Abstract

Thomas and Beulah (1986) which won Rita Dove the Pulitzer Prize in poetry (1987) not

only focuses on the experiences, feelings, aspirations, and thoughts of lower-class blacks who
have usually been ignored by the mainstream American society and its official historians, but
Rita Dove also imagines and conveys the feelings, thoughts, dreams, as well as the important
events in the life of lower class black women growing up in the early twentieth century, by
recreating her grandmother’s life story. Actually, Rita Dove’s focus on women’s experience
happens to be the threshold of the claims of the second-wave Feminism. Rita Dove presents
both points of view—male and female—and pictures an era when men have the right to
dominate over women. Yet it is not hard to gather the implications and connotations of what
she emphasizes on the politics of reproduction, women’s experience, sexual difference and
sexuality as a form of oppression toward women. In a sense, Rita Dove already sets a
foothold in the second-wave Feminism.

While the first wave was activated from the late 19th century to the early 20th century,
the second-wave Feminism recurred during the late 1960s and 1970s. Among the variety of
feminisms, the “big three” are supposed to be Liberal Feminism, Marxist/Socialist Feminism,
and Radical Feminism. In this thesis, what | would like to go further is make
Marxist/Socialist Feminism as a whole and supplement it with parts of the thinking in Liberal
Feminism, Radical Feminism, French Feminism, Black Feminism, and Materialist Feminism.
Rather than criticizing the similarities and differences among them, | would like to point out
the universal question that all Feminists put emphasis on—the oppression that women suffer.

Why are women oppressed and how are they oppressed? Is this oppression different

from other kinds of oppression? Juliet Mitchell’s discourse Women’s Estate (1971) well

explains that women’s oppression differs from other forms of oppression. The reason why

women’s oppression is different from that of other oppressed tribes is because the population
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of women occupies the half of the whole human beings. Thus, in many situations, their
exploitation and oppression are similar to those of labors and blacks. Before productive
revolution happens, women’s labor condition is totally confined to men’s world becoming the
possession of the problem of male labors. Women are endowed with a universal burden,
that is, their family.

In Juliet Mitchell’s point of view, women’s total social situation results from their
position in four social structures: production, reproduction, sexuality, and the socialization of
children. Mitchell’s theory happens to be the categories that | would examine further with
Rita Dove’s grandparents Thomas and Beulah, and their names happen to be the title of the
book of poetry. According to Juliet Mitchell, production is housework and work as well,
which is fine with me but | would prefer to divide the discussion of interior work and exterior
work into two different chapters because the exploitation of the former comes within the
private sphere and the exploitation of the latter from the public sphere. Now that | clearly
emphasize the distinct realm of family and workplace, I would further combine Juliet
Mitchell’s last category the socialization of children with reproduction, since after all these
two have a lot to do with children. While Juliet Mitchell divides the field of children into
two categories, | prefer to divide her category of work into two and examine further the
reason why women are oppressed and exploited. Thus, my chapters are as follows:

Housework, Children, Husband, and Work.
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