WALKER'’S M'LISSA VERSUS DICKENS'MRS. GAMP

Gonul Bakay
BeykenUniversity, Istanbul

Rites and rituals have always been a part of ai®jlever since history. One
main reason for this can be explained by the faat people have always
feared the unknown. Why are we on earth? Is thdife after death? How can
we explain conception and birth? These questionge hHaeen asked for
centuries without a definite answer. Because af thenthly cycles and birth,
women have always been connected with the regéveeramality of nature;
hence the spiritual world, the world of the occuifagic and rituals have been
the domain of women more than the man. Due tor #pgiitual nature, women
were always considered powerful in this field.

You learn a lot about a country from its rituaisey relate the whole
spiritual content of a country that makes it: spkcunique. Rituals can be
defined as the non-verbal attempts to express/timeler and awe in facing the
unknown. Alice Walker is one author who believiest rituals form a gateway
to understanding the culture and spiritual aspeatgroup of people. Her work
abounds in images reflecting the cultural richnesginds and colour of the
African race. Walker, besides telling about theoadiul handicrafts of the
people, also without discrimination tells of theasy and dark side of the
African rituals.

Possessing the Secret of Joy is a novel about one practice representing
the dark side of a ritualithe practice of femaletitation. One common
characteristic of such rituals is that people devant to talk about it; but Alice
Walker wants to discuss the issue. In fact sheebed that unless people can
face and understand the reason behind the persestgnsuch a ritual, black
people can not be really free. They must be réadgecept the bad along with
the good. In every race there are the good andbalecultural practices. One
mustn’t flinch from facing these.
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M’Lissa is a character from the novel who perforthe rite of female
mutilation. She had been mutilated in her day d&afs why she dragged her
foot . She had circumcised many female children laad left them tortured
and bleeding in the initiation hut, maimed for lif@an we blame Tashi for
having female circumcision? Can we blame M'Lissagerforming it? Why
do people cling to these rituals some of them nroosf In the novel
Possessing The Secret of Joy, we try to find answers to some of these
questions. We meet Tashi, whom we had been intestuncThe Color Purple.
Tashi is bicultural. She does not know where sHengs. Is she African or
American? Because she feels an outsider in Ametgahaving female
circumcision, she thinks she can belong with thmkal community, be like
other Olinka women. “It is a way the Olinka womeancshow the man that
they still have their own ways, even though thetevhian has taken everything
else. "(Walker 22) Olivia , another character frira book,says.
In the face of the unknown always people wantedeieeve in something, an
idea, or view of life that continued or existed wheverything else changed.
Tashi states: “all | care about is the struggl®wf people”(Walker,22). Tashi
feels that sometimes to cling to the rituals is ah& dignity left for the black
people. Tashi, in love with Adam, does not knowatlyawhat she is seeking.
She feels different but at the same time wantsetpdrt of the Olinka female
society

The interesting technique Walker uses in this na/& make different
characters recount the story:Adam, Tashi, Olivianmy and Lissette(Adam’s
French wife )and M’Lissa each tell the story frardifferent angle .The use of
this technique by Alice Walker allows the readefaion their own views about
the events described. The author stresses thetwmluldentity of Tashi by
naming her sometimes Tashi sometimes Evelyn (heerfan identity) and
sometimes Tashi —Evelyn or Mrs. Johnson .M’'Lissgssédrhe very first day
she came | could see my death in Tashi’'s eyedeadycas if | as looking into
a mirror. Those eyes that are the eyes of a madwo@an she really think |
have not seen madness and murderers before?”(\\2OR¢rM’Lissa tries to
clear up the point. She says that in her family wonhad always been
“tsunga”’. When M’Lissa asks why this has been sonmather answers saying
this is an honour. When it was the turn for M’Lissabe circumcised, her
mother tried to avoid doing real harm to her daagh8he could not bring
herself to really mutilate her daughter; but otwemen saw and what she left
unfinished, the witchdoctor finished. M’Lissa say$he child who left the
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initiation hut was not the one who went into itWalker 222 ) She adds: “I
have been strong. This is what | tell the tourigiso come to see me.
...Dragging my half-body where half a body was needed service to
tradition, to what makes us a people. “(226)

The stitching of the vagina, the scraping of thévawand female circumcision
were common practices in the Olinka village. Mdsthese women, because of
the wound’s not healing completely and also throundéction, were maimed
for life.

The novel's subject is suffering and the breakifdgaboos. Why did
Walker write such a novel? It is because she betiehat in order to really
understand a nation; we should go deep into theireuthat constitutes it. The
author believes that there should be no taboosetian. For centuries women
have suffered in silence. Especially in Africa thdigd not have control over
their bodies. Walker believed that time had comelie women to bring these
out in the open. She believed it was her duty asitr to write about these
unmentioned practices. Why do people cling to thges and rituals in a
rapidly changing world? | think one main reason niaythe fact that they
believe it is these practices that form a stroogdbbetween the members of a
nation. . In case of the Olinka people in AfricaitHand has been taken away
from them and the only thing remaining for thentheir culture, their jobs,
livelihood. But when you try to keep your culturiéve, you can not make a
distinction. The bad is preserved along with thedyorashi suffers because of
her biculturilism. She feels an outsider both iné&ima and Olinka. Maybe by
having female mutilation she thinks she can belatyy the Olinka people.
She forgets that American belief in the freedonthefbody and mind has been
deeply rooted in her being. She can not become laxkaOwoman just by
accepting bodily mutilation. Tashi continues tofeufmore than ever .When
Adam, her American husband, comes to rescue hefintie her lying on a
dirty mat bleeding and flies circling on her far@d genital wounds. After this
incident, Tashi changes completely: She becomesvesjoand walking
becomes very painful for her. “ It now took a qearf an hour for her to pee.
Her menstrual periods lasted ten days. She wagpacdated by cramps nearly
half the month...cramps caused by the near impoggitof flow passing
through so tiny an aperture. As M’Lissa had leteafasting together the raw
side of Tashi's vagina with a couple of thorns amgkrting a straw so that in
healing the traumatised flesh might not grow togetlshutting the opening
completely.”( Walker 65 ) “This is too difficult toontemplate, but it exists and

141

BDD-A3675 © 2005 Ovidius University Press
Provided by Diacronia.ro for IP 216.73.216.153 (2025-10-30 20:36:42 UTC)



Walker's M'Lissa vs. Dickens.. ©Ovidius University Annals of Philology XVI, 159 -7§2005)

we can not close our eyes to it. “says Walker.Béleeves that it is only by
speaking out, sharing it that they can be saved. no

The book has been criticised because it dealstivtlwvomen problem but does
not question men’s actions. Adam has a French la@ewhom he tells
everything about his association with Tashi. Intcast to Albert ofThe Color
Purple Adam, is presented as a kind and caring mank&valoes not
question Adam’s fidelity to Tashi.

When Tashi learns that her sister Dura, who hadnbphilia had died
because of loss of blood at the hands of M’Lisé@®, decides to go back to
Olinka and kill her. She succeeds in doing this ehdondemned to death
.Tashi says that she does not feel any apprehebsicause she feels she had
been dead since the day of her circumcision anywajact she states that
after remembering what had happened to her , #®ffitkt time , she feels a
real, whole woman.

Mrs.Gamp is a superb creation of Dickens, fromnaget Martin Chuzlewutt,
presiding over the rituals of life and death. Aev@h Marcus says: “She is a
guardian of human destiny’(Marcus 115). With MrsanGp, in contrast to
Walker's M’lissa, Dickens has created an interggtiportrait. It is a comical
portrait, but also through comedy, bitter truthe esflected. Mrs. Betsy Prigg
is a fellow nurse friend of Mrs. Gamp. After worgitogether for some time,
in the same house Mrs.Gamp leaves with these wadfdéshing you lots of
sickness, my darling creetur. ‘Mrs.Gamp observieshd good places. It won't
be long, | hope, afore we works together, off andamgain, Betsy; and may our
next meeting ‘be at a large family’s, where thelytakes it reg’lar,one from
another, turn and turn about, and has it businkss{ Dickens 401)

Mrs. Gamp is a character called at times of crisedirths and deaths. She
knows her business very well and changes her ampearaccordingly.
Dickens describes her with the words: “Mrs Gamp wianl a face for all
occasions looked out of the window with her mougn@ountenance and said.
‘She would be down directly’.”( Dickens 268) “Lik@ost persons who have
attained great eminence in their profession shk toders very kindly; in so
much, that setting aside her natural predilectisraavoman, she went to a
lying in and lying out with equal zest and relish.”( Dickens 269)

Dickens himself believed he had created someongquanwith the
character of Gamp. While he was staying in Finclidégkens had created the
character of Mrs.Gamp. He had asked his friendidfgsview on this issue,
saying: “Tell me what you think of Mrs. Gamp Youhiot find easy to get
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through hundreds of misprints in her conversathort, | want your opinion at
once...| mean to make a mark with her.(Johnson 457.)

Dickens believed that in America there was a biglioat the Americans had
a public and a private face. He shared the fegliofyHilles Miller who
expressed his views saying: “America is the coumthere all conventions
and traditions have been destroyed for the sakbeofree development of the
individual, could for that very reason become, avas becoming a country
where authentic individuality was impossible. (Mill DickensThe World of
His Novels 130)

When we compare these two characters we find ttraduggh they are

from different cultural backgrounds and from di#fet centuries, they have got
many things in common. Both suffer from a territbdmeliness. They are
completely isolated in the world they have creaf€dey are both egoists,
selfish and mercenary.
Mrs Gamp represents an extreme case of lonelifgiss.has elaborated her
internal monologue to such a degree that she leedt an imaginary being,
Mrs. Harris, who justifies her behaviour. In hedk$a Mrs. Gamp continuously
quotes from this mysterious being especially inesawhere she is bragging
about the excellence of the job she is doing omgi\her frequent speeches
about her distaste for money. Other than money, Kenp is devoted to her
drink and food; in fact she thinks gossip may beeaging about her habit of
drinking. However, at times like these, devoted .Mtarris comes to her aid.
Supposedly she says to Mrs.Gamp “If ever thereavsaber creature to be got
at eighteen pence a day for working people, angetland six for gentlefox —
night watching being an extra charge- you areithatluable person.”(Dickens
19)

M’Lissa in contrast performs this deed for the geak power it gives
her. She is not concerned about money. Both Mrsgsanmd M'Lissa feel
themselves as powerful figures presiding over meestinies. M’Lissa says
that in order to do her important job properly $srned not to feel. She says:
“ Can you imagine the life of thisungawho feels?l learned not to feel.You
can learn not to. In this | was like my grandmofiwiio was so callous people
called her * I Am a Belly’She would circumcise tblildren and demand food
immediately after;even if the child still screanfea. my mother it was a
torture.”(Walker 220) Mrs. Gamp had long been safgat from Mr. Gamp
because of differences of opinion about drinkinigerE was a rumour going on
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that Mrs. Gamp had disposed of her husband’s resmfmn the benefit of
scientific research.

Dickens’ draws Mrs.Gamp’s portrait with an ironiceduch. Her
belongings: shawl, bonnet and umbrella are predesgehaving lives of their
own: “ The umbrella with the circular patch wastmadarly hard to be got rid
of, and several times thrust out its battered bnaggle from improper crevices
and chinks, to the great terror of the other pagsesi(Dickens 268.)

Both M’Lissa and Mrs. Gamp are complete egotistseyTlive in the world
they have created. They don’t care anything ablo@itpeople to whom they
perform these rituals. Mrs.Gamp does not care amytfor the people she is
taking care of; but she says. “I could afford tg &l my fellow creatures out
for nothing, | would gladly do it, such is the lo/bears them.”( Dickens 270)
When attending a sick young man, she arrangesrimis # see how he would
look as a corpse.

M’Lissa had talked to all the women in Olinka sayihat if they did not have
this operation they would be like a loose shoe. Mighnot like such women.
She said it was unseemly, unclean. But Tashi sggsl did not say anything
about the woman, did you M’Lissa? About the pleaslre might have. Or the
suffering.”(Walker 224)

Possessing The Secret of Joy is a journey into self; into the political,
social gendered self. In this book, Walker questitime culture that maims
thousands of African women but at the same times cha¢ allow them to talk
about it. Tashi does not posses a unified visionself because of her
biculturalism. Tashi confronts her divided selfdamer going back to Olinka
and having female circumcision is a step on the teathis confrontation. By
going back to Olinka ,Tashi will face the unspea&aBhe had always blocked
her memory on the case of her sister Dura’s déddiv she remembers. She
remembers the shrieks of her sister and womemggdher that she mustn’t cry.
One importantcharacteristic of rituals is repetition. Howevanaove repeat an
action exactly? In order to understand the roleepktition in rituals we can
view the two alternative explanation of rituals &hyillis Miller in his book:
Fiction And Repetition .Miller draws attention to Deleuze opposing
Nietzsce’s concept of repetition to Plato’s: “omhat which resembles itself
differ.” “Only differences resemble one another.illsf Fiction And
Repetition 5) Nietzschean mode of repetition presents a wbdded on
difference. Each thing is different from the otherthe repetition of an event ,
memory is important. Walter Benjamin draws attemtitm two kinds of
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memory: day time and night memory. During daytime; memory constructs
a rational recurrence of events. At night, in clpseallel to Freud'’s theories,
dreams construct a different form of repetitioneThemory creates a fictional
world not resembling the original set of actionsewents.( Miller Fiction and
Repetition 8)

In case of Tashi, there has always been a feaeobWwn blood and
injuring herself but she doesn’t remember why sedsfthis way. The memory
blocks the original event that had caused this.f€me day as Tashi is
watching a film shown by the Old Man about a grofiyoung children lying
on the ground, suddenly a cock enters the sceashi Teels terrible and faints.
After recovering herself, she starts to paint caukall sizes. Few days later, in
the corner of the picture, a large foot appeardirat, Tashi doesn’t recognise
whether the foot belongs to a man or a woman. Ehenil lifts in her mind
and she remembers that it was M’Lissa who was énegn in the picture and
she had thrown something in her hands to the hpieca of human flesh. The
blood symbolised this event which Tashi tried tméd.

Tashi, when she talks with Raye, the psychologéstects Nitsche’s views of
repetition in the case of this ritual. The psyclyidb asks Tashi whether the
same thing is done to every woman? Tashi answatsttls the same and yet
different. She says: “Always different, | would ntki | said, exhaling breath,
because women are all different. Yet always theesabecause women’s
bodies are the same.”( Walker 120)

As the case with many rituals there will alwaysthese who defend the most
harmful rituals. In the case of Mrs.Gamp, becalsehas a reputation of being
one of the best in her profession, the people vaticher for the rituals of birth
and death feel content that they have done thetbiesgt for their relations. In
the ritual of female circumcision, it is interegtito note that Diane C. Menya
says: “A subject that must be viewed in the cultwantext. In Africa, the
actual cutting is only a part of a rite that youpgople go through to be
initiated into adulthood. During the initiation pedl, the secrets of their society
are revealed to them and they are taught acceptatdeal and sexual
behaviour. The process is a means of protectingdhgety from pre and extra
marital sex, out of wedlock pregnancies and sexuehsmitted disease. Alice
Walker is silent on these positive aspects as iitraring them might lend a
degree of respectability to the abhorrent practife female of genital
mutilation.” ( Menya,Diana C., 1993 : 2)
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Gloria Steinham in a penal discussion about femaletilation
discusses the issue from a different angle and tatsthere are similarities
between this practice and unnecessary caesarehs, liertain mesectomies
and abortions for unwanted pregnancies in the west.

Walker also creates three alternative myths abbat dpread of the fatal
epidemic: Aids in her novel. Adam says that theagrof this disease in Africa
was caused because the scientists saw the blaghilepes tools in an
experiment and had infected the people by injediegn with a contaminated
vaccine against polio. One dying student sayshikatad heard a rumour that
the disease was caught from green monkey’s tee#tshil however, is
convinced that little girls and women are dyingcdigse of the unwashed,
dirty, unsterilized sharp stones, tin tops, bitglafss, rusty razors and grungy
knives used by the Tsunga.

We are living in a rapidly changing world. New digeries, advanced
forms of communication have helped abolish nati@mal cultural boundaries.
However one thing has remained unchanged: stilr@ason for being on earth
and the meaning of life are unsolved dilemmasliebe that as long as people
will stay in awe of the mystery of life, there widke rites and rituals to express
this united feeling in the face of the unknown.udls will always remain to
express the silent communion of people from dieersures and locations. It
will be their tribute to life. Rituals give us a\keo understanding people of
different cultures and backgrounds but they mustagé be viewed in their
cultural context; it is the only way we can reallyderstand and arrive at a just
assessment of them.
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