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Family
by
J. California Cooper
(New York, Random House, 1991)

Author:

J. California Cooper is the author of five collections of short stories, three novels, and
seventeen plays. She was named Black Playwright of the Year in 1978 for Strangers,
won an American Book Award for Home-made Love, a collection of stories, and received
the James Baldwin Writing Award and the Literary Lion Award from the American
Library Association. She lives in northern California. [From Random House Inc.]

Summary:

Family is a stunning, often painfully graphic re-creation of the realities of slavery: black
women raped by white masters; black children sold to sustain failing plantations--or to
satisfy the whims of a petulant mistress; strong men humiliated, whipped, and beaten
because of the color of their skin. But it is also the triumphant story of a mother whose
loving spirit transcends the barriers of death and time, allowing her to watch over her
children and her children's children. In simple, hauntingly poetic language, the slave
Clora, who killed herself to escape an unbearable existence, recounts the "grief and
misery that is soul and core of the life of a slave” [p. 55] and follows her children as they
experience the joys and challenges of emancipation, create new lives for themselves and
their families in the postwar South, in northern cities, and abroad, and hold fast to their
dreams and their faith as they confront the fear and hatred that permeates their world.
[From Random House, Inc.]

Questions:

1. Cooper has chosen an unusual narrative voice in Family. How does the use of an
unorthodox narrator--"this dead-but-not-gone thing™ [p. 37]--contribute to the
emotional impact of the story as it unfolds? Does the narrator's personal
perspective strengthen or undermine the credibility of the novel? Is it more
effective than a diary, a fictionalized memoir, or other common forms of first-
person narratives, and if so, why?

2. Like her mother before her, Clora commits suicide rather than continuing life as a
slave. What gives her daughter, Always, the power to go on despite the dreadful
things she experiences? What particular motivations does Always have that set
her apart, and what steps does she take to ensure a better future for herself?
Because of their light complexions, Always's siblings Peach and Sun are able to
enjoy successful lives in the white world. Are the decisions they make--including
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Sun's failure to secure Always's freedom because she is "not white . . . enough”
[p. 125]--justifiable within the context of the time? Clora says, "My blood ran like
it was let loose from a stream into the river, into the ocean . . . Ran into the world,
hidden, but THERE" [p. 63]. Are the implications of this statement totally
positive? What are the costs of keeping one's heritage secret, as Peach does?

3. In addition to graphic scenes of violence, how does Cooper convey the profound
evils of the institution of slavery? What incidents bring to life the toll of slavery
on the black characters' intellectual and emotional lives? Clora declares, "Them
white people made hate. . . . That's what they made and that's what they got™ [p.
55]. Are any of the white characters in the book exempt from this condemnation?
To what extent are the whites victims of the system they created? What do the
stories of Sun and Loretta, and of Soon and Doak Jr., reveal about the factors that
sustained slavery? What assumptions about the relationship between the races still
influence the opinions and beliefs of both African Americans and whites in
American society today?

4. What do Cooper's novels share with other books, both fiction and nonfiction, that
you have read about the Civil War period? Do her descriptions of the
relationships between African Americans and whites before and immediately
following the war differ from your previous impressions or beliefs? In what ways
does Cooper challenge the traditional depiction of the boundaries between slave
and master, black and white? Which characters or relationships do you find
particularly surprising? Are the white characters as fully developed as the African
Americans are?

5. Cooper touches on a wide range of social, economic, and political issues in her
writing, including the historical divisions between races and classes; interracial
relationships; the significance of complexion in society in general and within the
African American community specifically; and the importance of education. What
techniques does she use to incorporate these subjects without disrupting the flow
of the stories? In what ways can fiction be more effective than nonfiction in
revealing the forces that shape our world?

6. In describing Cooper's writing, Alice Walker said, "Her style is deceptively
simple and direct and the vale of tears in which her characters reside is never so
deep that a rich chuckle at a foolish person's foolishness cannot be heard.” How
do these traits mirror classic forms of storytelling, from myths and Biblical
parables to the folk stories passed down through oral traditions? Why do you
think Cooper may have chosen to use these timeless techniques to tell her stories?

Further Reading:
Richard Wright, Native Son (1940)

Bigger Thomas is a lair, thief, and finally a murderer in 1930s Chicago. We do not like
this character, yet are compelled to ask questions about the poverty and racism that
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http://catalog.durhamcountylibrary.org/ipac20/ipac.jsp?uri=link=3100006~!469530~!3100001~!3100002&aspect=subtab148&menu=search&ri=12&source=~!horizon&term=Native+son+%2F&index=PALLTI

helped shape who he has become. Wright's classic novel of how racism creates exactly
what it fears still resonates today.

Zora Neal Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937)

Janie Crawford, a woman living in Eaton, Florida, has had three husbands, one of whom
she killed. Hurston's use of dialect and capturing of life in a black community is still
recognized as masterful decades later.

Toni Morrison, Song of Solomon (1977)
Morrison's third novel tells the story of "Milkman™ Dead and his family struggling in

Michigan. The novel explores the lasting effects of slavery through four generations of a
family.

Lorraine Hansberry, A Raisin in the Sun (1959)

Hansberry's play follows the lives of three generations of the Younger family growing up
in Chicago in the early days of the civil rights struggle. Follow the family's attempts to
make their way out of poverty amidst the setbacks that befall them.
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