
analysis of everyday use by alice walker

analysis of everyday use by alice walker offers a profound exploration of cultural
heritage, identity, and family dynamics through the lens of a seemingly simple story. This
short story, written by Alice Walker, delves into the contrasting perspectives of African
American women regarding their heritage and the meaning of everyday objects. The
narrative emphasizes the importance of understanding and valuing cultural roots while
highlighting the conflicts that arise from differing interpretations of tradition. This article
provides a comprehensive analysis of key themes, character development, and symbolism
within "Everyday Use," illustrating how Walker crafts a powerful message about heritage
and identity. Additionally, this analysis will examine the story’s narrative structure and its
impact on readers, as well as contextualize its place within African American literature and
feminist discourse. The following sections provide an organized overview of these elements.

Themes in "Everyday Use"

Character Analysis

Symbolism and Motifs

Narrative Structure and Style

Contextual Significance

Themes in "Everyday Use"

The analysis of everyday use by alice walker reveals multiple intertwined themes that
contribute to the story's depth and enduring relevance. These themes address the
complexities of heritage, identity, and the generational divide, which are central to the
characters’ conflicts.

Heritage and Cultural Identity

One of the primary themes in "Everyday Use" is the exploration of heritage as both a
tangible and intangible concept. Through the differing attitudes of Mama, Dee, and Maggie,
the story contrasts practical, lived experience with intellectualized appreciation of cultural
artifacts. Mama and Maggie’s understanding of heritage is rooted in everyday life, while
Dee’s approach is more aesthetic and symbolic.



Generational Conflict

The story highlights the tension between traditional and modern values through the
interactions between the characters. Dee represents a more contemporary, sometimes
radical perspective on African American identity, often clashing with Mama and Maggie's
traditional views. This generational conflict underlines how cultural interpretation can vary
widely within families.

Empowerment and Self-Respect

Empowerment is subtly woven into the narrative, especially through Mama’s voice. Her
journey from insecurity to assertiveness reflects a broader theme of self-respect and
personal strength. The story challenges societal expectations of women and celebrates
resilience in the face of adversity.

Character Analysis

In the analysis of everyday use by alice walker, character development plays a critical role
in conveying the story’s thematic concerns. Each character embodies different perspectives
on heritage and identity.

Mama (The Narrator)

Mama is depicted as a hardworking, practical woman who values her cultural heritage in a
deeply personal way. Her straightforward narration provides insight into her strong
connection to family traditions and her skepticism toward superficial interpretations of
culture. Mama’s character embodies grounded wisdom and emotional strength.

Dee (Wangero Leewanika Kemanjo)

Dee, Mama’s eldest daughter, represents a more modern and assertive approach to African
American identity. Recently adopting a new name to reflect her African heritage, Dee seeks
to reclaim cultural pride but often does so superficially. Her character challenges traditional
values but also reveals complexities in the struggle for self-definition.

Maggie

Maggie, the younger daughter, contrasts sharply with Dee. She is shy, physically scarred,



and less confident but deeply connected to her heritage through lived experience. Maggie’s
quiet strength and humility highlight the story’s emphasis on authentic cultural continuity.

Character Contrast Summary

Mama: Practical, grounded, values lived heritage

Dee: Modern, assertive, focuses on symbolic heritage

Maggie: Humble, shy, embodies traditional heritage

Symbolism and Motifs

The analysis of everyday use by alice walker is enriched by her use of symbolism and
recurring motifs that deepen the story's meaning. These elements help readers grasp the
nuanced messages about culture and identity.

The Quilts

The quilts in the story are powerful symbols of heritage and family history. Handmade by
generations of women, they represent the continuity of tradition and the value of practical
use over aesthetic display. The quilts become a point of contention between Dee and
Mama, symbolizing the conflicting views on how heritage should be preserved and honored.

Everyday Objects

Objects such as the churn top, benches, and the house itself serve as motifs that
emphasize the importance of everyday life in maintaining cultural identity. These items are
not mere artifacts but living parts of the family’s history, intended for use rather than
decoration.

Names and Identity

Dee’s change of name to Wangero Leewanika Kemanjo symbolizes her attempt to forge a
new identity connected to African roots. This act contrasts with Mama and Maggie’s
acceptance of their given names, reflecting differing approaches to cultural pride and self-
identification.



Narrative Structure and Style

The narrative style and structure in the analysis of everyday use by alice walker
significantly contribute to the story’s impact and clarity. Walker employs a first-person
point of view, simple yet evocative language, and a linear timeline to present the familial
conflict effectively.

First-Person Narration

Mama’s first-person narration provides an intimate, authentic voice that grounds the story
in personal experience. This perspective allows readers to understand the emotional and
cultural stakes involved in the family’s interactions, highlighting Mama’s internal growth
and changing perceptions.

Language and Tone

Walker uses straightforward, colloquial language that reflects the narrator’s background
and personality. The tone is candid and reflective, creating a sense of realism and
relatability. This style emphasizes the story’s themes without unnecessary complexity.

Plot Development

The story unfolds in a linear fashion, focusing on a single visit by Dee to her family’s rural
home. This tight narrative structure concentrates the thematic conflict into a brief but
intense encounter, underscoring the emotional and ideological divides within the family.

Contextual Significance

The analysis of everyday use by alice walker gains further depth when situated within its
historical and cultural context. The story reflects broader social issues relevant to African
American communities and the feminist movement during the late 20th century.

African American Cultural Renaissance

Written during a period of renewed interest in African American heritage and identity, the
story engages with themes prevalent in the Black Arts Movement and Civil Rights era. It
critiques superficial engagement with culture while affirming the value of authentic, lived
experience.



Feminist Perspectives

Walker’s story also contributes to feminist discourse by focusing on the lives and voices of
Black women. It portrays the strength and resilience of women navigating cultural
expectations and personal identity, challenging stereotypes and highlighting female
empowerment.

Legacy and Influence

"Everyday Use" remains a seminal work in American literature, studied for its rich thematic
content and cultural commentary. Its ongoing relevance in discussions about heritage,
identity, and family dynamics underscores Walker’s skill in addressing universal concerns
through a specific cultural lens.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Everyday Use' by Alice
Walker?
The central theme of 'Everyday Use' is the contrast between traditional heritage and
modern identity, exploring how cultural heritage is valued and preserved within a family.

How does Alice Walker use the character of Dee to
convey her message?
Dee represents a more modern, superficial approach to heritage, valuing artifacts for their
aesthetic and symbolic value rather than their practical use or emotional significance,
highlighting the tension between different attitudes toward cultural identity.

What role does the quilt play in the story 'Everyday
Use'?
The quilt symbolizes family heritage and continuity. It is a tangible representation of the
family's history, passed down through generations, and serves as a point of conflict
between Dee and her mother and sister.

How does the narrator's perspective influence the
reader's understanding of the story?
The story is narrated by the mother, whose practical and grounded perspective emphasizes
the value of everyday use of family heirlooms and traditions, encouraging readers to
appreciate heritage as a living, functional part of life.



What is the significance of the title 'Everyday Use'?
The title 'Everyday Use' reflects the story's message that heritage should be actively used
and appreciated in daily life, rather than being preserved only as a symbol or decoration.

How does the conflict between Dee and Maggie
illustrate broader social issues?
The conflict highlights issues of cultural identity, class, and education, showing how
different experiences and values influence individuals' relationships with their heritage and
each other.

In what way does 'Everyday Use' critique the concept of
cultural appropriation?
The story critiques cultural appropriation by showing how Dee adopts her African heritage
superficially, using artifacts as fashion statements without understanding their personal and
familial significance, contrasting with Maggie's authentic connection to her heritage.

Additional Resources
1. Understanding Alice Walker’s "Everyday Use": Cultural Identity and Heritage
This book offers an in-depth analysis of the themes of cultural identity and heritage in Alice
Walker’s "Everyday Use." It explores how the characters’ differing views on heritage reflect
broader societal conflicts. The author examines the symbolism of everyday objects and how
they shape the characters' identities.

2. Heritage and Conflict in Alice Walker’s "Everyday Use"
Focusing on the theme of heritage, this book delves into the contrasting perspectives of the
characters in "Everyday Use." It discusses how Walker uses family dynamics to illustrate
the struggle between traditional values and modern reinterpretations. The analysis also
covers the narrative techniques that highlight these conflicts.

3. Symbolism and Identity in "Everyday Use" by Alice Walker
This work analyzes the rich symbolism present in "Everyday Use," such as the quilts and
other household items, and their significance to the characters. It discusses how these
symbols contribute to the exploration of African American identity and cultural pride. The
book provides critical insights into Walker’s storytelling style.

4. Feminism and Family in Alice Walker’s "Everyday Use"
Examining the feminist undertones in "Everyday Use," this book discusses the roles of
women within the family and society. It highlights how Walker portrays female
empowerment through the characters’ choices and interactions. The analysis also considers
the intersection of race, gender, and heritage.

5. The Role of Education in Alice Walker’s "Everyday Use"
This book focuses on the theme of education and its impact on the characters in "Everyday
Use." It contrasts formal education with traditional knowledge and explores how these



forms of learning affect the characters’ perceptions of their heritage. The author discusses
the implications of these differences on identity formation.

6. Race, Class, and Identity in "Everyday Use"
A critical exploration of how race and class influence the characters and their relationships
in Walker’s story. This book analyzes the socioeconomic factors that shape the characters’
attitudes towards heritage and self-worth. It also situates "Everyday Use" within the
broader context of African American literature.

7. Family Dynamics and Generational Differences in Alice Walker’s "Everyday Use"
This book examines the tensions between generations in "Everyday Use," focusing on how
differing values and experiences lead to conflict. It discusses the portrayal of the mother
and her two daughters, emphasizing the contrasts in their worldviews. The analysis reveals
how these dynamics reflect larger cultural shifts.

8. Literary Techniques in Alice Walker’s "Everyday Use"
An exploration of the narrative style, point of view, and language used by Alice Walker in
"Everyday Use." This book highlights how these literary elements enhance the story’s
themes and emotional impact. It provides a close reading of key passages to demonstrate
Walker’s craftsmanship.

9. Cultural Preservation and Change in "Everyday Use"
This book investigates the balance between preserving cultural traditions and embracing
change as depicted in "Everyday Use." It assesses the characters’ attitudes toward their
heritage and the implications for cultural continuity. The author argues that Walker
presents a nuanced view of cultural evolution within African American communities.
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