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Abstract 

Bailey’s Cafe is the novel by Gloria Naylor and it completes the group of four of her 
establishment as a dynamic writer. Her great feel of linking her first novel with the 
second novel is enjoyable unique. She uses two devices to make a sensible connect 
from the story of a novel to another novel. She develops a character or a situation 
referred into a first novel and next novel, she refers to Shakespeare. The best 
example of Mama Day, her next novel which shows the birth of George at Bailey’s 
Cafe which is her fourth novel, even though the name of George is quoted only in 
the last few page of the novel. The basic essence of the novel is the method in that 
the word prostitute has been used against woman, rather to clever of female sexual 
identity. The novel is about some people who find a café in Bailey’s Cafe the 
narration is mentioned by the cafe’s cook and Manager. The construction of the 
story is lyrical. The lyrics mentioned are sung by the characters themselves and in 
empower the characters to create the belief for a living. My objective of this 
research paper is to explore the struggles of several black women abject lives 
result in part from dysfunctional relationships with men. Naylor does not 
deliberately attack black men, although she does in fact assail the patriarchal 
institutions that belittle women, black women in particular. 
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          In the annals of the Afro-American literary canon, perhaps no author has been 
more immersed in the formal history of that tradition than Gloria Naylor. Naylor’s 
Bailey’s Café (1992) underscores the strength of Afro-American women and the 
deleterious effect of racism and sexism on their lives. The novel makes a move 
apart by placing black women at the centre of dissection of race and racism to 
betray how gender and race form a lethal combine in the lives of these women. 
What Naylor tends to limn here is that the lives of black women can never be 
anatomised in isolation from race and class. In other words, if one tries to analyse 
the lives of black women from the perspectives of white feminism, he/she would 
land as a failure. Naylor is not the only Afro-American writer to have felt the 
closely constricting chains of society’s standard code of morals. The very first 
woman to write a slave narrative in America, Harriet Jacobs, had also found it 
necessary to espouse the reader's clemency on the grounds that her heroine’s 
situation was dire and inconceivable to the majority of others more fortunate than 
her. In Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861), Jacobs tried to shield her 
protagonist from censure by submitting the argument that premarital sexual 
intercourse is a far lesser sin than the only alternative—the rape of a slave. Just as 
Jacobs had challenged die conventions of fiction and femininity, so too does Naylor, 
writing and publishing 120 years later, feel compelled to do. 
          In Bailey’s Cafe, Naylor showcased that there are people who have undergone 
experiences which have not been part of the experiences which shaped our 
currently held moral standards and expectations. To particularise, Afro-American 
women have a history and experience seldom taken into consideration in the 
prevalent, white American standard of rights and wrongs, the standard which 
governs the country not only legally, but socially as well. In Bailey's Cafe, Naylor 
stretches the reader’s mind to encompass the many different experiences of  her 
varied cast of characters. Both Bailey and Eve furnish spaces in a spiritually 
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crowded, polluted and suffocating world, “some space, some place, to take a 
breather for awhile” (Bailey’s Cafe 28). The “some place” is a deliberately 
ambiguous reference to the location of the street where Bailey's Cafe, Eve's 
boarding house, and Gabe's pawnshop can be found, a location which is not bound 
by the constrains of reality. According to Mama Day, the cafe is geographically 
situated on the wharf of San Francisco, but Bailey’s Cafe does not appear to have a 
set place in the real world. It seems to appear everywhere, “This place had to be 
real, real mobile” (28). Perhaps it is a cafe which appears where ever people need 
it enough to find it, as Bailey hints, "we’re only here when they need us” (28). For 
Sadie, the cafe was in Chicago, while Ms Maple needed to find it when he finally got 
to Pittsburgh. Amazingly, Mariam was guided to it all the way from Addis Ababa in 
Ethiopia. (Mariam was directed to Eve’s house and the cafe by Gabe, whose name 
surfaces to be an abbreviation of Gabriel, who is, in biblical terms the angel who 
was the messenger of God.) Naylor turns all certainties upside down in this fourth 
novel. Even brownstone buildings, the symbol of permanent fixtures (and 
economic strides), concrete constructions commonly employed watersheds or 
reference points, cannot be relied upon to be where one supposes they are simply 
because they had been in the past. Eve’s boarding house is a sanctuary to some and 
a brothel to others, a “whorehouse convent” (116) as Jesse calls it. Bailey’s Cafe was 
designed by Naylor to "upset your assumptions about what is male or female, what 
is purity, what is whoredom,” in a nutshell, to take nothing for granted and to bring 
the ends of extremes dovetailing together. 
        The mobility of the cafe renders the cafe almost surreal, but once again, Naylor 
offers no apology and seems content to leave her readers guessing. Having warned 
us that “anything really worth hearing happens under the surface” (35), it would 
be a fiasco to try to nail the location of Bailey’s Café in geographical terms, partly 
because it was created to exist on a different level altogether, and partly because to 
dwell on such details would be to miss the point of the novel and worst its purpose. 
Even the cafe owner is not named, and ‘Bailey’ only plays the role as the cafe 
owner, a role almost thrusted upon him, “I found myself in here” (27).  Who Bailey 
is of no importance - what is important is the role he fills. It is through this novel 
that Naylor has the double task of educating her readers as to how this novel 
should be, and indeed, needs to be read, and to impart messages that would be all 
too easily lost if directly voiced. 
          The reader is not without guidance in this venture. Bailey, Nadine and Eve, all 
practising their philosophy of tough love, are nevertheless characters who have 
fine-tuned their sensibilities to such a level that when confronted by powerful 
emotions or attitudes, they are not only aware of them, but feel them tangibly. For 
instance, according to Bailey, “the corner of the room was turned into a block of 
ice” (94) by Esther’s force of hate towards men. A less acutely sensitive observer 
would have passed by Esther unseeingly, but in Bailey’s Cafe, there are translators 
for the language of silence. Although it is true that in its early phases the feminist 
movement took great strides to challenge and change the stereotyped and limited 
perceptions of women, many white feminist critics neglected to encompass poor 
white women as well as black and minority women in their discourse. In fact, it 



The Expression: An International Multidisciplinary e-Journal 
(A Peer Reviewed and Indexed Journal with Impact Factor 3.9) 

www.expressionjournal.com                                            ISSN: 2395-4132 
 

Vol. 6 Issue 4 (August 2020)                         Editor-in-Chief: Dr. Bijender Singh 
 
 
  41 

was through the work of many Afro-American feminist critics such as bell hooks 
and Audre Lorde that marginalised women began to be represented and then in 
the 1990s other feminist critics began to be more inclusive in their dialogue. As a 
result of the efforts of such feminist critics the perception of black women, their 
place in society, as well as their individual communities began to change. 
Furthermore, these critics helped provide black women with recognition of a 
multitude of characteristics that define and separate them from both the mammy 
and the whore personifications. One author of the late twentieth century in 
particular, Gloria Naylor, challenges the view on black women lacking intellect and 
self awareness enough to become independent.  
           Naylor presents a novel that not only helps readers redefine black female 
independence and agency, but also makes them, whether they are white or black, 
search within themselves, and define the question that has often beset individuals: 
Who am I? Many critics including Lynn Alexander, Karen Schneider, Carol Bender 
and Roseanne Hoefel argue that in Naylor’s novel female identity is defined 
through “situations where selfhood is defined by sexuality” (Alexander 93). 
Naylor’s novel goes deeper than simply identifying sexuality. Through her dynamic 
male and female characters, Naylor presents the idea that an individual’s inner 
spirit is multifaceted. Naylor is asking readers to consider through each character’s 
struggle a new facet of interpreting inner spirituality. In Bailey’s Café inner 
spirituality comes in many forms including, but not limited to sexuality, gender 
definition, self love, and self acceptance. Furthermore, by redefining that which 
society has deemed unfit and embracing their inner spirituality, Naylor’s 
characters have gained individuality and independence.  
         A number of critics including, but not limited to Ivey, Bender, Hoefel, 
Schneider, and Chavanelle present one prevailing argument regarding Gloria 
Naylor’s novel Bailey’s Café, which is that Naylor’s novel is “a wholesale re-sorting 
of the material in which the Bible has no privileged status in relation to other 
sources of narrative. Where stories of Eve, Esther, Jezebel, the Virgin Mary, Mary 
Magdalene and indeed Christ are merely strands in a complex interweaving of 
narrative material” (Swindell 300) through which Naylor “subvert the myriad 
forms of authority patriarchy legitimizes and construct[s] new world order among 
partially dispossessed women world-wide.” Upon close reading, it is clear that 
Naylor does indeed parallel a number of her characters with that of their biblical 
counterparts in an effort to demonstrate how those figures are used biblically to 
keep women oppressed and to re-enforce the patriarchy of Western society. Many 
of the critics also argue that Naylor’s characters do not always recover (Alexander 
99) from the patriarchal persecution endured at the hands of their self-proclaimed 
Christian communities. Although there has been a great deal of writing done on 
this aspect of the use of biblical text, the critics neglect to take serious note of the 
power of Christian faith throughout Bailey’s Café. Through faith Naylor’s female 
characters are able to redefine their spirituality, thus “claiming their right to 
selfhood by inverting the dreams that once bound them” (93). 
                    Each female character frequents to Bailey’s café in quest of something 
that is missing in her life. Many of these characters share the same problem, and 
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that is once they experience their sexual awakening they are shunned by their 
communities. Alexander argues that “Naylor recasts female sexuality as shaped by 
Judeo-Christian tradition in which the virgin/whore dichotomy is inescapable 
where a discordant parallel with biblical tradition identifies women through 
implied sexuality rather than actual transgression shifts from women as whores to 
whores as women…” (93). Although this argument rings true, Naylor takes her 
characters one step further and demonstrates the knotty idea that if  a woman has 
faith, and through that faith embraces her inner spirit, she can overcome any label 
society has placed upon her and gain independence. For example, Sadie comes in 
from time to time as a way to escape the harsh reality of her life in poverty and 
alcoholism; Eve comes to Bailey’s to find solace and a place to rest after her long 
journey endured because her godfather’s tyranny brought on by her sexual 
awakening; Sweet Esther comes into the café to find Eve’s because she knows that 
Eve’s is a place where she can belong to; Peaches comes because she can find 
individuality and identity aside from being “just another pretty face;” Jesse Bell 
comes to the café and to Eve’s because she has lost everything to her husband’s 
family including her family, and herself to heroin. Jesse wants to clean up her life 
and regain her identity. Another character, Miriam, is taken to the café by Gabriel 
who recognizes her as a lost soul who has been cast aside by her community 
because of circumstances far beyond her control. Miss Maple (Stanley) comes to 
the café and Eve’s because he recognizes them as places where he is welcome and 
accepted no matter what he wears. Each of these characters has fallen victim to the 
judgment and condemnation of a society centered on Westernized biblical text 
which selectively label women as whores and neglect the lesson that each person 
is made in God’s image and that He practices acceptance and unconditional love.  
            In Baileys Café, Gloria Naylor, much like Walker, takes the reader on a deep 
spiritual odyssey through the eyes of the female characters and their struggles for 
definition of personality and agency through their sexuality. Alexander argues that 
Naylor’s characters “stories all deal with female sexuality, rooted in Judeo-
Christian traditions and all form contemporary attitudes toward women and 
sexuality” (Alexander 92). Naylor’s depiction of strong female characters placed in 
a Christian text is misinterpreted. Much in the way that Walker presents the idea 
through her characters Shug and Celie, the characters of Bailey’s Café “come to 
understand that sexuality is also a gift from God only human beings make it ‘dirty’ 
or abuse this aspect of creation” (Thyreen 62). In Naylor’s Bailey’s Café the most 
powerful characters choose to live beyond the restricted definitions of sexuality. 
As the black feminist critic Audre Lorde argues: “…the erotic is not a question only 
of what we do; it is a question of how acutely and full we can feel in the doing” 
(278). It is arguably true that Christian society sees God as a “patriarchal male 
supremacist” (Thyreen 49) who has given men control over women and their 
bodies with laws and doctrine (that are found primarily in the Old and New 
testaments) concerning a woman’s conduct in society. Within this Christian 
cultural view men and society are going to rebel at the idea of women no longer 
accepting their objectivity.  
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           Naylor, through her novel, introduces readers to the possibility that women 
can, by embracing their inner spirit through their awakened sexual power, gain 
subjectivity. Thus the female concerns in Bailey’s Café tom-tom divine right over 
their own sexual bodies. 
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