina, imagining herself the center of attention of the
white family who had formerly lived in the house, envisions
herself “no longer a dark girl alone and dreaming . . . but one of
them, invested with their beauty and gentility” (5).

Selina’s feeling of beauty, importance, pride and elegance in
embodying white standards is exemplified as she “threw her
head back until it trembled proudly on the stalk of her neck and,
holding up her imaginary gown, she swept downstairs to the
parlor floor” (5). Thus, the protagonist, at the outset of the novel,
judges her physical self through a white lens. Her own Black-
ness is unacceptable to her; it falls short of white people’s aes-
thetic criteria and thus of her own. When Selina catches the sight
of herself in the mirror, her illusion of white-defined beauty is
shattered and she returns to being “only herself” (5). When the
reality of her Blackness confronts her, she feels estranged—a
sad misfit unworthy of the white elegance and refinement of the
house. But after taking notice of the family photograph in which
she was not present, Selina is overcome by a desire to make her
presence known and experiences an urge to yell, to break the
silence of the house, and to awaken her sister. This spontaneous
impulse is a symptom of her awareness of her existence as a
unique individual, distinct from the dead baby brother whom she
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replaced. Selina is angered when her mother refers to her as if
she were the dead brother, shouting, “I keep telling you, I'm not
him. I'm me. Selina” (47). She attempts to affirm her own identity
as separately and distinctly hers, not his—with a vehemence that
wants to establish the validity of her own existence. She wants to
“bring someone running” in order to confirm her “self,” to make
her existence known and important to the external world (5).

The foundations of Selina’s oncoming search for self are
firmly established in the first few pages of the novel and Marshall
invests Selina with natural qualities for survival. In contrast to
the meek, defeatist, complacent, quiescent Ina, Selina, although
younger than her sister, takes a passionately active role in her
relationship with life, in terms of the intensity of her feelings and
desires, her self-assertiveness, her iron will, her defiance and
pride. Unlike Ina’s smooth journey through adolescence, for
Selina a tumultuous passage lies in store which will arm her for
the harshness of life outside of the family. Unlike Ina, she would
never be “defenseless . . . as though . . . never really fit for the
roughness of life” (7).

However, at this point in her existence, Selina’s need for affir-
mation expresses itself negatively. Characteristic of 10-year-
olds, her only strategy for easing the frustration of her inner
discord is to lash blindly out at those around her. Aware of her
sister's vulnerable nature, she awakens Ina to tell her that she
was an ugly baby. But she fails to wreck Ina’s emotional compo-
sure and, forbidden to strike her sister, Selina feels an impo-
tence symbolic of the broader impotence she feels accruing to
her unimportant existence. Furthermore, Selina’s physical im-
maturity (having a “flat body” and long legs), her ignorance of
menstruation, childbirth and sex (she knows only that Ina is
“sick,” and believes that babies must be cut out of a mother’s
stomach, and refuses to accept the truth as she hears it from
Beryl, because it threatens her own firmly rooted convictions)
compound her isolation from the familial unit that surrounds
her.

Marshall provides a significant intimation of some of the feel-
ings Selina must confront in her developmental passage. Seli-
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na’s feelings of insecurity and her need to formally establish her
existence as an individual, stem (at least partly) from the fact
that her own birth had barely waited for the last bit of dirt to cover
her baby brother's coffin, and that her parents (in their grief),
had not taken pictures of her. Her brother’s inability to hold on to
life seemed to choke her out of existence in the mind of her
mother. Her parent’s sadness over the death of her brother made
their acceptance of her—a healthy child—more difficult. Of
equal importance to her later struggle, Selina cannot conceive
of her mother as the young woman with “a shy beauty” and a
smile of “girlish expectancy” as she appears in the family photo-
graph (8).

Selina’s father is the pillar of reality and stability in her life. He
is the source of comfort, understanding and reassurance. He
affirms her existence by sharing an intimate, confidential rela-
tionship with her and by giving her individuality a nurturing
attentiveness. This is evident as an anxious Selina runs upstairs
to the sun parlor to bond with her father in “their circle” (9). The
sun having penetrated her closed lids, Selina opens her eyes to
see a luminous halo about Deighton’s head, symbolic of her
idolatry of him. This extreme closeness to and blind infatuation
with her father impedes Selina from communion with her mother
and from the realization and acceptance of the positive signifi-
cance of her ties to Silla, a view expressed through Sondra
O’Neale’s conviction that in Black women writers’ Bildungsro-
man, “Where fathers are present, strained relationships with
mothers exist” (O'Neale 27). Selina scorns her mother as the
embodiment of a negative womanhood exemplified in “those
watchful, wrathful women whose eyes seared and searched and
laid bare, whose tongues lashed the world in unremitting dis-
trust (11).

Afurther characteristic of Selina’s pre-enlightened state is her
lack of recognition of racism. According to O'Neale, unlike tradi-
tional “adolescent recognitions” of Western Bildungsroman
novels, Black American women writing on this theme do not
concentrate on youthful perceptions of racial rejection (O'Neale
25). Brown Girl, Brownstones is in concert with this depiction of
Bildung in that Selina is unconscious of the racist implications
when her father, as a boy, dove for coins thrown into the water by
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white American tourists on arriving ships. Rather than question-
ing this exploitation, Selina “closed her eyes again and in the
orange void tried to see him diving after the coins” (100).

Selina’s first encounter with feeling freedom and transcend-
ence of familial boundaries is evident when she looks out of the
window of the trolley on the way to Prospect Park and notices
the diversity of colors and forms and potential for change of the
external world. In Marshall’'s words, “She had finally passed the
narrow boundaries of herself and her world. She could no
longer be measured by Chauncey Street or the park” (56). Selina
senses a certain fuller, richer freedom in the lovers at the park
and she feels excluded from and unable to identify with them.
Thus, at age ten, she glimpses freedom through the capacity of
love to nurture self expression and development and through
sexual freedom displayed overtly by “those bold boys with dar-
ing hands” (57).

In Selina’s internal struggle for self-discovery, she must not
only come to terms with herself racially, but as a woman as well.
O'Neale suggests that Black women writers “collectively depict
the Black woman'’s internal struggle to unravel the immense
complexities of racial indentity, gender definitions . .. and awak-
ening of sexual being” (35). Thus, it is not only societal oppres-
sion and repression that Selina, as a Black woman must face, but
confrontation of the self in terms of womanhood, and its inher-
entimplication for Selina’s relationship to her mother’s pastand
to the mother's and society’s traditional expectations for Selina
as a Black woman. “In seeking self-discovery, heroines must
struggle with issues of not only race, skin color and sex, but of
procreation, Black feminine images inherited from mothers, and
often despicable expectations for Black women preordained by
society (O’'Neale 26). Paule Marshall herself states that society
“does not really accept the fact that a woman has a need to fulfill
herself quite apart from her role as a wife and mother (Childress,
etal. 24). In this sense, Selina’s quest for identity is distinctin its
complex focus from the conventional western male-oriented
Bildungsroman theme. The identity crisis for Black women con-
cerns, above and beyond the more universally applicable search
for meaning as ahuman individual, issues of gender and race. In
Selina’s case, her heritage and status as a Barbadian immigrant
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forces her into confrontation with the reality of the Barbadian
community’s strategy for survival and development within the
white American capitalist system.

Although in addressing the universal needs as well as those of
marginal groups, Marshall “concerns herself with people of all
ages, of all races, and of all strata.” There are inherent, funda-
mental differences in the Black woman's search for fulfillment as
a dually marginal person with consequent unique needs (Kapai
49). Kapai believes that “The identity crisis assumes even more
gravity for the minority groups who were either brought to this
land or who came of their own accord in search of greener
pastures. Lost in a new cultural environment, such people need
more than ordinary effort to recognize and keep their identity
alive” (49).

In the initial process of her physical and mental development,
Selina rejects Black Barbadian womanhood and all that it signi-
fies as presumed and preestablished by her people. Her emerg-
ing womanhood threatens to tie her to the qualities in her mother
and her mother’s friends that she finds repugnant. Thus, when
Florrie Trotman casually and benignly brushes Selina’s small
breast, she cries in outrage and reacts violently to the “rite which
made her one with Florrie's weighty bosom and Virgie Farnum’s
perennially burgeoning stomach” (78).

In contrast to John S. Mbiti’s findings that “in the African
psyche, there are not mentors, sympathetic or polemic, ready to
aid in the passage ritual,” Marshall gives Selina two mentors
through the characters of Suggie and Miss Thompson (O'Neale
27). Suggie introduces Selina to the conception of sex as pleas-
urable, desirable and fulfilling and offers amodel in herself of an
unconventional alternative to Barbadian mores of marriage,
motherhood, and monogamy. In contrast, premarital sex is
depicted by Silla as evil and unacceptable, and as grounds for
being labelled a whore. Furthermore, Suggie teaches Selina to
embrace life rather than dwell self-destructively on death. She
persuades her finally to replace her black mourning attire with
more colorful clothes, symbolic of life, after the death of Selina’s
father. Miss Thompson teaches Selina that she must first
acquire an understanding of her people and their political objec-
tives before she can self-righteously reject them and persuades




