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of the Black woman's life. One of them is the novel of
The Third Life of Grange Copeland that She focuses on

vividly the sexism, racism, and poverty that often make
that life a struggle. But she also portrays, as part of
that life, the strengths of family, community, self-worth,
and spirituality. Many of her novels depict women in
other periods of history than our own.

the novel of The Third Life of
Grange Copeland, Feminism,
oppression of women, her activism,
gender equality and issues.

The story of Alice Walker’s childhood scar provides the most basic metaphor of her
novels: the idea that radical change is possible even under the worst conditions. Although she
was never able to regain the sight in one eye, Walker’s disfigurement was considerably
lessened: I used to pray every night that I would wake up and somehow it would be gone. I
couldn’t look at people directly because I thought I was ugly. . .. Then when I was fourteen, I
visited my brother Bill [who] took me to a hospital where they removed most of the scar
tissue and I was a changed person. I promptly went home, scooped up the best-looking guy,
and by the time I graduated from high school, I was valedictorian, voted “Most Popular,” and
crowned queen!

The idea that change and personal triumph are possible despite the odds is central to
all of Walker’s writing. Her work focuses directly or indirectly on the ways of survival adopted
by black women, usually in the South, and is presented in a prose style characterized by a
distinctive combination of lyricism and unflinching realism. Walker’s women attempt not
merely to survive, but to survive completely with some sense of stability, despite the constant
thread of family violence, physical and mental abuse, and a lack of responsibility on the part of
the men in their lives. Walker is simultaneously a feminist and a supporter of civil rights, not
only for black Americans but also for minorities everywhere.

Walker’s vision was shaped in part by a work from the first flowering of black writing
in America: Jean Toomer’s Cane (1923). She said in 1974 about Toomer’s book that “it has
been reverberating in me to an astonishing degree. I love it passionately; could not possibly
exist without it.” Like Cane, the first part of which centers mainly on women in the South,
Walker’s novels are made up of nearly equal parts of poetry, portraiture, and drama, broken
up into a series of sections and subsections. Other important literary influences on Walker
include Zora Neale Hurston, from whom she inherited a love of black folklore; Flannery



O’Connor, who wrote of southern violence and grotesqueries from her home in Milledgeville,
Georgia, fewer than ten miles from Walker’s childhood home; and Albert Camus, whose
existentialism speaks to the struggle for survival and dignity in which Walker’s characters are
engaged. Walker herself defined her “preoccupations” as a novelist: “The survival, the
survival whole of my people. But beyond that [ am committed to exploring the oppressions,
the insanities, the loyalties, and the triumphs of black women.”

The Third Life of Grange Copeland, on the surface a novel about the cycle of rage and
violence torturing the lives of a father and his son, is as much about the recipients of that rage
the women and children whose lives are directly affected. Although the novel is unremitting in
its picture of desperate poverty’s legacy of hatred, hopelessness, and cruelty, it concludes
optimistically with Ruth Copeland’s hope for a release from sorrow through the redemption
promised by the early days of the Civil Rights movement and by the knowledge and love
inherited at the sacrifical death of her grandfather.

The Third Life of Grange Copeland

Writing in 1973, Walker observed that her first novel, The Third Life of Grange
Copeland, “though sometimes humorous and celebrative of life, is a grave book in which the
characters see the world as almost entirely menacing.” This dark view of life is common to
Grange Copeland, the patriarch of a family farming on shares in rural Georgia, his son
Brownfield, and the wives and daughters of both men. For all these characters, the world is
menacing because of the socioeconomic position they occupy at the bottom of the scale of the
sharecropping system. Father and son menace each other in this novel because they are in
turn menaced by rage born out of the frustration of the system. Although the white people of
the book are nearly always vague, nameless, and impersonal, they and the system they
represent have the ability to render both Grange and Brownfield powerless.

It is not accidental that these characters’ names have agricultural connotations.
“Grange” suggests a late nineteenth century association of farmers, a feudal farm and grain
storage building, and a combination of graze and range, while “Brownfield” and “Copeland”
are self-explanatory for the inability to cope with the land is what leads both male characters
along virtually parallel paths. For the father, the mere appearance of the white farm boss’s
truck is enough to turn his face “into a unnaturally bland mask, curious and unsettling to see.”
The appearance of the truck causes the son to be “filled with terror of this man who could, by
his presence alone, turn his father into something that might as well have been a pebble or a
post or a piece of dirt.” Although Grange is, in this same image, literally a piece of land, he
eventually returns to the South and learns to live self-sufficiently, farming a section of soil he
tricked his second wife into giving to him. Brownfield, in contrast, is never able to escape from
the sharecropping system, although he sees that, like his father, he is “destined to be no more
than overseer, on the white man’s plantation, of his own children.” Brownfield is able to live
obliviously on a farm in Georgia, content to blame all of his problems on others. The poor
rural black workers of this novel are themselves little more than a crop, rotated from farmto
farm, producing a harvest of shame and hunger, cruelty and violence.

Unlike the men of the novel, the women are menaced by both black and white people,
by both the agricultural system and the “strange fruit” it produces. Margaret, Grange’s first
wife, is both physically and mentally degraded by her husband and then sexually exploited by
a white truck driver, resulting in her second pregnancy. Unable to cope with this situation,



Grange deserts his family, after which his wife poisons both her child and herself. Following
his father’s pattern, Brownfield marries and begins to work the land, but after “a year when
endless sunup to sundown work on fifty rich bottom acres of cotton land and a good crop
brought them two diseased shoats for winter meat.” he too begins to abuse his wife. Although
Brownfield’s wife, Mem, is a schoolteacher intelligent enough to try to break the cycle of
raising other people’s crops, her brief rebellion against her husband’s malevolent beatings
and mental tortures is a failure: He is able to subjugate her through repeated pregnancies that
sap her rebellion as they turn her once rich and strong body into a virtual wasteland of
emaciation. Because her body, which represents the land of the South, is still able to produce
children despite its depleted condition, Brownfield is enraged enough to murder her in
retaliation for her physical shape: “he had murdered his wife because she had become skinny
and had not, with much irritation to him, reverted, even when well-fed, to her former
plumpness. . . . Plumpness and freedom from the land, from cows and skinniness, went all
together in his mind.” Despite his irrational abuse of her, Mem is not ashamed “of being black
though, no matter what he said. . . . Color was something the ground did to the flowers, and
that was an end to it.”

What the ground did to these generations of southern black people is the subject of
Walker’s novel the whole lurid history of violence, hatred, and guilt that she chronicles in this
story of one family’s griefs. By the book’s end, Brownfield Copeland has murdered his wife
and an unnamed albino baby, while Grange Copeland has murdered his son Brownfield first
spiritually, then physically and indirectly has killed his first wife and her infant.

Walker’s characters are allegorical representations of the classic modes of survival
historically adopted by black Americans in dealing with their oppression. Brownfield
identifies with whites by daydreaming of himself on a southern plantation, sipping mint
juleps, and then by bargaining for his freedom with the sexual favors of black women. Both of
Grange’s wives attempt to be true to the white stereotype of black women as promiscuous
sexual beings, free of any moral restraints. Brownfield’s wife, Mem, attempts the passive
resistance advocated by Martin Luther King, Jr., but she is destroyed by what her husband
calls “her weakness . . . forgiveness, a stupid belief that kindness can convert the enemy.”
Brownfield’s daughter, Daphne, who calls herself the Copeland Family Secret Keeper, tries the
strategy of inventing a falsely romantic history of the past, of the good old days when her
father was kind, echoing those historical revisionists who try to argue that slavery was not
that bad. Brownfield’s other daughters try to stay away from their father altogether, regarding
him “as a human devil” of whom they were afraid “in a more distant, impersonal way. He was
like bad weather, a toothache, daily bad news.”

Each of the title character’s three lives (at home in the South as a sharecropper married to
Margaret; in the North as a hustler of alcohol, drugs, and women; and finally back in the South
as a farmer married to Josie and rearing his granddaughter Ruth) parallels a traditional
survival strategy, which Grange summarizes as follows, “The white folks hated me and I hated
myself until [ started hating them in return and loving myself. Then I tried just loving me, and
then you, and ignoring them much as I could.” To put it another way, Grange tries at first to
adapt to the system by believing what whites say about black people; then he turns to the
classic escape of the runaway slave heading North to freedom; finally, he tries the technique of
praising black life while ignoring whites altogether. A large part of the novel’s devastation is



caused by the repeated use of these techniques, not against whites, but against other
members of the Copeland family. Only Ruth, the granddaughter through whom Grange seeks
redemption, is able to deal with whites in an intelligent, balanced, non-destructive yet
independent way. She has learned from her grandfather, and from her family history, that
pure hatred becomes self-hatred, and violence begets self-violence; she therefore becomes the
novel’s symbol of the new black woman, ready to assume her place in black history as a
courageous worker in the Civil Rights movement that the rest of her family has been groping
to discover.
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