Meagan Frances Ayers

WGST 4900-002

27 April 2008
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INTRODUCTION

Throughout all the novels we read for this course, there was one theme which I paid particular attention to; a theme which had a significant impact on my life and how I view my goals, aspirations, desires, thoughts and purpose.  For this reason, I have decided to write my final paper on the “American Dream”.
My focus of this paper will be to analyze the different situations of the women in the novels who have attained the “American Dream” and then use my own experiences to tie in how these issues are still played out in our modern society.  Due to the fact that this particular issue had such a huge impact on me, I felt it was necessary to put a focus on my reader response to these novels; as Jamie pointed out to me.  I feel this is extremely important because the reader response to a text or novel is the most important part of that text.

There is one novel in particular which I feel deserves much focus and attention; this novel of course, is “Sula”.  “Sula” is the best novel to use for this example because the story is of two people who are on completely different ends of the pendulum of the “American Dream”.  On one hand you have Nel who is the married women with kids; the woman who married not for love, but rather because she felt obligated by the pressure of society to marry and start a life with a husband and have children.  On the other hand you have Sula, who made every decision in her life based on her own wants and needs; never wanting to be married, have children or give into society’s pressures and ideas of happiness.
DID I HEAR THAT CORRECTLY?

Throughout the entire course, I felt very lost and alone until I talked with Jamie about my confusion.  The problem was that I am a COBA (College of Business Administration) student who recently added a Women’s and Gender Studies minor.  The reason for this transition was because I truly had a passion for Ashley Pryor’s Intro to Women’s and Gender Studies course last year and decided this area was one I would love nothing more than to study in greater depth.  I could not have made a more rewarding choice in my academic career!

However, this semester was difficult for me because I am not an English major.  When I read these texts, I took them literally and was unable to “read between the lines” as I call it.  I am very analytical and as in “what you see is what you get”, well what I read was all I got.  When I attended the class sessions, students would consistently analyze the book and discuss issues they discovered while reading that I would never have thought of on my own while reading the novels.  Knowing this, I think it may be important to consider my reader response because many readers who take on these novels are not going to be trained as an English student and will probably analyze them just as I did; take the words literally rather than reading between the lines.

Every class session was a new experience and many times it was difficult for me to fully comprehend all of which was being said by the instructor as well as other students.  It took until the end of the semester to realize that I wasn’t actually brainless as I initially thought, but rather trained to interpret information in a very different way than most everyone else who participated in these discussions.

After realizing this, I decided that it was best to write my paper on a subject which I am familiar with.  I did not want to pretend that I knew a lot about all the topics which were covered in this course over the past semester; such as history, African American history, etc...  However the issue of the “American Dream” is one which I can relate to in a variety of ways.
FEMINISM

I never truly understood the meaning of feminism until this semester.  I now understand that there is nothing negative about being a feminist because the only meaning is to want a better life for women.  

The best way for me to explain how I feel about this issue is to start from the beginning.  Growing up, my mother always made a conscious effort to instill in my mind that making decisions about my life should be my decision and my decision alone.  This is probably the reason why peer pressure was never an issue with me and many of the people I know refer to me as “sheltered” because I am what society refers to as a “good girl”; I just call it a woman with morals!

Even though I was raised to make a conscious effort to base my life on myself, it was never referred to as feminist beliefs.  Had it been labeled as this, I would never have had a negative image in my mind about feminism in the first place.  Now I know better; I have always had feminist beliefs, I just never labeled them.  
I feel truly blessed to have been brought up this way.  Even though it was never really something I thought about until higher education; I took it for granted in the past and now I appreciate my upbringing.  These ideas are very important to keep in mind when analyzing these novels and their true intended purpose; they are also the foundation of my paper which has guided my thinking about why people believe in the “American Dream” and why it fails miserably.
AMERICAN DREAM

What am I referring to as the “American Dream”?  It starts with society’s pressure on every girl to be what is expected of them; married, with 2.5 kids and living in a white house with blue shutters, etc….  Need I say more?

I firmly believe that in this day and age, it starts with the reiteration of this idea presented to us by the media.  Little girls love Disney movies.  But what are the messages they send to these young impressionable minds?  They see little teenage girls who believe their entire life’s purpose is to find their “true love” and live “happily ever after”.  Think of the favorites from my generation including: Beauty and the Beast, Aladdin, The Little Mermaid, Sleeping Beauty, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, etc...  Each movie’s message is the same; find your soul mate and you will live happily ever after.
This socially constructed idea is relayed to the little girls who watch these movies and ultimately convinces them into thinking their only purpose in life is to find the man of their dreams (or soul mate) and marry them as soon as possible.  Women are raised in an environment which teaches them that the only way to be successful and have a fulfilling life is to find that one person who makes them happy and will take care of them for the rest of their lives.

Unfortunately, many women who successfully get into the situation they so long for, have been trained to believe this will make their life complete; after attaining the dream however, they are still unhappy.  
WHY DOES IT FAIL?

The reason why women who believe they have reached a pinnacle in their lives are setting themselves up for dissatisfaction is because it is not really a pinnacle at all.  Marriage and kids should just be one option of many available to a woman along her walk of life.  Just as attending college or not attending college, choosing your own career path, owning a big house or renting an apartment and traveling or not traveling is your choice, marriage and kids should be a choice as well; not a goal set by society.
Women think their only life’s purpose is to search for the “man of her dreams”, because once she finds him, then and only then, she can live “happily ever after.”  This idea is completely and utterly socially constructed; not ingrained in human nature as most people believe.  They are taught as if there is no extra effort required once you find “the one”; it will just work no matter what effort you apply because it is “meant to be”.  If this idea is true however, why are there successful single women despite the fact that they are not married, and why do so many marriages fail?  Does being married actually make your life fulfilling?


In many cases, marriage and children add to the joys of life.  So many times, women get wrapped up in this socially idealistic life (house, kids and marriage) that they forget who they really are and ultimately lose their self-identity.  Many times women disregard their own dreams and aspirations in order to fulfill the criteria for the socially constructed idea of perfection. 

However, a marriage should not define who a person is, but rather add to their life in a positive way.  A person is their own dreams, hopes, desires, talents, interests, skills, abilities, accomplishments and personality; not who they are married to, how successful their marriage is, how many kids they have or how close to “perfect” they have raised their children.  However, it is so hard to see past this cloud of deception which our society has put before us.
Consequently, women seek the gratification which the media and society promises us once we find the right man and settle down.  However, these women are basing their happiness on another person and are therefore giving up all control over their own happiness and destiny.  How can you expect to be truly happy if you give up your dreams, goals, desires, etc…?
If people would marry for the right reasons and quit trying to find themselves in another person and ultimately set themselves up for a let down, people would not be so disappointed with their marriages.  If people could accept their significant other for who they are as individuals and how they can both retain their own identity while still being a couple, I do believe that marriage success rates would rise.  
However, people are always searching for a socially constructed idea of perfectionism via a marriage and children (aka the “American Dream”) and they are almost always let down in some way, shape or form.  This leads to thinking that there is something wrong with their spouse and they therefore need to find the person they were “truly” meant to be with because this person cannot possibly be it; it’s not like the movies, they have to actually work hard to make the relationship function properly and “happily ever after” is not just a given!
THE NOVELS

These novels may be set in a different time of history than today.  However, the issues have not changed since those times.  You can see the same issue within all the novels; at least one woman in each novel attains the “American Dream” and still they are unhappy or their marriage fails.  You see this theme within every novel and some characters are as follows:
· The Bluest Eye – Pauline Breedlove, Pecola’s mother, thought she had made it to the pinnacle of her life; married with her two children.  However nothing turned out as she had planned; her husband turned out to be an alcoholic who raped his own daughter and her children made her unhappy, all leading her to become socially withdrawn, lonesome and secluded from her family and the rest of society.  
In fact, she was so depressed that her “American Dream” did not go as planned, that she became addicted to motion pictures to escape her crude reality in order to submerge herself in the “dream/fantasy life” she so longed for.  Something she could only find in the fantasy of the media; this is because the fantasy is nothing more than just a dream, it does not truly exist.  Your happiness does not find you; you must be the one to find your own happiness.
· Song of Solomon – Ruth, Milkman’s mother, was molested throughout her childhood by her own father.  She was led to believe that if she married and had children (attained the “American Dream”) then maybe she would be happy.  
Preceding her marriage to Macon however, her past continued to haunt her in a variety of ways; her husband was abusive, she breastfed her son well beyond an appropriate age in order to feed her addiction to be touched and her “love” for her father never died, even after his death.  Despite the fact that she reached the pinnacle she so hoped would fix her problems, they still continued to haunt her because she tried to fix the issues through other people, Macon and Milkman, rather than confronting and working on the issues herself. 
· Jazz – Violet married Joe for one reason only, to find the fairy tale ending which she believed would come with marriage.  However, her husband Joe felt that Violet chose him and therefore had no other choice in the matter.  Later on in the novel when he found a teenage girl whom he “chose”, he cheated on his wife; this ended up sending Violet into a depression and rage.  The reason for her responsive actions was because she was supposed to be happy, and she let another person take that away from her.
Even though Violet thought she had reached the pinnacle of her life, she still was not happy in the end because she tried to find her identity through Joe and ultimately lost it completely.  Slowly, she had to find herself in her own way; she had to decide who she was and what she stood for, whether Joe was there or not.
· Paradise – Mavis peaked my curiosity most within this novel.  She tried so hard to be the perfect wife to her husband and the perfect mother for her children.  However, none of them would allow her to do that because of a mistake she made in the past.  Her husband began to show abusive behavior and was trying to get his children to kill their mama.  No matter how hard she tried to be the perfect socially idealistic wife, she failed because no one would forgive her.
Ultimately, she made the decision to begin a new life for herself.  She left her husband and children behind and took off in her Cadillac to find a new way of life and to find her purpose outside the domesticity of her home.  It was amazing to see how she became a new person by living for herself rather than for other people; especially those who intended to harm or kill her.
· And to save the most important novel for last, Sula – Even though there is clear evidence of this issue within each novel, the most evident example can be observed within the novel “Sula”.  
Nel was raised to believe, as most girls are, that marriage and children was an expected aspect of a woman’s life; you find yourself a man and settle down to have his children.  She was taught that if you did this, you then and only then would have a successful life and a purpose.  However, even though she found a man she eventually grew to love, in the end he left her alone and she became bitter about her entire life.

Sula on the other hand was raised to love herself and be her own person.  This is why she left for 10 years and Toni Morrison never told where she was all that time.  The reason is because you are not supposed to know what happened to her or where she went because that time was hers and hers alone; something many people lack in their lives.  
This time for herself was something I observed Nel to be jealous of; while she was raising children and being a good housewife, Sula was out having a good time without any prior obligations.  However, Nel was not forced into her situation; rather she gave into society’s temptations and gave up her option of being able to explore the world on her own.


This issue is most evidently revealed within Sula and Nel’s very last conversation while Sula is on her deathbed and exclaiming that she regrets nothing; even though society cannot fathom being happy and being alone (aka unwed) at the same time.  Nel exclaimed to Sula (pages 142-143), “Sula… You know you don’t have to be proud with me…  You need to be with somebody grown…  You a woman and you alone…  I always understood how you could take a man.  Now I understand why you can’t keep none”.  Sula replied. “Every man I ever knew left his children…  Every colored woman in this country is dying.  Just like me.  But the difference is they dying like a stump.  Me, I’m going down like one of those redwoods…  I sure did live in this world”.  Nel replied, “Really?  What you got to show for it?”  Sula, “Show? To who?  Girl, I got my mind.  And what goes on in it.  Which is to say, I got me…  Lonely is mine.  Now your lonely is somebody else’s.  Made by somebody else and handed to you.  Ain’t that something?  A secondhand lonely”.  

After I first read this book, I immediately knew I wanted to incorporate this into my final paper no matter what topic I wrote about.  It was my most favorite passage of all the passages within all the novels we read!


The words and ideas are so profound.  Sula is trying to get Nel to understand that because she lost her identity in Jude, she would not be happy until she realized that only she can make herself truly happy.  She had to be like Sula; you must be your own best friend and in the end, the only thing that matters is what you did with your life and who you are on the inside.  Sula lived for herself, not a man or children.  Nel however, on the complete opposite side of the pendulum, gave up her identity and self to her husband and her children.  


Sadly, it was not until the very end of the book, after Sula had passed on and Nel was an old woman, that she truly realized what Sula meant.  
LET’S END THE PAIN AND START A NEW LIFE

Even more evident than in the novels, this idea is found within our modern day society.  I have witnessed this failure of the “American Dream” firsthand with my own parents.  Even though I was taught to make decisions for myself, my parents did not follow that path themselves; until this semester that is.

In fact, my parents were married very young and for all the wrong reasons.  First of all, they were pregnant with me and second of all, my father was a way out for my mother to leave her abusive home-life.  Rather than my mother leaving and living on her own, or with a friend, and my parents waiting until they were ready to marry for the right reasons, they rushed into a situation which they felt would end all their problems.  They decided that being married would end the pain accumulated in the past and would allow them to start a new life by letting go of the past which hindered them.  However if this method worked, they would have been happy to begin with and would still be married today; neither of which are true.

Now that my mother has left, she is happier than I have ever seen her. My interpretation of this happiness is the fact that she is now deciding to take her life into her own hands and do what is right for her and make decisions which are best for her.  I think my mother lost her identity in my father, my sister and I.  Now, she is finally herself again and although she loves and cares for my sister and I, she is living for herself.
This has been a very significant lesson for me and imperative to witness at this time of my life.

DON”T LOSE YOURSELF IN ME
The reason that the lesson I took from a compilation of these novels, my mother and another course I took this semester (Love, Sex and Marriage) is so imperative is because I have struggled with the idea of my identity for the past 7 years.  You see, I have been with the same person since I was 14 years old.
I do love this person and am very happy with how the relationship has added to the enjoyment of my life over the past 7 years.  However, the thing I have struggled with from the very beginning is losing myself in this person I love so much.  I am afraid, at times, that I have grown too much as a couple and have neglected to grow on my own and in my own way.  Many times, I would be so scared of this that I would try to push him away thinking it would help.

After this semester however, I have learned that whether or not I am in a committed relationship, I can grow in my own way and retain my own identity no matter what happens between my significant other and I.  It is a new revelation of mine that while I can take his point of view into consideration when making decisions, just as I would my parents or friends, I am fully capable of making decisions mostly based on what I want and what is best for me.  Whereas before, I would make my decisions based on what he thought I should do, who I should hang out with or where I should go.
PURSUING MY OWN DREAMS

It is a liberating feeling to know that I am 100% in control of me, my life, fate, destiny, goals, aspirations, desires, etc…  However, that does not make it any easier to make decisions without feeling selfish.  I have decided though, that this feeling of selfishness is not selfishness at all, I am just not used to making decisions based on me.  It feels so good to know that I am in control.

The only difficulty with this is that my boyfriend and I have been together for so long that it is hard for him to understand my new insight.  He is still in a position where everything he does is based on us rather than himself.  I know there are a lot of things he would sacrifice in order to make me happy. While this is a good thing, it can also be harmful to us as well.  If he does not make decisions for himself, he will ultimately do what many women do and lose himself in me; sometimes it seems that he does not have an identity unless it includes me.  The same concept I saw repeated throughout these novels.

After this very rough semester and this tedious course, I will not allow my relationship with him to be cliché.  If we do decide to get married, it will not be just because we think we are at a good age in which people of our society get married; because putting a ring on someone’s finger doesn’t change the relationship, it just makes it more difficult to manage.  I will get married only when I am ready and only then.

These novels have reiterated in me the fact that marriage is not a pinnacle of your life which I once used to believe, but it is rather one of the many paths in life which are an option for me.  I know that I can be successful and happy without a marriage; if anything, this makes me appreciate my love for my significant other even more.  The reason being that love is not expected, I was just lucky enough to find it; all the while pursuing my own dreams.  After all I must be my own best friend and in the end, the most important thing I will have is my mind.
