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Abstract : Sula was integral to the formation of black feminist literary 

criticism. In 1977, black feminist literary critic Barbara Smith, in her 

essay "Toward a Black Feminist Criticism," advanced a definition of 

black feminist literary criticism and (in) famously performed a lesbian 

reading of Sula. In her 1980 essay "New Directions for Black Feminist Criticism," Black 

feminist literary critic Deborah McDowell responded to Smith's challenge by acknowledging 

the need for a black feminist criticism and calling for a firmer definition of black feminism. 

 

Introduction : The Bottom is a mostly black neighborhood in Ohio. A white farmer 

promised freedom and a piece of Bottom land to his slave if he would perform some very 

difficult chores. When the slave completed the work, he asked the farmer to keep his end of 

the bargain. Freedom was easy, the farmer had no objection to that, but he didn't want to give 

up any land, so he told the slave that he was very sorry that he had to give him valley land. 

He had hoped to give him a piece of the bottom land. The slave blinked and said he thought 

valley land was bottom land. The master said, "Oh no! See those hills? That's bottom land; 

rich and fertile." 

Shadrack, a resident of the Bottom, fought in World War I. He returns a shattered man, 

unable to accept the complexities of the world. He lives on the outskirts of town, attempting 

to create order in his life. One of his methods involves compartmentalizing his fear of death 

in a ritual he invents and names National Suicide Day. The town is at first wary of him and 

his ritual, then, over time, unthinkingly accepts him. 

Meanwhile, the families of the children Nel and Sula are contrasted. Nel is the product of a 

family that believes deeply in social conventions; hers is a stable home, though some might 

characterize it as rigid. Nel is uncertain of the conventional life her mother Helene wants for 

her; these doubts are hammered home when she meets Rochelle, her grandmother who'd 

worked as a prostitute, the only unconventional woman in her family line. Sula's family is 

very different: she lives with her grandmother Eva and her mother Hannah both of whom are 
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