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Abstract

African American women are depicted in various stereotypes that are well-known to the American public.
They are perceived from others’ perspectives in various historical and literary discourses. This paper scrutinizes
the characterization of Hester, in Parks’s In the Blood, as an unmarried woman with five fatherless children, as a
no-count, hussy, and slut. Using Patricia Hill Collins’ ideas, mainly her arguments in her book Black Feminist
Thought, the study delineates the purpose behind the creation of Hester as a slut. Parks demonstrates that Black
women are more likely to be abused because of their racial and sexual identities, which are socially constructed
to maintain the dominance of the powerful group and to uphold black cultural inferiority. She claims that
because of their socioeconomic status, they are more likely to be sexually abused and objectified. She thus
challenges the stereotype of African American women as slut, hypersexual, and indolent welfare queens.
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1. Introduction

Historically, African American women are negatively rendered. They have been understood
from others’ worldviews that lack an accurate and true interpretation of African humanity.
They are depicted as hypersexual, hyper-masculine, inferior, inhumane, negligent mothers,
and naive, in a white supremacy culture, hence they are unfeminine and in need of social
control. The image of black women is systematically created from the onset of colonialism
and enslavement based on race relations and sexism; it also persists despite the fact that black
women disagree with such representation. Cultural images evoke a certain assumption and
perception that individuals of a particular group are likely to become an idealized image that
others have to follow. Hence, the division among groups of individuals is justified and those
justifications are also internalized. Accordingly, a group is regarded as superior and
recognized as a leading one that has the potential to represent and develop the society, and
other groups are regarded as inferior, lacking the required traits to claim the same social
worth. Cultural images are systematically created to keep the interest of those who have a
monopoly on power and societal resources (Collins 2000, p.18-31).

Antoni Gramsci (cited in Bressler 2011,p.172), in arguing on how the ruling class establishes
its dominance over other groups, clarifies that the bourgeoisie achieves that end through
hegemony. Hegemony is another word for an ideology that determines an individual’s
consciousness. The bourgeoisie controls the base. Hence, they form the superstructure- music,
art, literature, and so on. Their values, beliefs, and ideas “define reality for the majority of
people in a given culture”.

As a result, the majority starts to adopt their beliefs and values and take them as real. In this
way, the perception and ideology of the dominant group underpin the social structure. It will
be the base of the established social order. Consequently, culturally created images engender
a “stereotypic view” in the mentality of the individual within the society. The stereotypic
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view has a great impact on ascribing the position of each group of people, especially when it
is accepted by a mass of people. Moreover, it promotes the division between members of the
society and confines the life of the subordinate group, and makes it difficult for them to take
the position of the privileged group (Jewell 1993, p. 31). Likewise, Black women are heavily
stereotyped. As it is argued by Jones and Shorter-Gooden (2003, p.3) Black women are
defined in a specific set of distorted images that are “reductive, inaccurate and unfair”. One of
the stereotypic images is that of the slut. Black women are generally represented as
promiscuous who are unable to control their sexual desire and their actions are derived from
libido. That is to say, black women are inherently immoral, “sex crazed, greedy, tricky,
threatening, out to seek revenge against white society” (Jordan-Zachery 2009,p. 38-39).
White women believed that black women, especially light-skinned ones, are able to “
overpower the white man’s will to resist their allure”. It was a widespread notion that black
women were responsible for their sexual abuse (Morton 1991, p. 36). Suzan-Lori Parks as an
African American playwright, examines the history and identity of African Americans. In her
play, In the Blood, through the portrayal of Hester, she explores the negative stereotypical
image of black women, particularly reflected as sexually aggressive. She does not objectify
her, but rather deconstructs her labeled identity in an attempt to show or reconstruct her real
identity.

2. The portrayal of Hester La Negirta in the play

The main character in the play, In The Blood is Hester La Negrita. She is portrayed as a slut.
The writer arranges the play in a way that attracts the audience’s attention to clearly
understand the systematic creation of the image of African American women in the current
time and throughout literary works. As the setting of the play denotes the here and now, it
suggests the state of women in the current time in the United States. The play starts by
showing the mindset of the audience and their perception of Hester La Negrita. It shows how
the mindset of people is programmed with certain images that they take as real. The writer
believes these images are controlling images created to ascribe subsidiary positions to African
American women. Women will not have equality and remain victims unless the systematic
ideology of subjugating women is deconstructed.

She alludes to the fact that African Americans are confined systematically to socioeconomic
status and they cannot help getting out of it. They are systematically stripped from a chance to
improve their status by the powerful group, the superior ruling group of the society. The
powerful group uses every means to cripple them and keep their dominance and create an
environment for them in which they are shown as responsible for their downfall. Susan Lori
Parks intends to address the mindset of the audience to change their ideology and eliminate
the stereotypic image of African American women. As Patricia Hill Collins (2000,p.3) argues
for achieving equality for African American women, societal transformation is needed. What
is necessary is the “eradicating stereotypes dispelling myths and supplanting ideologies,
which serve as the basis for patriarchy and other systems of domination™ .

The play starts with a prologue in which the chorus, which represents the audience and
society as a whole, introduces Hester La Negrita. The chorus embodies the society and the
audience is part of that society, (Schafer 2008,p.189) hence the perception of the chorus is
the perception of the audience also. The main character is described by the chorus, and it is
how she is perceived by the people. She is defined as a burden, which also indicates the
stereotypical image of women is socially constructed. The chorus is used in Greek tragedy to
comment on the events, to clarify events, and to show the society’s ideology about the
characters. It “mediates a response for the audience.” (Schafer 2008,p. 189). From the
prologue, we learn how the society, and even the audience who share the same mentality of
the society, describe Hester as a burden, hypersexual, unmarried, and a mother of five
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children from different unknown fathers. They spit at her and label her responsible for her
own circumstance. She is scorned for being illiterate and uncivilized.
All

She knows she is a no account

Shiftless

Hopeless

Bad News

Burden to society

Hussy

Slut

Pah! they spit  (In The Blood 2001,p. 2-3)*

She is described as stupid

Just plain stupid if you ask me ait no smart woman got
5 bastards

And not a penny to her name

Something gotta be done to stop this sort of thing
Casue I’ll be damned if she gonna live off me

Here she comes

Move aside

What she gots catchy

Let her pass

Don’t get close

You don’t wanna look like you know her

Step off!

They part like the Red Sea would.

Hester la Negrita passes through them.

She hold a Newborn Baby in her arms (In the Blood 2001,p.3)

She lifts her baby up and raises it towards the sky as if she asks for acceptance, recognition,
and God’s help to save her and her baby from the harsh circumstance inflicted on her. She is
an outcast in society. She is shunned by people. As the above excerpt indicates, the audience
gets a deep insight into the life of Hester, especially through the comments of different
characters, the audience realizes that she is a victim of the social system because of her lack
of money, of her race, and gender, she is in a vulnerable space of social hierarchy. She seeks
a chance to be saved from her vulnerable state, but all the social institutions that she seeks for
help exploit her and contribute to her downfall and tragic end. When the play ends with the
same statements that describe Hester as a slut, the audience probably does not like to be part
of the chorus or to be identified with them. So the play addresses the mentality and ideology
of people concerning black womanhood. As it is argued Park’s method is deconstructive,’ in
other words, she presents images and icons to us then uncovers their origins, revealing them
as problematic (Anderson 2008.p. 55)

In In The Blood she depicts the main character based on Hester Prynne the protagonist of
American classic novel, The Scarlet Letter by Nathaniel Hawthorne. Similar to that female
character, she shows the audience the negative representation of African American women.
She delineates the image of African American woman as a sexual object or slut; the black
woman as welfare queen (Anderson 2008,p. 55).

! Parks, Suzan-Lori. The Red Letter Plays. New York: Theatre Communication Group, 2001. References to the
play are made to this source hereafter in the paper.
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Hester Prynne in The Scarlet Letter is punished by society and the Puritans to wear an A letter
which is embroidered in red color to identify her as an adulterous while, in fact, she is a
victim. Parks uses this red letter and resembles her Black woman as Hester to criticize
American culture, like Hawthorne who criticized the nineteen-century Puritan society as
having no sympathy for a socially deviant woman and shunned her as an outcast for having a
child without wedlock while the father of the child was a puritan priest. As it is explained by
Yong Nam Park (2008,p.129-130) , just as Hawthorne uses a white female character, Hester
Prynne, to critique the hypocrisy of 19th-century puritan society, which was the mainstream
at that time, Parks contrives a black Hester to satirize contemporary American mainstream
culture in In the Blood. She criticizes society for creating a negative iconic image of African-
American women. She shows how these stereotypic images are socially created.

As Debby Thompson (2007,p.169) points out, she depicts the character by having drawn on
the negative images of African American womanhood and stereotypes to refute and ridicule
them and question their emergence. She exploits them as the subject of discourse to
interrogate the cultural discourses of black women’s identity based on their race, gender, and
social status. She also shows how different social institutions systematically contribute to the
creation of these images by creating social hierarchy. She criticizes them for punishing and
putting the blame on the woman while in reality, they are victims of a social system that is
created to keep the dominance of the powerful group and subjugate other groups in the
service of the dominant group.

Through the proactive use of the Greek chorus, she connects the contemporary audience with
the characters in the play and involves them in the actions of the play as they identify
themselves with the chorus, thus indirectly criticizing the current societal norm and mindset
of objectifying others. In doing so, she arouses empathy in the audience for the play's black
female protagonist; and urges them to change their perception concerning the negative images
of the black woman (Young 2007,p. 30). She holds the mirror to the current citizen and
cultural norms of objectifying others with the aim of eliminating the stereotypic image of
African American women.

The chorus initially represented the citizens and performed an essential part in the dramatic
narrative. It is believed that the chorus was not composed of professional actors, but rather of
local residents. Ever since theatre existed, the Chorus has played a commentarial role,
whereby not only the events were anticipated, but comments on the themes and characters
were given (Augustyn 2020,p.1). Watching the chorus’s action was like watching members of
society on the stage in front of the spectators. They were embodying the members of the
audience on the stage as they embodied the townsman. Hence “the citizens in the stands could
become the citizen on the stage” (Young 2007,p. 31). The chorus’s actions and attitude mirror
the collective consciousness of the contemporary community. In in the Blood, the chorus
members play a vital role as the play starts and ends with their speech that carries the core
meaning of the play. It also captures the attention of the audience and involves readers in the
line of the story. It transforms the auditorium into a place where the public observes itself.
The play starts with the chorus of five characters who describe Hester. The voices overlap as
they speak. They share the same mindset and judge Hester, who is inferior to them as they
claim. They blame her for being a single mother, and her poverty for her homelessness. Their
speech is said before Hester appears on the stage. So the audience is introduced to a black
woman who is portrayed as a slut burden. Their speech forms the perception of the audience
and they seem to agree with the chorus and put the blame on her. Then Hester appears and the
chorus turns into five children of hers, then they turn into the five different characters Chili,
Reverend D., Doctor, The Welfare Lady, and Amiga Gringa. So, the cast of five actors plays
the role of the chorus, Hester’s children. They also play the role of five different characters
that interact with Hester, embodying members from the society. The cast of the play consists
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of six characters. One of them plays the role of Hester. The other five characters play the role
of the chorus, children, and adults of the paly (Parks 2001,p. VI).

The dramatic narrative starts with the interaction between Hester and different characters that
embody different social institutions. The delineation of their encounter with Hester discloses
their culpability for her plight. Each character, before leaving the stage, in a direct speech to
an audience that Parks has entitled confession indicates their sins against Hester. Their
confession clarifies that they have exploited and abused her for their own needs, and their role
in the downfall of Hester is rather complex as it is acknowledged by each character. So,
despite their responsibility, they are innocents in the eyes of society while Hester is the guilty
one and responsible for her predicament. The author determines that there are some societal
reasons for the downfall of Hester and she is the victim. She also shows how society punishes
and rebukes those who are systematically viewed mainly by its powerful groups and
institutions. She is not inherently hypersexual but the social structure has confined her life to a
status that is very vulnerable to various social cases of abuse including sexual abuse. The
social institutions that she seeks help with to overcome her miserable condition, in reality, do
not provide her with a remedy to improve her life. As she states, “sometimes you cannt win,
No matter what you do. Im gonna talk to Welfare and get an upgrade” (In the Blood
2001,p.27). I know my fault, “but the world dont help, Mamm” (In the Blood 2001,p.54).
Hester acknowledges some fault in her manner while also blaming systemic injustice for her
predicament. As it is embodied through the character of Doctor, The Welfare Lady, and
Reverend D social institutions repressively increase inequality and preclude individuals from
the chance of being self-sufficient. “They “disenfranchise some while protecting and
promoting others, thereby creating winners and losers within the capitalist system” (Porter
2017,p. 97). She is stranded in an economic environment. She cannot upgrade herself alone.
It is like a hand of fate that eclipse her life. “Blocking the light out. 5 fingered hand of fate.
Coming down on me” (In the Blood 2001,p.79). Therefore, she is obliged to contact a The
Welfare Lady that represents the federal program for poor people’s advancement. Instead of
assisting and enabling her to find her skills in a particular job, she simply provides her with a
needle and fabric to sew. She eagerly strives to complete the task of sewing to earn a
sufficient amount of money for her children. As it is seen, the job is onerous, which piques the
poor lady's interest, yet she persists in holding out, hoping to become a seamstress. When her
white friend urges her to sell the fabric, she declines because she prefers to have a job that
will support her and her children's lives. The welfare Lady provides her with a job that is less
than a living wage. As described by her friend Amiga Gringa “ if [ work Hester, I would to be
paid a living wage. You have agreed to work for less than a living wage. May as well be a
slave. Or an animal” (In the Blood 2001,p.61). Despite that fact, she tries and wishes it to be a
“leg up”. However, the destitution and starvation and the scene of her child looking on
hungrily oblige her to give the fabric to her friend to sell it as soon as possible. The Welfare
Lady uses Hester for her need like rubbing her shoulder, combing her hair, and telling Hester
that she is there because she is paid for that. Her mistreatment has Hester mutter “Don’t make
me hurt you”( In the Blood 2001,p.51) in an enraged tone. The language of Hester shows her
lack of agency and her powerlessness in facing her oppressors. Parks does not blame Hester’s
lack of agency, but traces it back to the rigid social hierarchy that determines each character’s
agency ( Dietrick 2010,p. 95). As explained by Amiga Ginga, a mouthpiece of Parks, “What
do you expect in a society based on Capitalism? (In the Blood 2001,p.67) In Welfare’s
confession, the audience is informed about spending time in a threesome with her husband, on
the day of teaching Hester about manners. Once more, the system that is meant to assist her
abuses her.

Hester is identified as a powerless victim who is fetishized and harassed by the powerful
individual from whom she seeks assistance to solve her predicament. As she repeatedly says:
“all 1 need is a leg up. | get my leg up I will be ok”( In the Blood 2001,p.25). A welfare
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institution-supervised doctor looks for a resolution to the Hester case. He represents a
healthcare institution. He asserts that he is being forced by his superiors to remove Hester’s
“womanly part” as their solution for Hester’s predicament. Meanwhile, the solution for Hester
is the treatment of her stomach which hurts her out of poverty. He does not take care of
Hester’s immediate problem, she has severe stomach pain and fever. In the soliloquy
addressed to the audience, he confesses to having taken advantage of her sexually out of
loneliness. He also emphasizes how amazing she was. “she was phenomenal. She gave herself
to me in a way that I had never experienced” (In the Blood 2001, p. 39).
Reverend D represents the religious institution that is supposed to aid Hester lift her spirit to
improve her situation. As he preaches:

Let the man on the soapbox tell you how to pick

yourself up. Let the man on the soapbox tell you

how all yr dreams can come true... you don’t

have to hate yourself, you don’t have to hate

your neighbor. You can pull yrself up. And | am

an example of that. | am a man who has crawled

out of the quicks and of despair. | am a man who

has pulled himself out of that never ending gutter

(In The Blood 2001,p.41).

He preaches motivationally, encouraging people to rely on themselves to improve their
situation. Ironically also, when Hester is in a distressed socioeconomic status and seeks his
help, as he confesses later, he abuses her sexually instead of guiding her on how to pull
herself up as he usually claims in his preaching,

Suffering is an enormous turn-on

She had four kids and she came to me asking me what to do.

She had four children four fatherless children four fatherless mouths to
feed

Fatherless mouths fatherless mouths.

Add insult to injury was what | was thinking

There was a certain animal magnetism between us.

And she threw herself at me

i.éoulda stepped aside but. (In the Blood 2001,p.73)

She delivers her fifth child, Reverend D.'s child, but he is unwilling to accept responsibility
and provide her with financial support for their child. He avoids her and warns her not to
come near his church. He claims that he has never harbored hatred for anyone other than her.
He puts all the blame on her and justifies his mischief saying "God made me, God pulled me
up. Now God wants to drag me down through her" (In the Blood 2001,p.74). When Hester
seeks him for child support after two years, he tries to avoid her and tells her that he will tell
people about her story and that she is someone in need of money and that he will collect
money for her on Sunday. When she returns for the money, she is requested to engage in oral
sex with him then he throws her a wrinkled bill. He claims that | passed a plate with your
name on it, but it came back empty. He makes an attempt to get rid of her. He describes her as
an outsider that “they don’t like the likes of you” (In the Blood 2001,p.96) because she is
immoral in public, whereas Reverend D is a respectful, decent man. He warns her not to
return, “ Don’t ever come back here again! Ever! Y1l get nothing from me! Common slut Tell
on me! Tell the world! I will crush you underfeet” (In the Blood 2001,p.97). As indicated in
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his speech, he regards Hester's request as harassment rather than his responsibility to provide
for his own child.
Hester’s resentment bursts out when her son repeats the word slut and it culminates in beating
him to death with a club. She is objectified helplessly to fulfill the demands of the superior
groups. As it is argued by Rena Fraden (2007,p.445) : any character who interacts with her
seems to possess her and for the whole of the play, she seems to lack subjectivity. She does
not own herself, “ she is without money or means, and therefore without value, and without, it
seems, private life, their private selves get consumed by the public construction of blackness.
The self, the private self, gets lost”. She is frustrated by her inability to destroy the system that
ascribes her to the lowest space of the social strata. Her anger explodes at Jabber, her son. The
act of killing her son is a symbolic protest against her systematic persecution. Murdering her
son is not a willful act, she is driven by her indignation due to the pain inflicted on her and
ultimate victimization. Violence is now an integral component of her personality. She is left
with no choice other than to behave violently in response to her disillusionment at the
possibility of getting “ a leg up" (Porter 2017,p. 99). Her wish to have an army of bastards in
the final confession demonstrates her hatred of being identified as a slut because that is not
her real identity. She wishes to destroy the world in which she resides as a slut, to be true to
herself. Moreover, the audience is shocked by the final scene of murdering her most beloved
child. The shock, for a moment, makes the audience reconsider their judgment about Hester.
Therefore, when the play ends with the same choral judgment as the play started, the audience
this time may not agree with the chorus. It is possible that they have empathy for her. They
understand her real story and gain insight into the definition of women of color. Thus, Suzan-
Lori Parks address the consciousness of people to deconstruct the distorted image of black
womanhood.
3. Conclusions

Suzan- Lori Parks depicts Hester La Negrita , a black woman, as a slut, which is a
stereotypic image of African American womanhood. She intends to defy the distorted images
of black womanhood. She indicates that these images are constructed socially and culturally
to subjugate African American women. They are mythic depictions of others’ points of view,
not the real identity of Hester because Hester is not inherently a bad woman, but she was
subjugated by tangled forces of race relations, gender, and social class. Moreover, through the
portrayal of Hester, the writer criticizes the society and its different institutions that confine
the chance for a woman to be self-sufficient and self-independent. These different social
institutions subjugate women and exploit them for the fulfillment of the desires of the
powerful group. Society systematically turns an angel into an object at the hands of those who
have a monopoly of power and then labels her a slut that ends up in jail after killing her son.
She is deformed through the surgery of removing her womanly parts because she is regarded
as a burden to society that has created her and her hypersexual identity. Parks intends to bring
about justice and equality for women by deconstructing all the ideologies and systematic
subjugation of women. She holds the mirror to the public to change their mentality
concerning black womanhood.
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