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Abstract 
 In both pre-colonial and post-colonial times, African American literature emphasizes the 
need for black sisterhood to fight sexism and racism. The sense of sisterhood owes to the lives and 
experiences of Black women, and it allows them to find their own worth and helps them become 
aware of their personal needs. In the case of strong bonding, they seem to merge into each other 
and get intimately interconnected. While helping each other, they display a strong sense of 
responsibility for each other. Sisterly bonds also help them shape or reshape their lives and selves. 
Sisterhood binds them together on emotional, cognitive and physical levels to overcome hardships 
as well as share the moments of joys. Toni Morrison in Sula (1973) and Gloria Naylor in The Women 
of Brewster Place (1982) foreground the need of special bond that exists between women 
characters, including women of different generations and backgrounds. Sisterly bonds confer 
identity, purpose, and strength for survival, binding them together to erase the stereotypes 
regarding black women. In these novels, sisterly bonds get strengthened as substitution for marital, 
family and kinship relations. The novelists use these relations to counteract or dismantle 
stereotypes about sexuality, beauty, worth and nature of black women.  Both the novelists 
underscore the view that only sisterly bonds can ensure them a human life in the face of adverse 
and hostile circumstances.  
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‘Sisterly Solidarity’ does mean an intimate reciprocal bond between two women or 

among more than two women of the same or different ages within the network of family 
and kinship or across the lines of race and ethnicity. In many African-American 
communities “these women-centered networks of community-based child care have 
extended beyond the boundaries of biologically related individuals to include fictive kin” 
(Collins 196).  While helping each other, they display a strong sense of responsibility for 
each other. Sisterly bonds also help them shape or reshape their lives and selves. So to 
speak, sisterhood binds them together on emotional, cognitive and physical levels to 
overcome hardships as well as share the moments of joys. As bell hooks explains, 
“Sisterhood wasn’t just about what we shared in common—things like periods, obsessive 
concern with our looks, or bitching about men—it was about women learning how to care 
for one another and be in solidarity, not just when we have complaints or when we feel 
victimized” (130). 

In both pre-colonial and post-colonial times, African American literature 
emphasizes the need for black sisterhood to fight patriarchy and racism. The sense of 
sisterhood owes to the “lives and experiences of Black women” (Quashie 188) allows them 
to find their own worth and helps them become aware of their personal needs. In the case 
of strong bonding, they seem to merge into each other and get intimately interconnected. 
Elizabeth Schultz states, “Women characters in novels by black women come to appreciate 
one another as individuals, as women or the relationship dissolves” (75). This 
psychological  fusion and  interconnectedness initially  find roots in “the nature of intimate  
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relationships” (Abel 422). Thus, the sense of sisterhood provides black women with the 
means to (re)invent individually and collectively. Obioma Nnaemeka states, “Women 
appropriate and refashion oppressive spaces through friendship, sisterhood and solidarity 
and in the process reinvent themselves” (19). 

Toni Morrison in Sula (1973) and Gloria Naylor in The Women of Brewster Place 
(1982) foreground the need of special bond that exists between women characters, 
including women of different generations and backgrounds. In each novel, a community of 
women emerges that sustains, enables and enriches the lives of each other. Both the novels 
indicate women’s sense of isolation, their mistreatment by men and their search for 
identity through shared experiences. Sisterly bonds confer identity, purpose, and strength 
for survival, binding them together to erase the stereotypes regarding black women. In 
these novels, sisterly bonds get strengthened as substitute of marital, family and kinship 
relations. These relations provide alternatives of other relationships such as marital and 
familial ones. The novelists use these relations to counteract or dismantle stereotypes 
about sexuality, beauty, worth and nature of black women. 
Both the novels selected for the present study underscore the need and importance of 
sisterly bonds for the survival of black women in the face of patriarchal oppression, sexual 
violence and racial discrimination. In these novels, sisterhood functions in various ways.  It 
also helps them not only to overcome difficulties or hardship of various kinds but also to 
share joys and positive ideas. Nnaemeka argues that these novels “discuss women’s 
solidarity as an issue of survival; solidarity among women offers a safety net and a breath 
of fresh air in a suffocating, constraining environment” (19). 

 In Sula, Morrison illustrates the theme of sisterly solidarity through the characters 
of Sula and Nel who reside in the same community named the Bottom though they are 
differently brought up. Nel grows up under the strict rules of the conservative mother 
whereas Sula grows in comparatively free environment. They come closer to overcome 
their hardships and moments of despair. It is the sense of sisterhood that inculcates in 
them the virtues of selflessness, sacrifice and service. It is the sisterly solidarity that offers 
black woman “a rare opportunity…to be selfish” (Quashie 190). It is often viewed that the 
black woman sacrifices her needs and interests to render help to other women.  The virtue 
of selflessness develops in them a strong sense of sisterhood. It is sisterhood that provides 
them with opportunities to think about themselves and meet their needs. It helps them 
grow in life positively and think about others. They stay together, not only physically, but 
also on spiritual, emotional and mental levels, and learn to love themselves and each other.   

The intimate interconnectedness between Sula and Nel blurs any distinction 
between them. For them “a compliment to one was a compliment to the other, and cruelty 
to one was a challenge to the other” (Morrison 83). They merge their individual differences 
into each other. The close sisterly  bond between them is illustrated  through vivid imagery 
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 and symbolism. They are presented as digging holes in the ground until “the two holes 
were one and the same” (Morrison 58).  This image suggests that they are one and 
inseparable entity. Alike the holes, they become a single entity and it becomes difficult for 
them to make difference between themselves. “They themselves had difficulty 
distinguishing one’s thoughts from the other’s” (Morrison 83). 

The sense of care and responsibility on the parts of both women cater to the needs 
of each other. They share feelings and concerns with each other and recognize and 
appreciate the individual differences. “In the safe harbor of each other’s company they 
could afford to abandon the ways of other people and concentrate on their own perception 
of things” (Morrison 55).  Smith comments, “The “pricelessness they achieve in refusing to 
sell themselves for male approval, the total worth that they can only find in each other’s 
eyes” (422).  They become the source of comfort, support and inspiration for each other. In 
this way, sisterhood interconnects the black women characters in a positive way and 
allows them to create strong subjectivities.  

As two young black girls living in the Bottom community, they set about creating 
“something else to be” (Morrison 52) by discovering themselves. Both the girls “discovered 
years before that they were neither white nor male, and that all freedom and triumph was 
forbidden to them” (Morrison 52). Through friendship, they identify with each other’s 
struggle and unite to live an independent life with dignity. Although they have different 
experiences from growing up in two entirely different households, they transcend their 
differences and become an extension of the other, while at the same time shaping their own 
subjectivities.  

It is the close sisterly bond that brings them together and helps them in different 
ways to fight the oppressive system. With Sula, Nel becomes more confident and is able to 
redefine her subjectivity in more positive terms by accepting and loving herself, and 
refusing the role her mother insists that she should adopt.  Nel makes the submission that 
her parents “had succeeded in rubbing down to a dull glow any sparkle or splutter she had” 
(Morrison83).  It is her sisterly bonds with Sula that provides her strength enough to go 
break the iron rules of her conventional mother.  

Nel’s close friendship with Sula allows her to express herself and accept the beauty 
of her appearance as a black woman. In the same vein, she questions the necessity of 
having straight hair. It is through sisterhood she comes to discover herself and her natural 
beauty, and refuses to change her physical appearance which is often despised and 
associated with ugliness. The novelist suggests that it is the virtue of sisterhood that can 
liberate black women from the clutches of the oppressive system. 

Sula realizes her importance as a human being in the close association with Nel. 
Earlier, she could “hardly be counted on to sustain any emotion for more than three 
minutes” (Morrison 53). But  now  she becomes  more steady and  cautious with Nel. When 
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 she learns that she is not loved by her mother, she becomes sad, but Nel comforts her. It is 
sisterhood that allows Sula to forget about her negative experience in the family and 
outside world. Moreover, Nel’s supporting presence empowers her. Gaining strength from 
Nel she scares away the boys who try to tease her while she is coming home from school. 
After that she becomes more confident and dares to defy her maternal authority. 

Mattie and Etta, in The Women of Brewster Place, without much experience in life, 
confront many problems in the face of oppressive system of patriarchy and racism. In their 
lives, they are exploited by men who refuse to live up to their expectations.  Among other 
women, Mattie and Etta leave their homes and families for Brewster Place to live in away 
from the male world. Brewster Place, a dead end street, is cordoned by a tall brick wall 
from the rest of the city. The street becomes the womb in which its women from different 
backgrounds nurture one another and seek strategies for survival. They defend themselves 
against their men as well as white society and share common concerns such as child care. 
Naylor shows that how women represent the true nature of female solidarity in the sense 
that they nurture a sisterhood that allows them to care for one another.  

Though Etta suffers at the hands of both black and white men, she refuses to submit 
to the assumption that “black women had strong passions and always desired sexual 
relations” (Whitt 26). She rejects sexual advances from a white man and runs away from 
Rock Vale to Brewster Place to escape the oppressive system. She covers a long distance of 
1200 miles to reach Brewster Place. On her arrival at the new place, where she is 
completely stranger and without means and money to sustain her life, Mattie, another 
black woman, provides her a safe haven, saying, “Sit on down and take a breather. Must 
have been a hard trip” (Naylor 58).  She looks after her during pregnancy and even after the 
birth of baby.   

It is the pregnancy outside wedlock that forces Etta out of her home. After numerous 
bitter experiences and betrayals from both black and white men, she longs for a lasting love 
with a religious preacher but in vain. Distressed in life, she returns to Mattie to seek love 
and comfort. “Etta laughed softly to herself as she climbed the steps toward the light and 
the love and the comfort that awaited her” (Naylor 74). Mattie succeeds in warding off 
loneliness and despair from the life of Etta and other women through the potion of human 
love and tenderness. Naylor believes in the power of sisterhood and suggests the view that 
the women should support each other to dismantle the oppressive social structures and 
stereotypes. 

The above discussion reveals that the women characters, in both novels, inculcate a 
sense of sisterly solidarity by coming closer to each other though they differ in biological 
ties and socio-cultural backgrounds. It is the common experience of suffering and 
exploitation at the hands of males both Black and White that forges intimate sisterly 
relations among black women. The  sense of  intimate  sisterly  solidarity not only protects  
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them from exploitation and oppression but also it allows them discover their own worth 

and importance as black women. The discovery of beauty and worth ensures them a 

dignified life. The novelists underscore the view that only sisterly bonds can ensure them a 

human life in the face of adverse and hostile circumstances. These novels also show women 

who do not give up despite difficult circumstances like racial and gender oppression, 

discrimination, poverty, hatred and betrayal. The power of love between these women 

becomes a force that heals, bringing peace and wholeness. They heal their heart and soul as 

well as body. These black women share a moment of communion, bound together by the 

recognition of their identity and also of their powerlessness and oppression in the male-

dominated society. In this way, both the novels succeed in presenting an alternative to the 

dominant cultural representations of black women. The novelists value independence for 

women, rather than their being controlled by men or by the hegemonic value system. They 

privilege women’s connections to other women and establish a model of family continuity 

in distinct opposition to the broken Afro-American families found in many other novels.  
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