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Abstract- Since the 1970’s, the emergence of a distinct Black feminist literary tradition has heralded the beginning of a 

new era in the adoption of unconventional narrative techniques by many African-American novelists. Significantly, these 

authors have been able to articulate, through their innovative narratives, the experience of the marginal groups of America, 

especially that of African-American women. Gloria Naylor, a celebrated African-American novelist, utilizes, throughout her 

novel The Women of Brewster Place (1982), a shifting and polyfocal narrative centers by offering a narrative autonomy to the 

seven women who come to live at the Brewster place to narrate their own stories. Using Zagarell’s ideas of "Narrative of 

Community" as the framework and springboard for analysis, the present study makes an attempt to analyze how the notion of 

multiple-narration has been represented in Gloria Naylor's novel The Women of Brewster Place, and how this text expands the 

paradigm by forging connections between characters, the narrators and the actively embedded reader. 
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I.  INTRODUCTION 
 

The present paper focuses on the concept of multiple narratives or polyfocal narratives that has been inscribed into Gloria 

Naylor's first novel,  The Women of Brewster Place (Naylor, 1982) [1]. The paper further makes use of Sandra A. Zagarell's notion 

of  "Narrative of Community" (Zagarell, 1988) [2], where she talks about how this concept expands the paradigm by forging 

connections between characters, the narrators and the actively embedded reader. 

 

Polyfocal or shifting narrative is a technique in literature that neglects the conventional rules of narration, hence, discarding the 

linear structure of the novel. Rather, it makes use of unique techniques like multiple narrators, blending multiple story arcs, or 

constructing a story within story. A writer usually makes use of polyfocal narrative to develop a stronger storyline, enhance the 

theme and deepen the art of characterization. 

 

Sandra A. Zagarell, who is famous for her essay "Narrative of Community" (Zagarell, 1988) [2], becomes the first critic to 

define the notion of polyfocal narrative. According to her, shifting narratives gives voice to the marginalized, particularly 

women, and offers different points of view. Furthermore, she talks about the poly-vocal nature of a novel, where there is an 

inconstancy of narrative centre, thus making it difficult to locate a single protagonist. But, even though there is multiplicity of 

characters, we find a consistent narrative lens that weaves individual stories, with shifting narratives, uniformly within the 

framework of a text. 
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Morris and Dunn, further expands the definition of polyfocal narrative by asserting that the stories "though individually 

complete and autonomous, are interrelated in a coherent whole according to one or more organizing principles" (Margaret 

Dunn, Ann Morris, 1995, p. 2) [3]. Here, they are talking about the autonomous nature of the stories when they employ the 

concept of polyfocal narratives. 

 

Martin Klepper, in his work, "The Discovery of Point of View" (2011), presents the “link between observation, epistemology, 

power, and narrative, perspective and aesthetics-at-large” (Klepper, 2011) [4]. He further talks about 'centered self' in his work 

and asserts that this notion can only be achieved by giving voice to each character to narrate his/her own story, thus 

expanding the spectrum of polyfocal narrative. Fredric Jameson and Masao Miyoshi take the theory of Klepper's 'centered self' 

a step forward as they consider centered self as a dominant concern of the Western narrative, describing the centrality of the 

self both politically and historically. 

  

Lev Manovich, who first proposed the term "spatial narrative" (Manovich, 2002) [5], talks about yet another aspect of 

polyfocal narrative, which is, telling a story at different times. According to her, different points of view can also be accessible 

to viewers at different time spans. This concept is customarily accomplished by presenting a story from the character's 

standpoint during youth and then again in old age. 

 

Thus, the concept of polyfocal narrative either includes changing narrators or points of view to explain a single incident from 

multiple perspectives or it can make use of multiple narrators by dividing the same story into different fragments. Thus, the 

sorts of perspectives a story uses often changes, more commonly between chapters, from first to third person narrative, first 

to second, second to third, and so on.  

 

II. ANALYSIS OF THE NOVEL 
 

Gloria Naylor utilizes, throughout her novel The Women of Brewster Place (Naylor, 1982) [1], a shifting and polyfocal narrative 

centers by offering a narrative autonomy to the seven women who come to live at the Brewster place to narrate their own 

stories. Perhaps, the strategy behind the polyfocal narrative is revealed by Naylor herself, where she remarks, "So I had seven 

different women, all in different circumstances, encompassing the complexity of our lives, the richness of our diversity, from 

skin color on down to religious, political and sexual preferences" (African-American or Black: What's in a Name?, 1989) [6]. 

Michael Awkward comments upon the narrative structure of Gloria Naylor as, "textual explorations of female unity in 

Naylor's novel are unmistakably related to the work's narrative strategies demonstrate that the narratively disconnected texts of 

individual protagonists can be forged into a unified whole" (Awkward, 1989) [7]. Here awkward talks about how Naylor brings 

into play the concept of multiple narratives in her novel and how she beautifully blends these polyfocal centers into one 

aesthetically consistent text. Each independent short story concentrates on a single woman's life, where the dominant character 

in one chapter takes a subordinate place in others.  

 

The first character that Naylor talks about in the novel is Mattie Michael, who is as dark as "rich, double-cocoa". Her journey 

is very skillfully explained by Anne Gottlieb in Gloria Naylor: Critical Perspectives Past and Present (1993) as, "She falls a victim of 

pure temptation, almost a force of nature- a Pan. Pregnant and disowned, she made the instinctive matriarchal decision to live 

without a man and invest all her love back into her child. Left in the lurch by the grown, spoiled son, she becomes the anchor 

for the other women of Brewster Place" (Gates, 1993) [8]. Here Anne describes Mattie's tragic life journey where she gets 

swayed by her enticements, which ultimately leads to her downfall. As we proceed through her tragic story, we realize that the 

narrative style keeps shifting from first to second to third person, in order to retain the charm of characterization, thus, aptly 

justifying Zagarell's notion of polyfocal narratives.  
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Naylor further presents a direct contrast between the reactions of Mattie's parents towards her pregnancy. On the one hand, 

her father gets utterly disappointed by her, beats her, and ultimately disowns her, while on the other hand, her mother 

provides complete support to her. On learning about her pregnancy, her mother says, "Ain't nothing to be ashamed of. Havin' 

a baby is the most natural thing there is...The Good Book call children a gift from the Lord. And there ain't no place in that 

Bible of His that say babies is sinful... and what's going on in your belly now ain't nothing to hang your head about" (Naylor, 

1982, p. 20) [1]. Thus, keeping in view the narrative style of the context, it can be clearly seen that Naylor has allowed Mattie's 

mother to come at the forefront and provide support to her daughter in the first person narrative. In Gilligan's formulation, 

women have a distinct ability to "attend to voices other than their own and to include in their judgment other points of view" 

(Gilligan, In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women's Development, 1982) [9], which is quite evident when 

Mattie's decision to raise her child independently is majorly influenced by her mother's supporting words. 

 

As Schonfield (2009) remarks, “the only authentic approach to the problem of reality is one which allows multiple perspectives 

to be heard in debate with each other” (Schonfield, 2009) [10]. He further asserts that texts have the power to stage individual 

points of view for different reflector figures by employing innumerable techniques in a narrative to enhance consciousness. 

This concept is clearly visible in Etta Johnson's story, who has a close bonding with Mattie. Naylor again allows Etta's 

character to narrate her own story in the first person narrative, but the narrative center makes a shift when Naylor presents the 

essence of female bonding between Etta and Mattie. Thus, Zagarell's concept of polyfocal narratives is quite evident in the 

narration of Etta's journey of self-discovery and enlightenment. Etta's life is presented as a pathetic symbolic journey of the 

entire womanhood in a male dominated society. In search for a perfect man, she comes in contact with Reverend Woods and 

falls in love with him. But, as their relationship advances, she eventually realizes that he only longed for physical pleasures and 

nothing else.  She even remarks, "My man wouldn't give me no breakfast; wouldn’t give me no dinner; Squawked about my 

supper. Then he put me out of doors, had the nerve to lay a matchstick to my clothes. I didn't have so many But I had a long, 

long, way to go" (Naylor, 1982, pp. 55-56) [1]. When she becomes conscious of her self-worth, she decides to leave Reverend. 

As she moves out of her hell, she "laughs softly to herself as she climbed the steps towards the light and the love and the 

comfort that awaited her" (Naylor, 1982, p. 74) [1], as she feels contended to know that Mattie is still waiting for her in the 

light amidst that never-ending darkness.  

 

Another resident is Kiswana Browne, who unlike other residents, voluntarily drops out of college, moves from her parents' 

comfortable Linden Hills home into a low-income housing at Brewster Place, and adopts an African name, hairstyle, and decor 

in order to put her Black Nationalist beliefs into practice. But, inspite of the bold step taken by her daughter, Mrs. Browne still 

insists on calling her by her old name 'Melanie'. On seeing her mother's distrust upon the natives of Brewster Place, she says, 

"They're my people and yours too, Mama- we're all black. But maybe you've forgotten that over in Linden Hills" (Naylor, 

1982, p. 83) [1]. Thus, she is trying her best to make her mother realize the importance of Black Nationalism and how it can be 

achieved by developing a bond amongst the Black people.  Here again we notice the mike of narration being handed over to 

Kiswana in order to convey her thoughts and beliefs in a more effective manner. 

 

Through the story of Lucielia Turner, another important character, Naylor presents the theme of the disturbances between a 

married Black couples. Lucielia and her husband Eugene are a poor Black couple, whose relationship disintegrates because of 

limited job opportunities and utter poverty. Disheartened and disappointed with his present life state, Eugene says, "I'm 

fuckin' sick of never getting ahead. Babies and bills, that's all you good for" (Naylor, 1982, p. 94) [1]. Hence, Eugene's hostility 

towards his wife and daughter, Serene, is directly related to his constant joblessness, which is spectacularly presented in the 

novel by allowing him to speak out his frustrations in his own words, thus placing him at the first person narrative, hence  

justifying Zagarell's notion of multifocal narrative. He ultimately decides to leave them and move to another place. During an 

argument with his wife on the similar topic, their daughter moves out of their sight, gets electrocuted and dies. 
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The next striking character is of Cora Lee, whose story reflects that the self exists as part of the interdependent network of the 

community rather than as an individualist. Though Cora is obsessed with babies since her childhood, and has a lot of them, 

almost all with different men, but, unfortunately, is unable to nurture them properly. She even develops physical relations with 

one Murphy boy. Here Naylor makes a shift from first to third person narrative to describe the mistakes she has been doing in 

lieu of her obsession: "Cora Lee mustn't let the Murphy boy or any other boy show her the thing that felt good in the dark, 

because her body could now make babies and she wasn't old enough to be a mother" (Naylor, 1982, p. 109) [1]. It is only after 

Kiswana's visit to her that she takes the job of a mother seriously and even begins to imagine a better future for her children. 

Thus, in Gilligan’s words, "maturity is realized through interdependence and care" (Gilligan, In a Different Voice: Women's 

Conceptions of Self and of Morality, 1977) [11]. What she is trying to articulate is that the sense of bonding and responsibility 

is utterly important to women's cult. 

 

The penultimate of the novel focuses upon two lesbian lovers, Lorraine and Theresa, whose story brings to the reader a fusion 

of an apocalyptic and demonic worlds in which Naylor projects "heaven and hell, where there is continuous life but no process 

of life." (Frye, 1957, p. 158) [12]. The Black community of Brewster Place shows an intolerant attitude towards their lesbian 

lifestyle, and uses terms like "unnatural" and "nasty" (Naylor, 1982, p. 131) [1] for them. Lorraine even gets raped, and in that 

utter devastation, she kills Ben, the janitor of Brewster Place, who is also a father-like figure to her. Thus, in this context, 

Zagarell articulates that, "Whatever women's attitude, their need to negotiate made them highly adept at balancing divergent, 

often contradictory systems of value and discourse and gave them special skill in the kinds of mediation that are fundamental 

to narrative of community" (Zagarell, 1988) [2]. 

 

Naylor ends the novel with a dream sequence titled 'The Block Party', where Mattie's dream becomes an expression of the 

communal guilt, complexity and anger that the women of Brewster Place feel about Lorraine's rape. When she wakes up, she 

realizes that it had already stopped raining. The novel closes on a pleasing note: "The sun was shining on everything: 

Kiswana's gold earrings, the broken glass out on the avenue, the municipal buildings downtown- even on the stormy clouds 

that had formed on the horizon and were silently moving toward Brewster Place" (Naylor, 1982, p. 188) [1]. In this final 

section, it is again noticed that Naylor moves to third person narrative to mark the beginning of a 'new day' in the lives of the 

people of Brewtser Place. Thus, Zagarell aptly remarks that polyfocal narrative centres are marked by writers' concern with 

patriarchal constructions of femininity and by women's multifaceted efforts to maneuver within or move beyond them 

(Zagarell). 

 

III. CONCLUSION 
 

To conclude, it can be stated that Gloria Naylor successfully employs Zagarell's notion of polyfocal narratives in her novel The 

Women of Brewster Place which allows her to probe still deeper into the lives of the marginalized Black people, especially Black 

women. Each woman of the novel shines with a unique distinctiveness, and Naylor allows each one of them to narrate their 

own respective stories and present their respective points of views. Hence, Naylor's attempt of shifting narrative centers 

triumphantly creates a stronger storyline, enhances the theme and deepens the art of characterization. 
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