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Abstract

TheThird Life of Grange Copeland (1970) recountsthree different experiences
of racial and economic oppressioninthelife storiesof Grange, Brownfield and
Ruth. These characters begin their stories as oppressed in the sharecropping
system and in the corresponding environment of domestic violence and self-
hatred. Grange'sheroic and benevolent character bearslittlerelationto hisearlier
presentation as a silent, brutal farmer. Brownfield progresses from a child of
poverty and degradation to almost a tyrant-monster figure, and Ruth becomes
the great hope of a generation. A crucial phase of Ruth’s development is her
growing awareness of society asadynamic processinstead of astatic hierarchy
where everyone must fit into hisor her place. By the end of the novel, Ruth has
been deeply stirred by the “Movement,” which she feels will transform her
world.
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AliceWalker’'sfirst novel, The Third Life of Grange Copeland (1970) recounts
three different experiences of racial and economic oppression in the South. In
detailing the stories of Grange, Brownfield and Ruth, Walker not only illustrates
her own theories of the importance of maintaining the individual soul in the
context of community, asdocumented in her non-fiction work, but also elucidates
methods of surviving suffering. Walker presents three variations on the Job
guest in the journeys of Brownfield, Grange and Ruth. These characters begin
their stories as uniquely oppressed in the sharecropping system and in the
corresponding environment of domestic violence and self-hatred of mid-twentieth
century Georgia. Everyone isfaced with making meaning of his suffering and
thereby transcending that suffering and itsviciouscycle of brutality. Just as Job
meets hisanguish with atripartite reaction of fear and misery, rage and rebellion,
serenity and compassion, so do these characters evolve. However, none is a
complete Job figure. Brownfield stagnates in the rage juncture of the cycle;
Grange stops short of developing acosmic sense of compassion; and, we hope
Ruth will learn true compassion working for the civil rights movement.
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Grange's heroic and benevolent character bears little relation to his earlier
presentation as a silent, brutal farmer. Brownfield progresses from a child of
poverty and degradation to amost a tyrant-monster figure, and Ruth becomes
the great hope of ageneration. Each character istherefore in some ways larger
than life, too legendary for true realism. They are figures of that oppressive
manifestations of suffering, and symbols of the survival methods adopted by the
subjugated. In thisway, each of Walker’s charactersisqualified for acomparison
with a mythic figure like Job. While Job rebels against God's mysterious
punishment, he retains a hope that God will explain, return, and restore himin
relationship. Grange never mentions his birth father, but often wonders about
the nature of God—he claims not to believe, but he often reads the Bible,
especialy the Book of Exodus. He sometimes attends church, and wishes he
could attain a kind of Christian compassion for his fellow men. Brownfield
claimshisresentment of and rage a Grangeasfuel for hiscowardly rationaization,
acts of violence, and vengefulness. Ruth rejects Brownfield's attempted
reclamation in favour of Grange’sloving protection. Job humbly receivesGod's
reclamation, but Grange, Brownfield, and Ruth do not accept their respective
reclamations. Grangetriesto offer Brownfield apol ogies and assistance, but by
the time Grange returns home, Brownfield has become so completely degraded
that he cannot bear to see his own reflection in hisfather’s eyes. At the end of
thetext, Grange'slast few moments appear to be akind of prayer, but Walker’s
narrator quickly dispelsthat possibility. “But if it was a prayer, how strange it
was; for it was all about himself and hisdeliverance to and from, and his belief
inand out. Actually, it wasacurse” (Walker 340).

Inthisway, neither of Walker’s male characters can ultimately achievethe
self-submission necessary to enter into reclamation by the father, although Ruth
accepts Grange as her surrogate father. Theodore Mason has rightly observed
that The Third Life is“anovel dominated by the idea of cycle and repetition”
(299) Each character beginshisjourney utterly subjected by poverty and misery.
Brownfield rebels from his misery when he realizes his own life hasbecome a
repetition of his father’s, watching his eldest daughter work in the fields.
Brownfield's rage becomes almost sociopathic asit feeds on itself; his diffuse
rage propelshimintoill-tempered bitterness. Grange'sfirst lifeishislife of fear
and misery; during hissecond lifein New York, helearns hatred for whitesand
thus entersthe rage section of the cycle. During histhird life, he beginsto learn,
through teaching Ruth, about compassion, but never fully adopts it himself.
Ruth is the character who succeeds the most in all three stages: she feelsfear.
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Brownfield and Grange have been often dismissed asmerely abusive. But rather
than attributing their violenceto amoral flaw, itisappropriateto view itin light
of the Job story. Kate Cochran writes,

In beating their wives, Brown- field and Grangeredirect the aggression
they feel as aresult of their own subjugation. Therefore, domestic
violence, creating brokenness in their homes, is the only way they
can sustain the brokenness of their livesin the sharecropping system.
(84)

Job becomes sarcastic and insulting as aresult of his continued misery and his
comforters’ misunderstanding. So do Grange and Brownfield react to suffering.
But more than a brutal emotional outlet, both Brownfield and Grange adopt
God's role in the Job story: they mete out undeserved punishments to their
wiveswithout offering an explanation. Campbell writes,

Such punishments are hot only patently absurd, they are also doubly
sadistic; by hurting Margaret and Mem, Grange and Brownfield a so
abuse themselves. Nevertheless, in both men’s sharecropping
households, the rules and punishments are determined solely by the
whim of the father. (24)

Just as each week in the sharecropping homesfollowsacycle of depression and
violence, so too does the lineage of the characters continue a pattern.
Abandonment by thefather isanintegral part of thecycle. While nothingissaid
about Grange's father, his absence foreshadows Grange's abandonment of
Brownfield and Brownfield’'s abandonment of his own children. Certainly, the
three characters are fundamentally scarred by this sense of abandonment by the
father, but the abandonment also teaches them to abandon in turn. Walker
detailsBrownfield'sfedingsafter Grangeleaves, but Grange seemstotally without
afather, even God. Ruth chooses to banish her own father, adopting anew one
in Grange. With Job, the sense of abandonment is expressed when Job isat his
lowest point. He feels sure that God hates him to have punished him so. He
fearsthat heisutterly alone, without understanding friends, without supportive
community, without loving children, but most of al without a beneficent God.
For Grange, Brownfield, Ruth, and Job, abandonment by the father/God
representsthe ultimate desol ation. But this desol ation isboth somewhat tempered
and made more untenabl e as the father might return.

The novel presents a complex view of the open journey. Central to the

91



indraprasth

novel isatension between the characters' strong desirefor astablelife centering
around a“home” and their equally potent inclinationstoward radical change, the
“new life” brought about by experience. Thesetwo powerful drivesare merged
in Brownfield's recurrent daydream, in which he imagines himself as owning
both abeautiful mansion and an elegant car as:

As he stroked his shoes carelessly with arag, Brownfield sank into
his favourite daydream. He saw himself grown-up, twenty-one or
so, arriving at home at sunset in the snow. In this daydream there
was aways snow. He had seen snow only once, when he was seven
and there had been a small flurry at Christmas, and it had made a
cold, sharp impression on him. In his daydream snow fell to the
earth like chicken feathers dumped out of atick, and gavethefeeling
of walking through a quiet wall of weightlessness and suspended
raindrops, clear and cold on the eyelids and the nose. (Walker 17)

South isaplace of terrible entrapment which destroysfamily life and enslaves
blacks to an endless cycle of physical and spiritual poverty. Grange'sroleasa
sharecropper turnshiminto astone and imposes compl ete accession on hiswife
Margaret. Their son Brownfield, whose entirelife isafrightening extension of
Southern values and who comes to devel op a perverse love of the South while
in prison, livesin acondition of nearly paralysis. Sharecropping threatens him
with the “ shadow of eternal bondage” and his marriage becomes“ another link
in the chain that holds him to the land” (Walker 50). Although he shows some
signsas ayoung man of freeing himself by attempting to move out of the South,
“hisdreamsto go North . .. died early” (Walker 53) and heis content to accept
his place in Southern society—he fitted himself to the slot in which he found
himself. Robert Butler writes:

Thisextreme passivity gradually erodes his spirit until he becomesa
pathological figureintent on destroying hiswife and children when
they display any signs of regjecting the static roles which Southern
society imposes on them. He always interprets their drive for
movement and freedom as an indictment of his own depleted life.
(Butler 71)

Given such a numb, paralyzing world, several characters attempt to save
themselves. Josie's daughter Lorene lights out to the North and is never heard
from again. Grange, whose imagination has been fired by his brother-in-law
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Silas'sexploitsin New York, leavesthe sharecropping work that has“ stupefied”
him and simply takes off: “He had not even comprehended what he was running
to. Hewas simply moving on to where people said it was better” (Walker 140).
However, like Silas, who ends up adrug addict killed in aliquor store raobbery,
Grangeeventually discoversthat Northisareal hoax. Although he goesthereto
pursue his dream of “living free,” he is reduced to a condition of “solitary
confinement.” Ironically, hisexperiencesin New York are adepressing repetition
of his existencein the South as all the aspects of life are controlled by whites:
“Hefound that wherever he went, whiteswerein control; they ruled New York
asthey did Georgia; Harlem asthey did Poontang Street” (Walker 140).

AliceWalker'slove-haterelationship isbest expressed through Mem. Her
suffering is carried to the high degree. She had an opportunity to observe
Brownfield actionswith Josie and L orence. She knew that he wasignorant, no-
good and strangely fascinated by her collegelearning and sophistication. Hewas
illiterate so she taught him how to write his name. Parker Smith writes,

The worse he treated her, the more she was compelled to save him.
Therefore, when she agreed to marry him, she took on as part of her
vow thewhol e history of Black emasculation. He blamed Mem for his
failures and inability to produce a crop at the end of afarming season.
(482)

He beat her. He did not fear her as he did the white men whose power choked
him and refused him his manhood and who gave him dried potatoes and sickly
hogs at the end of the year. Brownfield had to strike at something. Hismission,
then, was to pull her down beneath him so that his foot could rest easy on her
neck.

Mem'’sweaknessisrepresentative of asteady stream of suffering throughout
Walker’sfiction. She carries the burden of guilt asaheavy load on her back. It
appeared that Mem could not be victimized. After all she had an identity. She
was aschoolteacher. So, a series of questions became paramount. Why did she
accept theviolent actsagainst her body and the violent expressionsthat chiselled
away at her soul? What kind of lethargy wasit that allowed her to take beatings,
time and again? In her own weak mind did she somehow feel that Brownfield
was needed to affirm or reaffirm her woman-ness.

Mary Helen Washington states that the author is an apologist for Black
women. And she uses “apologist” in the sense that Walker speaks or writesin
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defence of acause or aposition. The causeistheliberation of Black womanhood
but as an apologist she demonstrates this position basically in the sense of
acknowledging. Walker confessed to Mary Helen that she knew the women she
writes about and while growing up in Georgia, she smelled the brunt of their
pain. She remembers them when she was thirteen.

The Third Life of Grange Copeland issaved from nihilistic despair by the
fact that it is centered in two other interrelated problems. The first is Grange's
return to Georgiawhere he beginshis“third” life after growing embittered about
his “second” life in Harlem. This journey produces a dramatic change in his
character as he becomesaloving surrogate father for Ruth after she haslost her
parents when Brownfield murders Mem and is subsequently sent to prison.
Unlike Brownfield, who triesto weaken his children, Grange strengthens Ruth
by providing her with an emotionally secure“home” on the farm which he and
Josie buy with the money they get from the sale of the Dew Drop Inn. Ruth
therefore avoidsthe problem which hasmadeit difficult for Brownfield to move
in hislack of an adequate foundationin life, “ Hewas expected to raise himself
up on air, which was al that was |eft over after hiswork for others.... He was
never able to do more than exist on air; he was never able to build on it. . .”
(Walker 54).

Ruth can move steadily toward aliberating new life because she has been
brought up on much morethan “air.” Grange’s nurturing has provided her with
the emotional and spiritual base she needsto develop aresilient self. Sheisnow
capabl e of undertaking the open passage so often celebrated in classic American
and Afro-American literature. Walker does not establish thefarm asaromantic
setting which suggestsher love of Southern* place.” Surely Grange never evinces
any lovefor Georgiain particular or the South in general—he hatesit as much
asany place. He returnsto Baker County because heisinterested in creating a
“home” by transforming alimiting placeinto liberating “ space.” When hefences
off his property from the surrounding, he can makeit a“sanctuary” a“refuge’
distinct from Southern society where he can befree and independent—a*“ reborn
man.” Histurning back to a pastoral world of his own creation is then a quest
for the same sort of life-giving space that the Puritans sought in a New World
“sanctuary.”

Ruth must leave this pastoral world to realize her own identity. Space,
unlike place, cannot beinherited but must be created by ahuman soul. Although
Ruth as ayoung girl is nurtured by the home with which Grange provides her,
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she must, like most American heroic figures, finaly break away from homein
order to undertake her own autonomous life. She feels that her optionsin the
world shewas given are limited: Not only will the white world reduce her to a
maid or aschool teacher, but the black community, which is sharply critical of
her life with Grange, restricts her to the status of a pariah. When she asks
Grange, “What am | going to do when | get grown?’ he tells her that she can
stay on their farm “till kingdom come” (Walker 172). But she immediately
rejects such astatic conception of her future, telling him, “1 am not goingto bea
hermit” (Walker 172). The same fences which give him a sense of security
eventually induce claustrophobiain her. She needs unlimited spaceif sheisto
fulfil the deepest promptings of her growing self.

Thelast quarter of the novel dramatizes her plansfor leaving home so that
she can “rise up” on her own. Her dreams of freedom take the form of going
north, and she clearly tells Grange, “1 want to get away from here someday.... |
think maybel’ll go North, likeyou did” (Walker 193). Later, shethinks of going
to Africa, and by the end of the novel sheis deeply stirred by the prospect of
becoming part of thecivil rights*“movement.” The exact direction shewill pursue
is never made clear. “Like most American heroes, she has alucid notion of the
places she must leave but keeps an indeterminate vision of the space to which
she will move. And like the Jews in Exodus, she must leave an al-too-red
‘Egypt’ in order to experience amythic “ promised land” (Campbell 95).

Grange delights in telling her the story of Exodus because he wants to
strengthen her imagination for flight, so that she can avoid the “numbness’
which hasblighted so much of hisown life. Although Walker isvague about the
end-point of Ruth’slife in order to stress its open, indeterminate quality, she
pointsout that it will be different from thefailures meted out to other characters.
Unlike her sisters Daphne and Ornette, who drift north, one to end up in a
‘crazy house' and the other in awhorehouse, Ruth’s movementswill be directed
by the sense of mission which Grange has given her to perform some great and
Herculean task. Her active mind may be ‘always in flight,” but it is endowed
with purpose becauseit is always moving towards something, the creation of a
Protean self. Unlike Brownfield, whoselife becomesacircle of failure because
heiscontent to relive hisfather’s‘first’ life.

A crucial phaseof Ruth’sdevelopment isher growing awareness of society
asadynamic processinstead of astatic hierarchy where everyone must fit into
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hisor her ‘place.” Observing the nightly news, she becomesfascinated by “pictures
of students marching” asthey work for amore open and fluid society (Walker
201). Even in the Georgia backwater in which she has been raised there is
dramatic evidence of meaningful change—voter registration, campaigns,
interracial marriage, and the beginnings of integration. By the end of the novel,
Ruth has been deeply stirred by the“Movement,” which shefeelswill transform
her world.

Although peoplelike Brownfield and Judge Harry are hopel ess cases because
their rigid minds have been frozen by the feudal society in which they live,
many peopleand social ingtitutions are beginning to “thaw.” Dynamicforcesare
at work; dissolving the stereotypes which have crippled people in the past,
creating new possibilities for persons like Ruth. Although Walker, whose life
was profoundly transformed by her participationin the Civil Rights Movement,
does not provide us with a naively romantic view of personal and political
growth. Shebelievesthat vast changeswill occur if people havethe courage and
imagination to move toward these changes. The novel’s sombre ending, which
depictstheviolencetriggered by afailure of justicein awhite-controlled system,
reminds us that Ruth and her contemporaries are a long way from the fluid,
open soci ety which they seek. Walker stressesthat they are at last moving inthe
right direction, and thisisno small causefor hope. Likethe author’sown mother,
to whom she dedicates the novel, Ruth can triumph where others have failed
because she “made away out of no way” (Walker 3).

The Third Life of Grange Copeland iscentered in Walker’sdoublevision,
her penetrating awareness of the racist society that surrounds black life in the
South and her desireto escape from that world. But sheistough-minded enough
torealizethat the Southern society sheleavesisanything but healthy and would
only trap her and poison the black life around her. In aworld of severely limited
options, therefore, she correctly chooses movement over stasisand open space
instead of restrictive place. She knowsit isher only way of making a“way” out
of “no way.” Committing herself to the ever-changing real world with all its
difficulties, shediscoversrich possibilitiesfor growth. They will never completely
satisfy her but make available to her the same liberation experienced by other
heroic figuresin American and Afro-American literature.

In In Search of Our Mother’s Gardens, Walker describes her vivid sense
of participation in adynamic tradition which associates human liberation and
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growth with open movement. She argues that black literature is different from
modern American literature, which is static in nature, because white American
writerstended to end their books and their characters’ livesasif there were no
better existence for which to struggle. Whereas*the gloom of defeat isthick” in
American literature (Walker, In Search 5). Generally, Black writers enable the
heroto achieve somekind of larger freedom, partly because our literary tradition
isbased on the slave narratives, where escape for the body and freedom for the
soul went together.

Walker’s ambivalence toward the South is vividly dramatized. At times
shewarmly celebrates the Southern community and isintrigued by the thought
of what continuity of place could mean to the consciousness of the emerging
writer. But she also feelshemmed in by memories of her past which continueto
plague her. Her seven yearsin Mississippi, which epitomizes the South for her,
reduce her to a state which she describes as suicidal, and she leaves, resolving
never to set foot in Mississippi again. Zora Neale Hurston, the Black writer
Walker most admires, returned to the South latein lifeonly to die of malnutrition
and to be buried in an unmarked grave. Although the romantic side of Walker’s
temperament longs for a pastoral Southern world, a “garden” cultivated by
people like her mother, her realistic impulses warn her that she will have to
create her own “garden” in the space she creates for herself in her own life's
journey.

Works Cited and Consulted
Butler, Robert James. “ Alice Walker’sVision of the Southin The Third Life of Grange

Copeland.” African American Review, vol. 27, no. 2, Black South Issue, 1993. pp.
195-204.

Campbell, Joseph. The Hero with a Thousand Faces. 1949. Princeton UP, 1968,
p. 24.

Christian, Barbara. “Black Feminist Criticism.” Perspective on Black Women Writers.
Pergamon Press. 1985.

Clair, ThomasL e. “ The Language must not Sweat: A conversation with Toni Morrison.”
The New Republic. March 21, 1981. pp. 25-29.

Cochran, Kate. “When the LessonsHurt: The Third Life of Grange Copeland as Joban
Allegory” The Southern Literary Journal. vol. 34, no. 1 Fall 2001 pp. 79-
100.

Mason, Theodore O. Jr. “Alice Walker’'s The Third Life of Grange Copeland: The
Dynamics of Enclosure” Callaloo. no. 39 Spring 1989, pp. 297-309.

97



indraprasth

Parker Smith, Bettye J. “ Alice Walker’s Women: In Search of Some Peace of Mind.”
Black Women Writers 1950-1980: A Critical Evaluation. Ed. Mari Evans.
Anchor Doubleday, 1984. pp. 478 — 493.

Tate, Claudia. Ed. Black Women Writers at Work. Continuum, 1983.

Walker, Alice. In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens. Harcourt Bruce & Company,
1983.

- - -. The Third Life of Grange Copeland. Harcourt, 1970.

Washington, Mary Helen. “ Teaching Black-Eyed Susans: An Approach to the Study
of BlackWomen Writers.” Black American Literary Forum, vol.11, no. 1,
pp. 20-24.

98



