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                                 LES OBJECTIFS DU COURS 

 

Objectif général: When in the lead-up of these sessions lessons offered, my students have to be able to figure out 

the features of a short story.   

 

Objectives spécifiques:  When in the lead-up to these sessions lessons offered, my students have to 

1- Detect and select the characteristics of a short story 

2- Comprehend the evolution of the genre 

3- Be fully impregnated with the different styles and types of short stories 

4- Write a short story and present it to the rest of the class    

 
           LES PRE-REQUIS 



With skills acquired during the learning sessions of the lectures, students  have to set forth what they know about 

short stories and their knowledge will be assessed. I will have a selected remedial time with them to spruce up 

their ideas and backgrounds on short stories.   
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                                             METHODES ET STRATEGIES PEDAGOGIQUES  

 

La pédagogie active et la méthode inductive seront utilisées pour construire les 

connaissances qui seront d’ailleurs mobilisées à partir des propres connaissances 

des étudiants. Ma stratégie pédagogique consistera à mettre l’étudiant au centre 

du processus de début et de fin d’apprentissage. Les renforcements positifs et 

négatifs, au cours des séances,  viendront pour les uns renforcer les acquis et pour 

les autres ce qui n’est pas bien perçus en vue que ce qui n’est pas compris puissent 

être revisité.  

Je ferai expliciter le raisonnement clinique du cours par l’étudiant,  en lui 

demandant de le résumer la séance précédente en en deux ou trois phrases et 

d’indiquer quelles hypothèses et recours diagnostiques qu’il retient et rejette, en 

expliquant les éléments du recueil des données qui lui permettent de soutenir 

certaines hypothèses et d’en exclure d’autres. Si l’effectif des étudiants me le 

permet, je ferai régulièrement l’option de travail en petit groupes au sein desquels 

des idées, des sujets et des hypothèses seront discutées et débattues pour en faire 

sortir des résultats qui seront soumis à l’appréciation des autres groupes. Les 

autres serviront à la fois d’aiguillon et d’outils ressources.  Une séance de cours 

supplémentaire sera sollicitée auprès des responsables de l’Université pour un 

examen blanc.  

  

  
 

 

                                                              LANGUE D’ENSEIGNEMENT 

                          Anglais 

 

                     
                    MODALITES D’EVALUATION 

 



Le contrôle des connaissances sur l’ensemble des cours que je dispenserai se 

fera sur trois étapes à intervalle de chaque tiers du contenu et du chrono- 

programme. Elles se feront selon les modèles certificatif, normatif  et critérié. 

Les évaluations certificative  et normative  couteront pour 40%, tandis que celle 

citérieé fera les 60% du reste évaluatif.   
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Context  
FURTHER STUDY CONTEXT  

Born in rural Eatonton, Georgia, in 1944, Alice Walker was the youngest of eight children. 

When she was eight years old, she was blinded in one eye by a BB shot by one of her brothers. 

Although she eventually had surgery on her scar and became valedictorian of her high school, 

she endured teasing and low self-esteem throughout her childhood. She received a scholarship 

to Spelman College, a traditionally black college in Georgia, and left home with three things 

given to her by her mother, Minnie: a sewing machine to encourage self-sufficiency, a suitcase 

to nudge her curious spirit, and a typewriter to nurture her budding writing talents. Walker 

eventually left Spelman to attend Sarah Lawrence College in New York, from which she 

graduated in 1965. 

Walker is a prolific writer, working in a variety of genres including children’s literature, poetry, 

nonfiction, and screenwriting. She is best known for her novels and short stories, in which she 

gives voice to a doubly oppressed group: African American women. Her novel The Color 

Purple (1982) is perhaps her most well-known, winning the Pulitzer Prize in 1983 and inspiring 

a film adaptation.  

A tireless crusader on behalf of women, much of Walker’s fiction speaks out against domestic 

violence, sexual abuse, racism, and genital mutilation, a ritual practiced by several native 



African cultures. Her concerns differ from ordinary “feminist” concerns, and she calls herself 

a “womanist,” committed to freeing women from all forms of oppression. Walker’s fiction 

has been the subject of controversy, because some critics believe she depicts men too harshly 

(such as in The Color Purple) and criticizes practices that she does not fully understand (such 

as genital mutilation, the subject of her 1992 novel Possessing the Secret of Joy). 

“Everyday Use,” published as part of the short story collection In Love and Trouble: Stories of 

Black Women (1973), includes some of the preoccupations that recur in Walker’s later work, 

such as a focus on women’s lives and the interconnection of the past and present. The stories in 

this collection take place in settings ranging from Walker’s home territory in the American 

South to the multicultural world of New York City to the east African nation of Uganda. 

Walker’s protagonists are portrayed as victims, variously manipulated and used by husbands 

and lovers, white society, or their own depleted self-esteem. Most of the stories have unhappy 

endings or cautious resolutions based on quiet, hard-won truths. Critics have seen “Everyday 

Use” as standing out from the other stories in the collection, partly because of the protagonist’s 

confidence in defending her family’s legacy. 

In the time the story is set, the late 1960s or early 1970s, black American life and identity were 

undergoing a radical transformation. After enduring slavery and the violence and discrimination 

that came with eventual freedom, African Americans gradually gained civil rights in the 1950s 

and 1960s. A new generation emerged, some eager to break with the horrors of the past and 

others unable to emerge from the specter of poverty and inequality. “Everyday Use” hinges on 

t he tension created when these two worlds come together. In the story, Walker examines the 

intense, serious, sometimes militant rhetoric that characterized some strains of the rising black 

consciousness movement. But she gives her most intense scrutiny to the often tenuous bonds  

between family members.  

 

Introduction to Literature 
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"Everyday Use" Analysis 
David White Published in 2001 in Portals, Purdue North Central literary journal. 

  

“Everyday Use”: Defining Heritage 

       In “Everyday Use,” Alice Walker tells a story of a mother’s conflicted relationship with 

her two daughters.  On its surface, “Everyday Use” tells how a mother gradually rejects the 

superficial values of her older, successful daughter in favor of the practical values of her 

younger, less fortunate daughter.  On a deeper level, Alice Walker is exploring the concept of 

heritage.  “Everyday Use” is set in the late ‘60s or early ‘70s.  She uses the principal characters 

of Mama, Dee (Wangero), and Maggie to clarify the cultural theme. 

      Mama narrates the story.  Mama describes herself as “a large, big-boned woman with rough, 

man-working hands.  In the winter I wear flannel nightgowns to bed and overalls during the 

day.  I can kill and clean a hog as mercilessly as a man” (Walker, “Everyday Use” 408).  This 

description, along with her reference to a 2nd grade education (409), leads the reader to 

conclude that this woman takes pride in the practical aspects of her nature and that she has not 

spent a great deal of time contemplating abstract concepts such as heritage.  However, her lack 

of education and refinement does not prevent her from having an inherent understanding of 

heritage based on her love and respect for those who came before her.  This is clear from her 

ability to associate pieces of fabric in two quilts with the people whose clothes they had been 

cut from: 

              In both of them were scraps of dresses Grandma Dee had worn fifty and more 

              years ago.  Bits and pieces of Grandpa Jarrell’s Paisley shirts.  And one teeny 

              faded blue piece, about the size of a penny matchbox, that was from Great 



              Grandpa Ezra’s uniform that he wore in the Civil War… “Some of the pieces, 

              like those lavender ones, come from old clothes [Grandma Dee’s] mother handed 

              down to her,” [Mama] said, moving up to touch the quilts.  (Walker, “Everyday   Use” 

412) 

The quilts have a special meaning to Mama.  When she moves up to touch the quilts, she is 

reaching out to touch the people whom the quilts represent. 

 

      Quilts are referred to in many of Walker’s works.  In The Color Purple, she uses a quilt to 

help a dying woman remember the mother of her adopted daughter (159).  In her essay “In 

Search of our Mother’s Gardens,” she writes about a quilt in the Smithsonian Institute that was 

made by an anonymous woman: “If we could locate this ‘anonymous’ woman from Alabama, 

she would turn out to be one of our grandmothers” (14, 15).  Walker uses quilts to symbolize a 

bond between women.  In “Everyday Use” the bond is between women of several 

generations.  Elaine Showalter observes in her essay “Piecing and Writing,” “In contemporary 

writing, the quilt stands for a vanished past experience to which we have a troubled and 

ambivalent relationship” (228).  This statement seems to apply specifically to the quilts of   

‘’Everyday Use’’ 

      The quilts are not, however, the only device Walker employs to show Mama’s inherent 

understanding of heritage.  Walker also uses the butter churn to show Mama’s connection with 

her family: 

                  for a moment in my hands.  You didn’t even have to look close to see where 

              hands pushing the dasher up and down to make butter had left a kind of sink in 

              the wood.  In fact, there were a lot of small sinks; you could see where thumbs 

              and fingers had sunk into the wood.  It was a beautiful light yellow wood, from a 

              tree that grew in the yard where Big Dee and Stash had lived. (Walker 412) 



When Mama takes the dasher handle in her hands, she is symbolically touching the hands of 

all those who used it before her.  Her appreciation for the dasher and the quilts is based on 

love for the people who made and used them. 

 

      Mama’s daughter Dee (Wangero) has a much more superficial idea of heritage.  She is 

portrayed as bright, beautiful, and self-centered.  Walker uses Dee to symbolize a movement, 

which was characterized by bright and beautiful people who were vocal and aggressive in their 

demands.  Many of them spoke disparagingly about their ancestors and adopted certain aspects 

of culture in their speech and dress.  Mama’s descriptions of Dee portray her as this type of 

individual:  “Dee, though.  She would always look anyone in the eye.  Hesitation was no part 

of her nature,…She was determined to stare down any disaster in her efforts.  Her eyelids would 

not flicker for minutes at a time…At sixteen she had a style of her own: and she knew what 

style was” (Walker, “Everyday Use” 409).  These personality traits, along with her style of 

dress and speech, establish her identity as a symbol of the movement. 

             

Later, Mama relates, “She wrote me once that no matter where we ‘choose’ to live, she will 

manage to come see us” (410).  In these two examples Mama is pointing out that Dee sees 

herself as belonging to a higher intellectual and social class than Mama and Maggie, and they 

should feel honored by (and humiliated in) her presence. 

      Mama’s insights are verified when Dee arrives on the scene.  Dee’s visit is primarily an 

exercise in taking.  When she first arrives she takes pictures.  Later, she eats the food Mama 

prepared.  After dinner she takes the churn top and dasher and, after “rifling” through the trunk, 

attempts to take the quilts (410-412).  Although she has renounced her American name, she still 

holds tight to American consumer culture.  As David Cowart 

explains: 

                She wants to make the lid of the butter churn into a centerpiece for her table.  She 

            wants to hang quilts on the wall.  She wants, in short, to do what white people do 

            with the cunning and quaint implements and products of the past.  Wangero fails 



            to see the mote in her own eye when she reproaches her mother and sister for a 

            failure to value their heritage – she, who wants only to preserve that heritage as 

            the negative index to her own sophistication. (175) 

      Dee’s new name, her costume, and her new boyfriend (or husband) are all indicative of her 

frivolous attitude toward her newly adopted culture.  These inconsistencies seem to indicate 

Dee’s superficial nature.  Dee’s preference for appearance over substance is further delineated 

in Walker’s portrayal of her boyfriend (or husband) Hakim-a barber.   There is no mention of 

affection between Dee and Hakim-a-barber.  Each of them merely serves as a part of the other’s 

façade.  

      Dee’s ignorance of her adopted heritage is matched by her ignorance of her actual 

heritage.  She knew she had been named for her Aunt Dee, but was unaware of how far back 

the name went in her family (411).  After dinner, she flippantly decides to take the churn dasher, 

even though she has no knowledge of its history (412).  Later, when she decides to take the 

quilts, she says, “These are all pieces of dresses Grandma used to wear.  She did all the stitching 

by hand” (412).  The quilts were actually made by Grandma Dee, Big Dee, and Mama, and 

included scraps of clothing that belonged to both of her grandparents, as well as her great-

grandparents and her great-great grandfather (412). 

      Mama first describes Maggie’s nature by saying “Maggie will be nervous until after her 

sister goes: she will stand hopelessly in corners homely and ashamed of the burn scars down 

her arms and legs, eyeing her sister with a mixture of envy and awe”  (408).  Mama gives a 

more detailed description later in the story: 

                Have you ever seen a lame animal, perhaps a dog run over by some 

            careless person rich enough to own a car, sidle up to someone who 

            is ignorant enough to be kind to him?  That is the way my Maggie 

            walks.  She has been like this, chin on chest, eyes on ground, feet 

            in shuffle ever since the fire that burned the house to the ground.  (409) 



  Dee does not even speak to Maggie until she is angrily leaving the house at the end of the 

story (413). 

      Despite all the negative observations Mama makes about her, Maggie is very aware of her 

heritage.  This is evident from her statement about the churn dasher:  “‘Aunt Dee’s first 

husband whittled the dash,’ said Maggie so low you almost couldn’t hear her.  ‘His name was 

Henry, but they called him Stash’” (412).  It is significant that Maggie knew the history of the 

dasher because Dee, who knew nothing of its history, and was not even sure what she would 

do with it, took it with no thought for either Maggie or Mama.  Maggie’s understanding of her 

heritage also comes through when she tells Mama that Dee can have the quilts because “I can 

‘member Grandma Dee without the quilts” (413).  Earlier, Dee had expressed her fear that 

Maggie would “probably be backward enough to put them to everyday use” (413).  It is clear 

from Maggie’s statement that her “everyday use” of the quilts would be as a reminder of her 

Grandma Dee.  Dee’s primary use for the quilts would be to hang them on the wall as a 

reminder of her superior social and economic status. 

       Mama reveals her ambivalence toward Dee from the beginning of the story.  While 

Mama is proud of her daughter’s success and envies her ability to “look anyone in the eye,” 

she is uncomfortable with Dee’s selfish, egotistical nature.  Although Mama dreams of being 

on a television show where Dee is embracing her and thanking her with tears in her eyes, she 

parenthetically asks, “[(]What would they do if parent and child came on the show only to 

curse out and insult each other?)” (408).  Later, in describing Dee’s tenacity, Mama says, 

                Dee wanted nice things.  A yellow organdy dress to wear to her graduation 

            from high school; black pumps to match a green suit she’d made from an old 

            suit somebody gave me.  She was determined to stare down any disaster in 

            her efforts.  Her eyelids would not flicker for minutes at a time.  Often I fought 

            off the temptation to shake her.  At sixteen she had a style all her own: and 

            knew what style was. (409) 

Mama seems to admire her daughter’s determination, but because it is motivated by selfishness, 

she wants to shake her. 



      Mama’s feelings toward Dee are also expressed through her attitude toward Dee’s new 

name.  When Dee tells Mama that she has changed her name to Wangero Leewanika Kemanjo, 

Mama is clearly disappointed, but immediately starts referring to her as “Wangero” in her 

narration (411).  Mama’s use of the name “Wangero” does not, however, imply respect for 

Dee’s choice.  There is a definite tone of sarcasm in Mama’s voice, reinforced by her comment 

“I’ll get used to it” (411).  As Mama continues the narrative, she gradually changes “Wangero” 

to “Dee (Wangero),” and in her final reference simply refers to her as “Dee.”  These transitions 

are indicative of Mama’s change in attitude toward Dee.  Mama does not immediately 

understand the serious implications of Dee’s name change, and is able to make light of it.  But 

as Dee’s selfish and disrespectful actions clarify the significance of her choice, Mama loses her 

sense of humor and finally drops “Wangero” altogether.  Just as Wangero had rejected “Dee,”   

            In rejecting Wangero, Mama makes a choice to accept Maggie.  Throughout the story, 

Mama has described Maggie in terms that make it clear that she is disappointed and possibly 

even ashamed of her.  Mama is aware that Maggie’s condition is the result of a fire over which 

she had no control, but she has not recognized the incredible strength her younger daughter has 

required, just to survive.  After Maggie says, “She can have them, Mama…I can ‘member 

Grandma Dee without the quilts,” Mama says, 

               I looked at her hard.  She had filled her bottom lip with checkerberry snuff and 

            it gave her face a kind of dopey hangdog look.  It was Grandma Dee and Big Dee 

            who taught her how to quilt herself.  She stood there with her scarred hands 

            hidden in the folds of her skirt. (413) 

This scenario was foreshadowed in the beginning of the story when Mama said, 

            Maggie will be nervous until after her sister goes:  she will stand hopelessly 

            in corners homely and ashamed of the burn scars down her arms and legs, 

            eyeing her sister with a mixture of envy and awe.  She thinks her sister has 

            held life always in the palm of one hand, that “no” is a word the world never 

            learned to say to her. (408) 



 But now, Mama is looking at Maggie “hard,” and she sees something in her she has not seen 

before.  She sees her mother and her sister – the two women whose name Dee has rejected.  In 

Maggie’s scarred hands she sees a heritage she should be proud of – not ashamed of.  It 

suddenly becomes very clear to Mama which daughter should rightfully own the quilts, and 

she finally tells Dee “no.” 

           

 

 

 

 

An Analysis of 'Everyday Use' by Alice Walker 

American writer and activist Alice Walker is best known for her novel "The Color 

Purple," which won both the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Award. But she has 

written numerous other novels, stories, poems, and essays. 

Her short story "Everyday Use" originally appeared in her 1973 collection, "In Love & 

Trouble: Stories of Black Women," and it has been widely anthologized since. 

The Plot of 'Everyday Use' 

The story is narrated in the first-person point of view by a mother who lives with her 

shy and unattractive daughter Maggie, who was scarred in a house fire as a child. They 

are nervously waiting for a visit from Maggie's sister Dee, to whom life has always come 

easy. 

Dee and her companion boyfriend arrive with bold, unfamiliar clothing and hairstyles, 

greeting Maggie and the narrator with Muslim and African phrases. Dee announces that 

she has changed her name to Wangero Leewanika Kemanjo, saying that she couldn't 

stand to use a name from oppressors. This decision hurts her mother, who named her 

after a lineage of family members. 

During the visit, Dee lays claim to certain family heirlooms, such as the top and dasher 

of a butter churn, whittled by relatives. But unlike Maggie, who uses the butter churn to 

make butter, Dee wants to treat them like antiques or artwork. 

Dee also tries to claim some handmade quilts, and she fully assumes she'll be able to 

have them because she's the only one who can "appreciate" them. The mother informs 

Dee that she has already promised the quilts to Maggie, and also intends for the quilts 

to be used, not simply admired. Maggie says Dee can have them, but the mother takes 

the quilts out of Dee's hands and gives them to Maggie. 

https://www.thoughtco.com/alice-walker-biography-3528342
https://www.thoughtco.com/wuthering-heights-study-questions-for-discussion-742019
https://www.thoughtco.com/wuthering-heights-study-questions-for-discussion-742019
https://www.thoughtco.com/first-person-point-of-view-1690861


Dee then leaves, chiding the mother for not understanding her own heritage and 

encouraging Maggie to "make something of yourself." After Dee is gone, Maggie and 

the narrator relax contentedly in the backyard. 

 

The Heritage of Lived Experience 

Dee insists that Maggie is incapable of appreciating the quilts. She exclaims, horrified, 

"She'd probably be backward enough to put them to everyday use." 

For Dee, heritage is a curiosity to be looked at—something to put on display for others 

to observe, as well: She plans to use the churn top and dasher as decorative items in her 

home, and she intends to hang the quilts on the wall "[a]s if that was the only thing 

you could do with quilts." 

She even treats her own family members as curiosities, taking numerous photos of them. 

The narrator also tells us, "She never takes a shot without making sure the house is 

included. When a cow comes nibbling around the edge of the yard she snaps it and me 

and Maggie and the house." 

What Dee fails to understand is that the heritage of the items she covets comes precisely 

from their "everyday use"—their relation to the lived experience of the people who've 

used them. 

The narrator describes the dasher as follows: 

"You didn't even have to look close to see where hands pushing the dasher up and down 

to make butter had left a kind of sink in the wood. In fact, there were a lot of small sinks; 

you could see where thumbs and fingers had sunk into the wood." 

Part of the beauty of the object is that it has been so frequently used, and by so many 

hands in the family, suggesting a communal family history that Dee seems unaware of. 

The quilts, made from scraps of clothing and sewn by multiple hands, epitomize this 

"lived experience." They even include a small scrap from "Great Grandpa Ezra's uniform 

that he wore in the Civil War," which reveals that members of Dee's family were worki 

ng against "the people who oppress[ed]" them long before Dee decided to change her 

name. 

Unlike Dee, Maggie actually knows how to quilt. She was taught by Dee's namesakes—

Grandma Dee and Big Dee—so she is a living part of the heritage that is nothing more 

than decoration to Dee. 

For Maggie, the quilts are reminders of specific people, not of some abstract notion of 

heritage. "I can 'member Grandma Dee without the quilts," Maggie says to her mother 

when she moves to give them up. It is this statement that prompts her mother to take the 

https://www.thoughtco.com/buffalo-soldiers-4691471


quilts away from Dee and hand them to Maggie because Maggie understands their 

history and value so much more deeply than Dee does. 

 

Lack of Reciprocity 

Dee's real offense lies in her arrogance and condescension toward her family, not in 

her attempted embrace of African culture. 

Her mother is initially very open-minded about the changes Dee has made. For 

instance, though the narrator confesses that Dee has shown up in a "dress so loud it 

hurts my eyes," she watches Dee walk toward her and concedes, "The dress is loose 

and flows, and as she walks closer, I like it." 

The mother also shows a willingness to use the name Wangero, telling Dee, "If that's 

what you want us to call you, we'll call you." 

But Dee doesn't really seem to want her mother's acceptance, and she definitely doesn't 

want to return the favor by accepting and respecting her mother's cultural traditions. She 

almost seems disappointed that her mother is willing to call her Wangero. 

Dee shows possessiveness and entitlement as "her hand close[s] over Grandma Dee's 

butter dish" and she begins to think of objects she'd like to take. Additionally, she's 

convinced of her superiority over her mother and sister. For example, the mother 

observes Dee's companion and notices, "Every once in a while he and Wangero sent eye 

signals over my head." 

When it turns out that Maggie knows much more about the history of the family 

heirlooms than Dee does, Dee belittles her by saying that her "brain is like an elephant's." 

The entire family considers Dee to be the educated, intelligent, quick-witted one, and so 

she equates Maggie's intellect with the instincts of an animal, not giving her any real 

credit. 

Still, as the mother narrates the story, she does her best to appease Dee and refer to her 

as Wangero. Occasionally she calls her as "Wangero (Dee)," which emphasizes the 

confusion of having a new name and the effort it takes to use it (and also pokes a little 

fun at the grandness of Dee's gesture). 

But as Dee becomes more and more selfish and difficult, the narrator starts to withdraw 

her generosity in accepting the new name. Instead of "Wangero (Dee)," she starts to 

refer to her as "Dee (Wangero)," privileging her original given name. When the mother 

describes snatching the quilts away from Dee, she refers to her as "Miss Wangero," 

suggesting that she's run out of patience with Dee's haughtiness. After that, she simply 

calls her Dee, fully withdrawing her gesture of support. 

https://www.thoughtco.com/common-stereotypes-about-africa-2834943
https://www.thoughtco.com/definition-of-african-american-history-45345
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Dee seems unable to separate her new-found cultural identity from her own long-

standing need to feel superior to her mother and sister. Ironically, Dee's lack of respect 

for her living family members—as well as her lack of respect for the real human beings 

who constitute what Dee thinks of only as an abstract "heritage"—provides the clarity 

that allows Maggie and the mother to "appreciate" each other and their own shared 

heritage. 

   

MAIN IDEAS THEMES 

The Meaning of Heritage 

Angered by what she views as a history of oppression in her family, Dee has constructed a new 

heritage for herself and rejected her real heritage. She fails to see the family legacy of her given 

name and takes on a new name, Wangero, which she believes more accurately represents her 

African heritage. However, the new name, like the “African” clothes and jewelry she wears to 

make a statement, is meaningless. She has little true understanding of Africa, so what she 

considers her true heritage is actually empty and false. Furthermore, Dee views her real heritage 

as dead, something of the past, rather than as a living, ongoing creation. She desires the carved 

dasher and family quilts, but she sees them as artifacts of a lost time, suitable for display but 

not for actual, practical use. She has set herself outside her own history, rejecting her real 

heritage in favor of a constructed one. 

Mama and Dee have very different ideas about what “heritage” is, and for Mama, the family 

objects are infused with the presence of the people who made and used them. The family 

heirlooms are the true tokens of Dee’s identity and origins, but Dee knows little about the past. 

She misstates the essential facts about how the quilts were made and what fabrics were used to 

make them, even though she pretends to be deeply connected to this folk tradition. Her desire 

to hang the quilts, in a museumlike exhibit, suggests that she feels reverence for them but that 

to her they are essentially foreign, impersonal objects. Mama understands that Maggie, not Dee, 

should have the quilts, because Maggie will respect them by using them in the way they were 

intended to be used. When Dee contends at the end of the story that Mama and Maggie do not 

understand their heritage, Walker intends the remark to be ironic: clearly, it is Dee herself who 

does not understand her heritage.  

The Divisive Power of Education 



Although Mama struggled to send Dee to a good school, education proves to be more divisive 

than beneficial to Dee’s relationship with her family. Mama herself was denied an education. 

When she was a child, her school was closed, and no one attempted to try to reopen it. Racism, 

passive acceptance, and forces beyond her control set Mama on the road that led to her life of 

toil. Dee was fortunate that Mama gave her the opportunity for advantages and refinements, but 

they have served only to create a wedge between Dee and the rest of the family. Dee uses her 

intellect to intimidate others, greeting her mother with “Wa-su-zo Tean-o,” a greeting in an 

obscure African language Mama most likely doesn’t speak. Dee, with her knowledge and 

worldliness, is a threat to the simple world Mama and Maggie inhabit, and Dee seems 

determined to lord her knowledge over them. Even as a child, Dee read to her mother and sister 

“without pity,” “forcing” strange ideas on them and unsettling their simple domestic 

contentment. 

Education has separated Dee from her family, but it has also separated Dee from a true sense 

of self. With lofty ideals and educational opportunity came a loss of a sense of heritage, 

background, and identity, which only family can provide. Dee arrives at the family home as a 

strange, threatening ambassador of a new world, a world that has left Maggie and Mama behind. 

Civil rights, greater visibility, and zero tolerance for inequality are characteristics of Dee’s 

world. These things are not, in and of themselves, problematic. What’s problematic is that Dee 

has no respect for anything but her world, leading her to alienate herself from her roots. Maggie, 

on the other hand, knows no world but the one she came from. Uneducated, she can read only 

haltingly. By doing what she is told and accepting the conditions of her sheltered life without 

question, Maggie has hampered her own self-fulfillment. Walker sets up this contrast to reveal 

an ironic contradiction: Dee’s voracious quest for knowledge has led to her alienation from her 

family, while the lack of education has harmed and stifled Maggie. Both education and the lack 

of it have proven to be dangerous for the sisters. 

  

Everyday Use Summary and Analysis of Everyday Use 

Summary 

The story begins with Mama waiting in the yard for her eldest daughter Dee to return. 

Mama’s yard is an extension of her living room: the dirt ground flows into the small shack 

without separation. We are told little about Mama's husband; he is simply out of the picture 
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and all of Mama's accomplishments, including the raising of her children, seem to be done by 

her own hand. Walker does not state the geographic setting outright, but we can surmise that 

Mama’s small farm is located somewhere in rural Georgia. 

Mama discusses her younger daughter Maggie. Maggie nervously anticipates her big sister 

Dee. Maggie is apprehensive about the emotional stress and anxiety that will come with Dee's 

arrival. Mama daydreams about being on the Johnny Carson Show and reuniting with Dee in 

front of a sea of white faces. 

Mama breaks out of her reverie to explain the realities of her life. Unlike the slim and lighter-

skinned fantasy of herself on the Johnny Carson Show, Mama has darker skin and is big 

boned, wearing overalls rather than feminine clothing. She points out that her fat keeps her 

warm in the winter and cool in the summer. Mama does the work of two men on her farm. 

She can kill a bull calf and have the meat hung up to chill by nightfall. 

Maggie lurks in the shadows not wanting to be fully visible. Mama describes her as a lame 

dog. Mama recalls the fire that burned their first house down. Maggie still bears the scars of 

that fateful night. Mama also recalls that Dee just stood there and watched the house burn 

with a condescending smile on her face. To Dee, the old house defined them as poor black 

farmers, the descendants of sharecroppers. Mama remembers how Dee willed herself to be 

different from her rural neighbors with her book smarts and by having a style all her own. Dee 

wanted nice things and was intent on getting them. If she couldn't afford to buy fancy clothes, 

she would make them. She seldom heard the word "no". 

Dee finally arrives wearing a colorful, chic African dress. Maggie tries to bolt for the house 

but Mama stops her. Dee has changed her name to the more “African” sounding "Wangero". 

Mama attempts to explain that her given name Dee holds deep family meaning but 

"Wangero" insists that, at one time, it must surely have been a slave name forced on them by 

white owners. Mama recalls that she and her church made great sacrifices to send Dee to 

school in Augusta, where she learned about her historical roots. Dee greets them with an 

emphatic "Wa-su-zo-Tean-o", a Ugandan greeting. She introduces her partner Hakim-a-

barber, whom Mama calls "Asalamalakim" after his Muslim greeting. Mama is weary of 

Dee’s brief entrance back into her life. 

Dee has come back to lay claim to some old blankets that she has a newfound “historic” 

appreciation for: she thinks they would make trendy décor for her apartment. To Dee, the 

quilts represent the historical significance of an oppressed people. The problem is that Mama 

has a much more practical use for the quilts; Mama intends to give them to Dee’s much less 

sophisticated, and less garish, younger sister Maggie. Unlike Dee, Maggie is destined to get 

married within the community and live out her life in a setting much like Mama’s. 

Hakim-a-barber attempts to kiss Maggie but she recoils in horror. They sit down to eat but, 

while Dee treats the meal as an exotic buffet, Hakim-a-barber announces that he can't eat an 

unclean animal like pork. Both feign interest in visiting with Mama and Maggie as they rifle 

through Mama’s house looking for “quaint” collectables. Dee makes a dozen or so patronizing 

insults, veiled as casual “chit-chat”, directed at Mama and Maggie. She insists that Maggie will 

use the quilts she desires for everyday use. Maggie attempts to show her displeasure with her 

sister by dropping a plate in the shadows but she finally succumbs to Dee's forcefulness. In her 

meek voice, Maggie squeaks that Dee can have the quilts. 

Mama, however, has had enough of this emotional bludgeoning, and tells Wangero to take two 

other quilts not intended for Maggie and leave. Dee tells Maggie to make something of herself 
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and ironically tells Mama that she doesn't understand her own heritage. Then both Dee and 

Hakim-a-barber climb into their car and disappear in a cloud of dust as quickly as they arrived. 

 

Analysis 

Alice Walker does an adept job at blurring the difference between the stereotypes of rural 

black American women with the realities that make up their lives. To the casual viewer, Mama’s 

old homestead looks dilapidated: a stereotype of the humble lives of poor black subsistence 

farmers of the Old South. Mama’s yard is nevertheless clean and she finds her abode 

comfortable and relaxing. Although Mama’s eldest daughter Dee and her “friend” Hakim-a-

barber will look down on the way she lives, her reality is her own and she is proud of what she 

has accomplished. Telling the story in first person allows the reader to get inside Mama's 

perspective without judgment. As Mama explains her situation in a matter-of-fact tone, Walker 

is able to paint the picture of the setting in a neutral way. 

The reader is introduced to the tension between Mama and her eldest daughter Dee early in the 

story. Mama fantasizes about the kind of reunion she might have with Dee on television. She 

thinks of Johnny Carson and a sea of white people waiting to be warmed by the reunion of a 

poor black woman and her long lost daughter who has “made it” in the world. There are the 

requisite tears and sighs from the audience. Mama stands sheepishly to one side while Dee takes 

control of the situation. Mama marvels at how Dee can manipulate the white audience, twisting 

her own history into a narrative they want to hear. Here we see Mama imagining her daughter’s 

fantasy, not her own. It is crucial that in this fantasy, Mama imagines herself as lighter - in skin 

tone, body weight and wit. She knows that she does not fit the ideal that Dee so desperately 

aspires to. Mama understands that Dee despises her circumstances, and Mama wishes she could 

be what her daughter wants. However, she understands that this cannot be, and she is who she 

is. 

In real life, Mama is not "camera-ready"; she is large and big boned. She wears flannel 

nightgowns to bed and old thick overalls during most days. There is a quiet sincerity about 

Mama that earns her the reader’s respect early in her narrative. She is loving, forgiving, and 

frank. She has no illusions about either of her daughters. Her memories of Dee growing up help 

give us perspective on the self-absorbed patronizing young woman who will soon blow through 

her house. Mama refuses to draw attention to herself: she personifies an ethos born out of 

humbleness and practicality. Indeed, she never even tells us her name; her identity is comprised 

of a hard life of experience and her position as head of her matriarchal family. 

Unlike Dee, Maggie will be the one to inherit that position from Mama. While Dee is intelligent 

and assertive, Maggie is “slow” and withdrawn; while Dee preens over her attractive 

appearance and lighter skin, Maggie darts away from her own reflection, so self-conscious of 

her plainness and scars. Mama describes Maggie as a wounded animal who must live her life 

forever subjugated to forces greater than her own will. Throughout the story, Maggie is 

described in less than flattering terms. Although loyal and affectionate, Mama does not 

reinforce her with any strong qualities. It is even more disconcerting that Mama believes 

Maggie incapable of acquiring any strong qualities. Mama’s half-compliments about Dee’s 

natural beauty, “lighter skin”, and clever wit is juxtaposed with her comments about good looks, 

money, and quickness passing Maggie by. Mama has long been content with her lot in life and 

projects this same sense of fatalism onto young Maggie. According to Mama, the best Maggie 

can hope for is to “marry John Thomas (who has mossy teeth in an earnest face).” Much like 

Dee, Mama’s limitations help shape her strengths. But with her acceptance of circumstance 

comes complacency. Maggie is, however, still young and Mama fails to accept that her life has 
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possibilities. While Mama has carved out a life for herself, she gives us the sense that Maggie 

will fail at becoming an individual; she will disappear into a life of farm work, caring for 

children, and becoming an extension of her husband. 

Even as a young girl, Dee searched for what she perceived as “better”. She wanted nice things 

and stylish clothes. Dee was self-possessed, clever and critical. Her mind craved education. For 

Dee, education was a way to transcend her experiences and forecast a brighter future for herself 

in the dawn of the Civil Rights era. Education was not something Mama had access to; the 

school closed in second grade and no one ever asked why. She says, in 1927, “colored asked 

fewer questions than they do now.” (92) Her generation was more complacent with their lot in 

life, not for lack of pride or hope, but because of the oppressive mechanism of racism that made 

a life like Dee's impossible for Mama. Dee, however, did not take no for an answer. Her 

immaturity and selfishness were tools used to escape a life she did not want. 

However, Dee is incredibly judgmental and naive about Mama and Maggie's lives. She insists 

that Mama and Maggie "choose" to live where they do. While they may accept their fate, 

Maggie and Mama did not choose the life they were born into. Though Dee has access to 

changing times, not everyone born in the poor, rural black South is able to craft a new life and 

identity out of sheer will - and the financial help from Mama and her church. In return for her 

family's generosity, Dee patronized them with stories of other people’s lives and more 

“civilized” ways. Dee used her education as a weapon to wield against her own family. 

Dee has reinvented herself as Wangero, and wears a bright African dress that Mama dislikes at 

first. Dee says that she refuses to go by the name given to her by white oppressors. Mama 

attempts to educate “Wangero” on the family lineage of her name. Dee rebukes her immediate 

genealogy, claiming that all their names come from white slave owners at one point in history. 

This is indeed true, yet Dee's adoption of Wangero and her Ghanaian greeting read as a 

superficial attempt to bury a past she despises. 

The irony of Dee rebuking her own heritage in exchange for imagined pre-slavery identity is 

what shapes the rest of the story. She photographs her family home as an archaeologist would 

for National Geographic. Dee makes sure she gets a picture of Mama, the old house, and Maggie 

cowering in the corner. Both Mama and Maggie are objectified and exploited in these photos, 

like actors in costume at some living tourist museum. Dee envisions herself a journalist with a 

keen insight into her own life, but this insight is sanitized rather than enlightened by education 

as well as her personal hypocrisy. 

Dee's shift in attitude is more fully revealed during dinner. Hakim-a-barber refuses to eat 

collards and pork, calling them “unclean”. Dee gets into her food like a tourist who has just 

discovered her new favorite ethnic meal. Dee gets excited about the benches, butter churn and 

various other objects, which she considers important artifacts, around the house. Dee finds them 

quaint and worthy showpieces for her apartment. Dee suddenly becomes fixated on some quilts 

that were put together by Grandma Dee, Big Dee, and Mama - despite earlier rejecting them as 

disgustingly quaint signifiers of her rural youth. She wants them now because she thinks they 

represent the historical significance of an oppressed people. Her education has taught her the 

value of the quilts, but only as items of the past, stripped of their familial context. 

Mama tells Dee that she can have a set of newer quilts but Dee objects. Mama insists that the 

quilts will go to Maggie who will use them after she gets married. Wangero becomes incensed 

that her much less sophisticated sister will put the quilts to “everyday use”. Finally we see that 

even Mama has a breaking point. Much like her daydream about the Johnny Carson Show, 



whatever hopes that Mama might have had of re-connecting with her daughter become the stuff 

of fantasy. Mama can no longer endure Dee's shaming. In Mama's first real act of dissent, Mama 

tells Dee to take one or two of the other blankets if she wishes and walks out of the house. 

Walker concludes her characterization of Dee with a final insult veiled as advice: she tells 

Mama that, “you just don’t…understand your heritage.” (96) This passive aggressive mockery 

is extended to Maggie as well when Dee tells her to “make something of herself.” Of course, 

Mama understands her heritage is more than symbols or artifacts, but of the context of family 

that created them. Tradition cannot be boiled down to a decorative object; it is still living and 

breathing, in Mama and Maggie. 

The immediate conclusion the reader has about Dee might generally be negative. This 

conclusion, however, is largely born out of Dee's immaturity towards both her heritage and her 

own family. There is a subtext to Dee that Walker subtly weaves throughout the story. Dee 

would have had to overcome many obstacles to get to the point of her loud and garish arrival to 

Mama's house. Being intelligent was not enough for a black girl from rural Georgia to excel in 

an institutionalized white university. She would also have had to be tenacious and driven. 

Ironically it is the parts of Dee’s personality that we might find objectionable that has enabled 

her deeper understanding of herself, however misguided. Even Mama gives Dee the benefit of 

the doubt at first. Mama does not protest about Dee's name change, and insists she will call her 

daughter by whatever name she chooses for herself. While Mama has no time for pretense, she 

does offer a more balanced and complex insight into the struggle represented by the girls' 

behavior. Mama can see right and wrong in both children, and in both points of view. But she 

does put her foot down when Dee tries to take Maggie's quilts away. In Maggie's marriage, she 

will keep the traditions passed down from her aunts and grandmother alive. Giving Dee the 

quilts would kill what Dee believes is already dead. But Maggie can continue traditions into the 

future by putting these humble objects to everyday use. 

In the end, Wangero severs her connection with her real heritage for an imagined stylized 

heritage; in her drive to create a "new day" for Black Americans, she has also dismissed the 

very people that have shaped it.  

 

Everyday Use Summary and Analysis 2 

They sit down to eat, and Hakim-a-Barber announces right away that he does not eat collards 

and that pork is unclean. Wangero, however, eats everything while talking animatedly about 

the items in the house. She sees Grandma Dee’s butter dish, the top to the butter churn, and 

the dasher, and insists on taking them to display in her own house. It is of utmost important to 

her that they were made and whittled by people in her family. Dee wraps them up, 

and Mama thinks momentarily about how the worn handle of the dasher has become grooved 

over the years from all the hands pressing into the wood while churning butter. The wood which 

the dasher is made out of is from a tree that grew in the yard of Big Dee (Dee’s namesake) and 

her husband. 

After dinner, Maggie cleans up in the kitchen while Dee (now Wangero) goes through a trunk 

in Mama’s bedroom. She emerges with two quilts made from scraps of clothing dating back 

several generations, and demands to take them home with her. Maggie slams the kitchen door. 

Wangero refuses to take a different quilt that is machine-stitched. The quilts are promised to 

Maggie on her wedding, but her sister is not dissuaded. Mama recalls how Dee refused a quilt 
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Mama had offered her before she left for college, saying that they were old-fashioned. But 

Mama does not say this aloud. Wangero is horrified to learn that Maggie will be putting them 

on beds to be used every day. Mama is confused—how else would they be used? But Wangero 

says angrily that Mama is missing the point of the quilts, and that they must be hung up on a 

wall. At the commotion, Maggie appears in the doorway and says Wangero can keep them, as 

she “can ‘member Grandma Dee without the quilts.” At this moment, Mama is filled with a 

great force through her body, as when the spirit of God touches her in church. She hugs Maggie 

to her, and bringing her to the bed, snatches the quilts from Wangero’s hands and gives them 

to the dumbfounded Maggie. She tells Dee to take one or two of the other quilts. 

 

Dee turns and silently leaves with Hakim-a-Barber. In the yard, when Mama and Maggie come 

out to the yard to see them off, Dee tells Mama that she does not understand her heritage, and 

berates Maggie for not changing to meet the new times. Dee/Wangero puts on her huge 

sunglasses as the car leaves. Maggie smiles a real smile. After the dust settles, Mama asks her 

to bring out some snuff, and the two sit out in the yard enjoying the evening until it is time for 

bed. 

   

Everyday Use Womanism, Black Power, and a New Day 

While Mama and Maggie's way of life can be interpreted as a celebration of the traditions 

of their ancestors, Dee's search for advancement is a testament to the atmosphere in which 

Walker wrote Everyday Use. Despite Mama's acceptance of her life, it is clear that the future 

she envisions for Maggie, an extension of her own, is not a step towards progress, and is rather 

steeped in the limitations placed on Mama by her generation. Even though Dee is immature and 

misguided, her sense of change feels urgent. 

Dee's youth and naiveté is apparent, but her desperate search for a more authentic self reflects 

the more complex ideology of the Black Power movement burgeoning at the time. As a student 

in the 1960s, Alice Walker became heavily involved with the Civil Rights movement, 

working for voting rights in the South among other causes. Similarly, one can imagine Dee 

being caught up in Civil Rights and an exploration of her heritage as both African and 

American. Dee's name change is a reflection of the simmering angst against the white status 

quo that moved many black Americans towards identifying with African or even Islamic roots 

rather than white Christianity. 

In addition to a contemplation on the Black Power movement's strengths and 

weaknesses, Everyday Use offers compelling insight into the roots of what Alice Walker 

calls Womanism. In her essay “In Search of our Mother’s Garden”, Walker writes about a quilt 

hanging in the Smithsonian Institute. This quilt was made by an anonymous Black woman from 

Alabama yet Walker felt that if they were to finally discover this woman, “she would turn out 

to be one of our grandmothers.” (Walker, 14-15) Like Walker, Mama understands that the 

power of one's identity is rooted in the ordinary, everyday lives of their ancestors. 

 

In the 1970’s, Walker emerged as an activist and an intellectual. She shifted her focus from 

sheer activism to writing as a tool to express Civil Rights, a movement that influenced her early 

works of storytelling. Although Walker shared many of the ideals of the feminist movement in 

the 1970’s, she preferred to call herself a “womanist”. She felt the wider white feminist 

movement itself came with its own racial prejudices against black women. Being a “womanist” 

https://www.gradesaver.com/everyday-use/study-guide/character-list#mama
https://www.gradesaver.com/everyday-use/study-guide/character-list#maggie
https://www.gradesaver.com/everyday-use/study-guide/character-list#dee
https://www.gradesaver.com/everyday-use
https://www.gradesaver.com/author/alice-walker


allowed Walker to fight for the rights of women without abandoning the unique challenges 

black women were faced with at the time. 

As feminist awareness grew during the 1970’s, Alice Walker was not content with women 

merely taking on roles traditionally attributed to men. She would not accept that famous white 

women like Billie Jean King had become the face for female equality. Walker knew that black 

women not only faced brutal oppression from the white community but also brutal oppression 

at the hands of the black community. (Alumbaugh, 55) Domestic violence unleashed on women 

from within the black community was something that Walker was and is vocal about. This 

caused a backlash from some women in the feminist movement as well as some male leaders 

in the greater black community. Although it is not clearly stated in the short story Everyday 

Use, we can infer Mama’s emotional wounds and strong sense of self are the result, in part at 

least, of a less than ideal past marriage. At its core, Everyday Use is a complex portrait of 

the choices - or lack thereof - available to black American women in the 1970s. 

In the 1980s, Walker continued to explore further complexities of feminism and black women 

in novels like, You Can’t keep a Good Woman Down (1981) and, perhaps her most 

widely known work, The Color Purple (1982), stories about the rich but often brutal lives 

of its protagonists - black women struggling with, surviving or surpassing oppression. 

  

American Classics 

Everyday Use of Heritage in a Growing World 

Heritage is an essential tenet to human life. It is the faucet that allows people to connect and 

relate. In order for humans to continue to relate and evolve heritage needs to evolve as well. 

“Everyday Use” by Alice Walker is the story of two sisters, one educated traveler and one 

simple homebody. Through a simple conflict, so much is revealed about how the two sisters 

live their lives and what is of value to them. This story, although short, carries a big message 

about heritage in a growing world. Heritage at its best cannot be standing still or merely 

something of the past, but rather it must constantly transform and develop as time unfolds. 

This story, narrated by their mother, recounts an awkward reunion of two sisters, Maggie and 

Dee. Maggie has always been a simpler girl who preferred to stay at home with their mother, 

Mama, in Augusta, Georgia. Dee, however, was sent to school, traveled the world, and gained 

success. Dee’s arrival is premediated by an air of uneasiness as neither Maggie nor Mama know 

what strange customs Dee may have picked up. As the time draws near a car approaches and 

Dee emerges with a foreign boyfriend. Maggie is awkward and cold to the new guest, and Mama 

is weary. Dee announces that she has changed her name to “Wangero Leewanika Kemanjo” 

because she does not want to be named after the people who oppressed the African Americans 

so she gave herself a traditional African name to honor her roots (for arguments sake she will 

still be referred to as Dee). Dee’s arrival is met with even more uneasiness as she treats Maggie 

like a simpleton. She then asks Mama to take home family artifacts that are still used by the 

women in their everyday lives such as an old butter churn. 

As Dee continues to claim rights to these old household items, feeling that she can properly 

appreciate them, she comes across some particular family belongings that lead the story to its 

conflict about the meaning and present day value of heritage. Dee goes through Mama’s trunk 
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and emerges with quilts woven with the clothes of their family’s ancestors including their 

Grandma Dee’s dresses and their great grandfathers civil war uniform. Dee says that she will 

take the quilts out of their hands so that she can proudly hang and display them at her home. 

This does not go over well as these quilts were already promised to Maggie. Dee rebuffs this 

by stating that Maggie will use them as if they are just a common, unsentimental item and will 

wear out such precious heirlooms. The story concludes with Dee belittling both Mama and 

Maggie saying they don’t understand their own heritage and that Maggie needs to separate 

herself from the family farm and make something of her life as she drives off (Walker 1531-

1537). 

“Everyday Use” brings up many points that can be applied to society as a whole. The story 

contains many lessons to be learned in heritage, tradition, and roots. Dee has an opposing 

opinion to Mama and Maggie. Dee sees heritage as something that is to be displayed and 

honored, but should be left in the past. Her mother and Maggie see no harm in continuing to 

live life the way their ancestors always have. They think that by doing this one’s heritage is 

being honored and properly maintained. In order to truly appreciate heritage it is important that 

it is continued as a way of life, however, this does not mean that it cannot change and people 

must be cemented in the past. 

It is very clear that Dee has moved on from the simple way of life of her mother and sister, and 

in doing so she has alienated herself from her family as well as her roots. She, however, doesn’t 

seem to notice as she still wants to display still-functional artifacts of her people around her 

own house. This is evidenced in the part of the story where Dee sees the butter churn not for a 

churn, but for an object of decoration: “’I can use the churn top as a centerpiece for the alcove 

table,’ she said, sliding a plate over the churn, ‘and I’ll think of something artistic to do with 

the dasher.’” (Walker 1535) As if this wasn’t enough of a denounced of her practical heritage, 

she again proves this point during the quilt tantrum between her and her mother: 

“She can always make some more,” I said. “Maggie knows how to quilt.” Dee (Wangero) 

looked at me with hatred. “You will just not understand. The point is these quilts, these quilts!” 

“Well,” I said, stumped. “What would you do with them?” “Hang them,” she said. As if that 

was the only thing you could do with quilts (Walker 1536). 

It is very obvious that Dee has detached herself from her past and she has embraced a more 

global outlook on life. However, this is not necessarily a bad thing as people need to be 

continually evolving to survive. Joe Sarinowski points out the merit behind Dee’s side and 

compliments her on her innovation of thought. Even though Dee’s opposing view to her sister 

and mother make her seem like she doesn’t understand where they are coming from, and why 

their way of life is so valuable to them, she values her heritage and embodies a new modern 

view. She promotes a new way for African Americans to cope with their differences from the 

rest of America and the issues that they face and offers a way to use their heritage in a proud, 

public way that Mama and Maggie do not (275). 

The other extreme of heritage preservation seen in the story is Maggie and Mamas’ view, that 

the consistent utilization and practice of ones heritage as it always has been will keep it in tact 

the best. Although the characters are living in the 20th Century, Maggie and Mama seem to be 

stuck in the Civil War era. Dee points out the error of their ways at the end of the story when 

she tells her sister, “You ought to try to make something of yourself, too, Maggie. It’s really a 

new day for us. But from the way you and Mama still live you’d never know it.” (Walker, 1536) 



This kind of cultural preservation is too extreme and doesn’t allow for people to innovate 

beyond the point they are stuck. 

However, just as Dee’s extreme view of heritage had some merit, so does Maggie and Mama’s. 

They are truly utilizing their past to their advantage. The other side of the quilt incident, in fact, 

points out the benefits behind their view with Mama’s pleasure in Maggie’s intended use of the 

quilts when Mama says “’I reckon she would,’ I said. ‘God knows I been saving ‘em for long 

enough with nobody using ‘em. I hope she will!” (Walker 1536). 

Within these opposing ideas of heritage one can try to decide which is right, but the answer is 

more complex. It very easily can be said that parts of both beliefs combined create the truth of 

heritage. Culture can best be preserved by a blend of the extremes we see in “Everyday Use”. 

In order to preserve heritage at its best Dee’s element of modernization needs to meet Maggie’s 

element of utilization. 

Dee’s belief of cultural heritage is centered on adjusting to a modern world and Maggie’s belief 

is focused on preserving the way she lives and not changing a thing. The middle ground, where 

culture can be appreciated for what happened and continued as a way of life but adapted to fit 

a changing, modern world. An author who also argues this belief is Federico Lenzerini: 

In consideration of the fact that culture is a living and changeable entity, one given cultural 

manifestation can represent a culture through the passing of time only if such manifestation is 

capable of continuously modifying itself in parallel to the transformations characterizing the 

cultural whole of which it is a part (108). 

An integral part to the continuation of humanity is adaptability. If culture cannot adapt, then 

neither can people. 

An important symbol in the story that further emphasizes this point is the butter churn. Dee 

views the butter churn as an old relic that could be used as an art piece. Whereas Mama still 

sees the butter churn for its use for making butter, making note of the hand marks that have 

been engraved in the handle after years of utilization. Durham writes, “Symbolic products also 

possess a certain concreteness. But if they are not used, the work that brought them into being 

is in a sense dead” (Durham 2013) in order to explain that the use of cultural products is 

essential to the continuation of heritage. If the butter churn is a symbol then it is not just a relic 

that symbolizes a past people; it is an object that is still used by Mama and by using the butter 

churn they are, in a sense, preserving a piece of their culture. 

“Everyday Use” is the story of two sisters that have grown apart physically, emotionally, and 

intellectually. Dee has traveled the world and has moved on from the way she was raised while 

Maggie stayed home and continued the exact way of life that she was raised in., very much so 

because her mother has never moved away from the traditional life of her ancestors. The two 

ways of life seen in this story both embody the extremes in which one can embrace their 

heritage. People do not have to live every day in and out repeating traditions of the past to 

maintain their roots, but there is more to living within ones heritage than appreciating relics of 

the past. Heritage must be more than just a meaningful decoration, for that decoration would 

just be a symbol of those who actually experienced their heritage during life. Dee’s side of total 

globalization that leaves heritage in the past to modernize and expand must meet Maggie and 

Mama’s side of heritage utility and repetition. In this middle ground the best way to maintain, 

appreciate, and live ones true heritage can be found. 
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Alice Walker's Everyday Use 

Short Story Analysis 
Alice Walker's "Everyday Use" examines the divide between the rural, southern black in the 

60's and 70's and the new progressive movement among the younger generation. 

When Dee goes to college she can barely wait to shake the dust off her feet from her poor, 

Georgia community. 

But when she comes back, irrevocably changed, Mama and Maggie, her sister, don't know 

how to understand or communicate with her. 

 

Unreliable Narrator 

One of the interesting techniques that Alice Walker uses to tell her story is by making it a first 

person narrative told through Mama, an uneducated, rural Georgia, black woman, living in the 

past and unable to understand the present. 

She admits to the reader from an early point that she never understood Dee and the she and 

her older daughter clashed from the time that she was a young girl. 

Mama doesn't understand Dee and further, she was hurt by Dee and Dee's urgency to escape 

Georgia, escape the South and escape her family. 

So already we are being told this story by a biased narrator, one who has her own prejudices 

and who possibly lacks the capacity to fully understand who Dee is or who she has become. 



When Dee comes back from school with a new Muslim boyfriend and a name change and 

suddenly claims that she understands her past and wants to preserve it, Mama is 

understandably confused, hurt and angry. 

She lashes out towards Dee in the only way she can, by painting a negative picture of her to 

the reader and by denying her the quilt that she so desperately wants. 

 

The Quilt 

The quilt becomes the central conflict in the story. 

Dee is right that the quilt represents so much about her family's past and even more about the 

history of blacks in the South. 

It has had generations of family work on it and even contains a patch from a very old Civil 

War uniform. 

The conflict arises when the question of whether this unique quilt should go to Maggie who 

plans to use it when she gets married soon, or to Dee who says she wants to hang it up and 

preserve it is asked. 

From the title of the story, the reader can probably already guess what Mama thinks and what 

the fate of the quilt would be. 

But was it the right choice?. 

  

Maggie 

Maggie is easily the most pathetic character in the story. 

Whether she is clueless because of a mental disability or because of her lack of exposure to 

education and the outside world, she seems to be dominated by Dee. 

But remember, that the reader is only getting this information through Mama. There is some 

question about whether Mama just sees what she wants to see. 

Mama even blames Dee for the accident that left Maggie disabled and walking with a limp. 

Maggie does not want to get in the way of her sister and when Dee wants the quilt, Maggie 

tells Mama just to let her have it. 

But Mama seems determined to put her foot down and finally stand up to Dee so she insists 

that Maggie take the quilt despite Dee's protests that the quilt will then just be for "everyday 

use." 

But Dee is not unsympathetic to her sister. As she leaves she encourages Maggie to get away 

and tells her that it is a whole new world out there---a world that Dee has discovered through 

education and exposure. 

 



Dee 

Dee gets a bad rap from the beginning. 

Since he reader is set up to dislike her and be suspicious of her because of Mama, some 

careful reading and analysis reveals what is good about Dee. 

While Dee initially shook the dust off her feet and refused all the pieces of home, her 

education, something blacks and women couldn't previously get, has allowed her to 

understand the importance of her southern heritage and its place in black history. 

She does sweep in with all these changes and is demanding and overwhelms Mama. We know 

from Mama that she has always had a commanding presence. 

Dee is not perfect, but is she wrong? 

 

  

Dee's Changes 

One of Mama's criticisms of Dee is how much she has changed. 

But has she really changed and of the changes she made, are they completely invalid? 

Mama questions Dee's name change and her new, African-inspired dress. 

Dee tries to explain why she made these choices but Mama sees it as an affront to their 

personal history and not what it truly is--Dee's understanding of the deeper history of blacks 

in the south. 

Dee is not wrong that her name, that came from her grandmother, actually has its roots in 

slavery. At some point her family's roots were African and when they were forcibly brought 

into slavery in the United States, one of the ways they were stripped of their identity was 

through the owner changing their names. 

Dee's education has exposed these truths to her and she chooses this way to express her anger 

over what was done to her people, the removal of their past. She also attempts to re-establish 

that connection by expressing herself through dress and name change. 

What Mama doesn't understand is that Dee's changes aren't a rejection of Mama or her family. 

The opposite is actually true. These changes show that Dee is trying to establish a deeper 

understanding and connection with her history--something Mama is either unable or unwilling 

to do. 

Dee's execution of these changes may be imperfect but the reasons behind them are not 

completely invalid. 

The quilt in question may be art.  

 

Quilts as Art 



The central argument Dee makes is that the quilt in question is art and history and should not 

be used for everyday use. Mama believes that quilts are made to be used. 

So who is right? 

Well, both of them. 

While the quilt in question was created out of practicality through several generations and was 

intended for use as a bed cover, its heritage and history may have elevated it to a higher, more 

important place. 

The idea of practical art is deeply rooted in African customs. Beautiful baskets, mats and 

blankets were made to be pleasing to the eye as well as be useful. 

Art for art's sake is a European idea. 

But the depth of importance of this particular quilt can't be denied and the story it tells of the 

generations of black women who worked on it elevates it to the status of art. 

And possibly Dee is right. It is not only art, it is art that needs to be preserved. 

Gee's Bend Quilts 

One example of how the useful became art can be found in the quilts of Gee's Bend Alabama. 

A very poor section of Alabama, Gee's Bend has become famous for the unique quilts that the 

women, traceable descendants of slaves from the adjacent plantation, have been making for 

years. 

The quilts are unique works of art, made from scraps but telling a story through patterns and 

designs that can be traced back to their African roots from a very long time ago. 

The women originally didn't know why they made their quilts the way they did, they just 

knew that these methods and geometric patterns had been passed down for generations. It's 

just the way that they did things. 

Although there was some exploitation when the quilts were first discovered (buying them for 

cheap and selling them for much more) eventually the women were told of the value of their 

unique quilts. 

Since then, many of the quilts have traveled all around the world, being hailed as art and 

history. Quilts have sold for thousands of dollars and this once forgotten and impoverished 

community has found a new place in history and has now contributed to that history through 

art. 

So these quilts, once created for practical use, have come to be so much more: a connection to 

the past and an artistic expression of these people and their struggles. 

Quilting As A Part of Heritage--Gees Bend 

So what does all this prove? 

Was Mama right to give the quilt to Maggie? 

Are we set up to completely dislike Dee, never giving her a chance to explain herself or her 

actions? 



Mama seems intent on punishing Dee and not forgiving her. 

Dee was young when she left her home and refused the quilt. Her education helped her to 

grow up and understand her roots and her family's place in history. 

But it seems that Mama is not quite ready to forgive her and so the quilt goes to Maggie and 

will likely be torn, stained and well-used. But with it goes an irreplaceable piece of history. 

How many of us have something special from a grandparent, great-grandparent or beyond? It 

is likely that if you do have something like that, it is kept in a place of honor: cherished and 

preserved because you understand your own family's past and the importance of that 

connection in tangible objects. 

The quilt is no different. 

But Dee leaves, not completely angry, though understandably disappointed. 

She tells her sister that there is a new world out there for them as a people and encourages 

Maggie to come discover it. 

Education changed Dee's life and it could change Maggie's too. 
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