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22, Representation of Oppression in Alice Childress’
Wine in the Wilderness

Dr. Tabassum M. Inamdar
Mahila l\/lalmxulva!a».n (n,()ldl

a style that had been revalorized

through Black Arts

In the 1960s. the Alrican-American began to rediscover

by the Americans. Blacks had also begun (o cultivate their culture
Movement. The blacks were trying to come to terms with ‘blackness”. While the Black Arts
Movement of the 1960s was trying to destroy

the same dccudc was struggling to establish an authentic Black selfhood which supplemented the

black playwrights to try different forms of aesthetic expression.

Genevieve Fabre contends that the 19505 saw the definite emergence of black

playwrights. She points out that William Branch's 4 Medal for willie. Alice Childress's Trouble

55). Lorraine Hansberry's A Raisin in the Sun (1959). and Loften

in Mind (1955
Bevond the River (1957). are among the best known plays by black playwrights of the 1950s. In

iolence as a solution is dismissed. The message

Mitchell's 4 Land

the majority of these plays protest is voiced, but v

in several of these plays, however. is that violence may soon become the only possible course of

action.

Alice Childress wrote Wine in the Wilderness: A Comedy- Drama in 1969 when the two
movements- Women’s Liberation and the Black Revolution were the important issues. But the
simultaneity of these two issues created a'major dilemma for the black woman and her loyalties
were torn between the questions of racism and sexism. She could not align herself completely
with Women's movement. for not only were the white’ women reluctant- to include the black

women in their struggle but this step also aroused the hostility of their men folk who accused
them of being disloyal to their people. Childress raises both these points in this play.

The Black revolution forms the backdrop to the whole play. Childress sets her
protagonist, Tomorrow Marie’s (Tommy) struggle to establish her place and identity In a
patriarchal society. She is sensible, warm, and unpretentious, in contrast to the middle-cluss
(ypes who equate blackness with such superficial trappings, but, who in reality, are empty and

artificial. Tommy is symbolic of the tomorrow, the future and the hope of black wonien
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nd theretore think she is perfeet for Bill's picture: she is poar, not formally
cducated. barsterous ¢ o
crous and opinionated, and she wears mismatched clothes and a wig that covers
her natural hair 2 this - .
air. But then this appearance is the result of the ongoing rots. Having been caughtin

the cure sLancees \ i ) g
clrcumstances when her house was burnt and rushed to save her life. she cannot help her

messed up look. 1t is natural that she should speak out angrily against the violence. destruction

and Bloadshed by the Black Revolution=*They hollerin® whiley. whiley...but who they burnt

out? Me?7| 743,

i The writers of the “female’ phase turn away from the male society and make culture. In
his this play. Tommy is ready to walk outon Bill because he refuses to accepl her as a woman in her
own right. he labels her as victim even before he meets her. Her stance is certainly a “female’

star-e. Besides, she is financially independent carning her own living, a step which all *feminist’

women seek to achieve. Now Tommy wants 10 be accepted for what she is. She demands self

respect and returns 10 Bill only when he accepts her as a model of black womanhood, and
acknowledges her sense of self-worth.

In the next scene of the play, Tommy’s inner space is externalized in her dialogue with

Bill. While he is sketching her. he asks her to talk, Tommy begins by telling him about her

childhood experiences and in the process reveals things connected to Black history. Black

history. as she actually experienced it back home, for her grandather and uncle were active in

the politics of the time. By talking about herself. Tommy is able to show her real self to Bill.
When Bill sees that she is different from what he thought, he discontinues his sketch and talks 1o

her about his own ambitions and his nightmare of being a failure. This mutual opening up brings

them closer to each other.
While the men are influenced by the White patriarchal ideas. women like Cynthia accuse
the African-American women of emasculating their men and bringing in a matriarchal order. She

has assimilated Sonny’s thoughts and ideas and made them her own. Cynthia is the kind of

woman who has .
men” [De Beavoir: 174]. However, unlike Cynthia, Tommy dreams a new order- an equality ot

sexes. Tommy rises like a phoenix out of the riot that devastated her. She rises up crying against

in its treatment of women, always victimizing them. History, literature and religion are

UNGLISH PART ~ 1V 1 Peer Reviewed Referred and UGC Listed Journal No. - 40776
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In Wine i the Wildernexs. Childress notonly exposes these wrong ideas but also sets the ﬁ
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ecord right because such misconeeptions cesulted in the black woman becoming 4 scapegoat ;f ’
culture in

and for the failure of black

esponsible for the psvehological emasculation of black men
ommunity 10 gain parity with the white community” [Ibid]. Cynthia again mouths the black Ricferels ?
nale view when she says- “you're 0o brash. you're 00 used to looking out for yourself. it * ?
nakes us lose our feminity... 1t makes us seem very hard. We do ourselves 100 much” [761]. *
( ) In the course of the play, Tommy proves lo be the ‘wine in the wilderness” neither * 3 g
romantic nor innocent, but full of life. humor, and a strong will to survive. Childress presents .
Tommy as embodiment of black womet.’s history and their hope [or a better future. Near to the * 1
climax of the play. Tommy lashes out at Bill, Cynthia, Sonny and Old Timer for failing to !

° '

respect black women and black race. which is nothing short ol a petrayal of their race. culture
and clan. She decides to ‘de-center’ in order 10 center' elsewhere, because the blacks have
-assimilated” the “White’ ideas of beauty. The accessories gain importance over the real inner
those who defy various norms of an unjust society.

beauty of the person. They fail to appreciate
attacks on the people like Bill

She finds her fellow African-Americans hypoeritical. Childress
who make a great deal of some Blacks for making history in the yesteryears, but fail to admire

Tommy. who is alive and making history.
P Tommy represents the African — American women who dare to defy. She defies the
society. and her own folks, who try to dictate her life and her role in

limitations, the ideals of the
er everything, but not her spirit and

the world, The riot that she survived destroyed h

determination. This is symbolic of the biggest riot of all — “Slavery’ — which tried to destroy the

blacks as a race, and their women, who were subject to the double jeopardy of racism and

sexism.

In Wine in the Wilderness, Childress reveals the complex, interior landscapes off 4

Tommy’s life and al the same time looks outward, commenting on the world which impinges on

her existence. Tommy’s demand for being acknowledged as the true wine in the wilderness, the -
reinforcement of her identity, in the face of opposition, is her * female” stance. |
To conclude, the play, as a social comedy, helped Childress to present the contras

between the social order and the individual. The social order is seen in the ideas held by Bill and
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otherse whiles Fommy, the individual, i W contrast to them: She defies the accepted norms of the

wocteny around her and turns the aceepted notion of things upside down. Wine in the Wilderness
tahes on the form ot satire in which Childress vidicules the fulse ideas of the society by making
fommy deery the toolishiess of black men (as represented by Bill) in particular and American
culture in general.
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