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Everyday Use Short Story By Alice
Walker

Everyday Use Short Story by Alice Walker Alice Walker’s short story, Everyday Use, is a
compelling exploration of heritage, identity, and the differing perceptions of cultural
significance within African American families. First published in 1973, the story remains a
staple in American literature, offering profound insights into how individuals relate to their
cultural roots and the importance of understanding heritage in everyday life. This article
provides an in-depth analysis of Everyday Use, examining its themes, characters,
symbolism, and relevance, making it an essential read for students, educators, and
literature enthusiasts alike.

Overview of Everyday Use

Plot Summary

Everyday Use revolves around the interactions between a mother and her two daughters,
Dee and Maggie. The story is narrated by the mother, who reflects on their lives and the
significance of their heritage. When Dee visits home after changing her name to Wangero
Leewanika Kemanjo and adopting a new, cultural identity, the dynamics between the
characters come into sharp focus. The story unfolds with the mother preparing for Dee’s
arrival, aware of the contrasting personalities and values of her daughters. Dee, who has
embraced a more outwardly cultural identity, seeks to reclaim family heirlooms, including
handmade quilts, which she views as artifacts of her heritage. Maggie, on the other hand,
embodies the traditional, humble connection to her roots and is content with the simple,
practical aspects of her life. The climax of the story occurs when Dee tries to take the quilts
from Maggie, asserting her cultural knowledge and claiming them as symbols of her
heritage. The mother ultimately sides with Maggie, emphasizing that the quilts are meant
for everyday use, not for display or preservation as relics.

Key Themes

- Heritage and Culture: The story explores different attitudes toward cultural
heritage—whether it should be preserved as a symbol or integrated into daily life. -
Identity: Dee’s rejection of her given name and her adoption of a new identity contrasts
with Maggie’s acceptance of her roots. - Materialism vs. Practicality: The quilts symbolize
cultural legacy but also highlight differing values—Dee’s desire to display versus Maggie’s



desire to use. - Family and Relationships: The nuanced dynamics between mother and
daughters reveal deeper truths about understanding and acceptance.

Characters in Everyday Use

The Mother

The story’s narrator, the mother, is a humble, hardworking woman who values practicality
and tradition. Her perspective provides insight into her understanding of heritage as
something lived and experienced daily, rather than something to be displayed.

Dee (Wangero Leewanika Kemanjo)

Dee is portrayed as confident, assertive, and somewhat disconnected from her roots in her
pursuit of cultural identity. Her name change signifies her desire to reject her past and
embrace a new, politically conscious self. Dee’s attitude toward the family heirlooms
reflects her view of heritage as something to be admired and displayed.

Maggie

Maggie is shy, reserved, and deeply connected to her family’s traditions. She has a scarred
face from a house fire and is portrayed as humble and content with her life. Maggie’s
understanding of her heritage is rooted in her everyday experiences and practical use of
family items.

Symbolism in Everyday Use

The Quilts

The quilts serve as the central symbol in the story, representing cultural heritage and the
different ways it can be appreciated. For Dee, the quilts are artifacts to be admired and
displayed, while for Maggie, they are functional objects to be used in daily life. Symbolic
interpretations: - Heritage as tradition: The quilts embody family history, with pieces of
clothing and fabric from ancestors. - Cultural identity: Dee’s desire to preserve the quilts as
symbols contrasts with Maggie’s practical use, illustrating differing perspectives on
cultural expression. - Memory and continuity: The quilts connect past generations with
present family life.

The House

The family’s modest home symbolizes humble, lived-in heritage—something real and
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integrated into everyday life rather than superficial or ornamental.

Dee’s Name Change

Dee’s adoption of a new name signifies her attempt to reconnect with her African roots,
rejecting the legacy associated with her given name. It symbolizes a broader desire for
cultural reclamation and identity transformation.

Thematic Analysis

Heritage as Practical vs. Symbolic

The core conflict revolves around whether heritage should be preserved as a symbol or
integrated into daily life. Dee’s view of her heritage as something to be admired and
displayed contrasts sharply with Maggie’s approach of living her heritage through everyday
activities.

Identity and Cultural Reclamation

Dee’s change of name and her embrace of African culture reflect a desire for cultural
reclamation. However, Walker suggests that true understanding of heritage involves lived
experience, not just superficial displays.

Family Dynamics and Personal Values

The story emphasizes the importance of family relationships and understanding. The
mother’s decision to give Maggie the quilts underscores her belief in honoring her family’s
everyday traditions.

Relevance and Lessons from Everyday Use

This story remains relevant today as it prompts readers to reflect on their own perceptions
of heritage and cultural identity. It raises important questions: - Should cultural artifacts be
preserved for display or used in daily life? - How can individuals honor their heritage
without commodifying or superficializing it? - What is the true meaning of cultural
identity—the symbols or the lived experience? Lessons to consider: - Embrace heritage as a
living, practical part of daily life. - Respect different perspectives within families and
communities regarding cultural preservation. - Recognize that identity is complex and
multifaceted, often rooted in everyday practices rather than external symbols.



Conclusion

Alice Walker’s Everyday Use offers a powerful commentary on cultural heritage, identity,
and the importance of understanding and respecting the traditions that shape us. Through
vivid characters and rich symbolism, the story challenges readers to consider how they
connect with their roots and what it truly means to honor one's heritage. Whether viewed
as a story about family, culture, or personal identity, Everyday Use remains a timeless and
insightful piece that encourages reflection on the significance of everyday life in preserving
history and meaning. Keywords for SEO: - everyday use short story by alice walker - alice
walker stories - themes in everyday use - symbolism in alice walker’s story - cultural
heritage in literature - family dynamics in short stories - african american literature -
heritage and identity - alice walker analysis - short stories with deep themes

Everyday Use by Alice Walker: A Deep Dive into Heritage, Identity, and Family Dynamics
Alice Walker’s short story "Everyday Use" stands as a compelling exploration of African
American heritage, identity, and the contrasting ways in which familial bonds and cultural
roots are perceived and valued. Since its publication in 1973, the story has garnered
critical acclaim for its rich symbolism, nuanced characterizations, and thought-provoking
themes. This analytical review aims to dissect the narrative’s core elements, contextual
significance, and enduring relevance, providing readers with a comprehensive
understanding of this literary masterpiece.

Introduction: The Significance of "Everyday Use"

The phrase "Everyday Use" in the story’s title encapsulates a central motif: the contrast
between superficial appreciation of cultural artifacts and the genuine integration of
heritage into daily life. Alice Walker’s narrative challenges readers to consider what it truly
means to honor one's roots—whether through material objects, traditions, or personal
identity—and how these expressions are often misinterpreted or undervalued across
generations. By dissecting the characters’ perspectives and conflicts, the story probes the
complex notions of authenticity, memory, and the meaning of heritage.

Setting and Context

Historical and Cultural Backdrop

Set in the rural South during the early 20th century, "Everyday Use" reflects the socio-
economic realities faced by African American families during that period. Post-Civil Rights
era America saw a burgeoning interest in Black identity and cultural pride, which is subtly
woven into Walker’s narrative. The rural setting emphasizes simplicity and tradition,
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contrasting with the evolving notions of modernity and cultural reclamation.

Author’s Perspective

Alice Walker, an influential feminist and civil rights activist, often explores themes of
cultural identity and social justice. Her own background growing up in the South informs
her nuanced portrayal of African American life, emphasizing authenticity, resilience, and
the importance of understanding one's history.

Plot Summary and Character Analysis

The Narrator: Mama

Mama, the story’s narrator, is a strong, pragmatic woman who embodies the traditional
rural African American values. She is physically imposing, with a straightforward outlook
on life and her heritage. Her perspective serves as a lens through which readers interpret
the unfolding conflict, embodying a sense of groundedness and skepticism toward
superficial displays of culture.

Dee (Wangero)

Dee, Mama’s eldest daughter, symbolizes a new generation striving for cultural pride and
self-awareness. She adopts the name Wangero to reconnect with her African roots,
emphasizing a desire to reclaim her heritage. However, her attitude often appears
superficial or self-serving; her appreciation for heritage seems to focus on aesthetics and
symbolism rather than lived experience.

Magpie (The Younger Daughter)

Magpie, the younger daughter, is more reserved and deeply connected to her family’s
everyday life. She embodies authenticity and a genuine appreciation for her cultural
traditions. Her reactions to Dee’s behavior reveal her understanding of heritage as
something lived and integrated into daily routines.

Thematic Analysis

Heritage and Identity

One of the core themes of "Everyday Use" is the contrasting perceptions of heritage.
Dee/Wangero symbolizes a desire to display cultural pride, often through material objects
like quilts and household items. Conversely, Mama and Magpie view heritage as practical



and embedded in their daily routines—"everyday use." The story questions whether cultural
artifacts or traditions are meaningful only when displayed or used meaningfully.

Materialism vs. Authenticity

Dee’s fascination with artifacts and her desire to showcase her heritage can be seen as
superficial, emphasizing aesthetics over substance. Her attitude suggests that she values
heritage as a symbol rather than a lived experience, leading to a disconnect with her
family’s reality. Mama’s perspective champions authenticity—valuing heritage as part of
everyday life rather than as ornamental objects.

Generational Conflict

The story vividly depicts the tension between older and younger generations. Mama and
Magpie uphold traditional values, rooted in everyday practicality and genuine cultural
pride. Dee’s modern, somewhat detached approach highlights the generational divide,
emphasizing differing priorities and understandings of cultural identity.

Symbolism and Literary Devices

The Quilts

The quilts serve as a powerful symbol within the narrative. For Mama and Magpie, the
quilts represent a tangible connection to their ancestors; they are crafted with scraps of
clothing and textiles passed down through generations, embodying history and familial
love. Dee’s desire to take the quilts as decorative objects underscores her disconnect from
their practical significance, highlighting the story’s critique of superficial cultural
appreciation.

Use of Dialect and Voice

Walker employs authentic Southern dialect in Mama’s narration, enhancing the story’s
realism and cultural specificity. This linguistic choice reinforces Mama’s grounded
perspective and contrasts with Dee’s more polished, self-assured demeanor.

Characterization and Irony

The story employs irony effectively—Dee’s name change and her superficial appreciation
for heritage contrast sharply with her earlier neglect of her family’s traditions. Mama’s
final decision to deny Dee the quilts underscores the story’s message: authentic heritage is
rooted in daily life and relationships, not in symbolic gestures or superficial displays.
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Critical Reception and Cultural Impact

Since its publication, "Everyday Use" has been celebrated for its incisive portrayal of
African American culture and the nuanced exploration of identity. Critics often analyze
Walker’s depiction of the generational divide, emphasizing how her characters embody
differing attitudes toward heritage: whether as a living, breathing part of everyday
existence or as a symbol to be displayed. The story has also been influential in discussions
about cultural authenticity and appropriation. Dee/Wangero’s attempts to embrace her
heritage superficially have sparked debates on the importance of understanding and
respecting cultural history rather than reducing it to aesthetic symbols.

Enduring Relevance and Lessons

In today’s context, "Everyday Use" remains profoundly relevant. Its themes resonate in
contemporary conversations about cultural identity, authenticity, and respect for tradition.
The story encourages readers to reflect on how they honor their own heritage—whether
through material objects, practices, or daily routines—and cautions against superficial
displays that lack genuine understanding. The narrative also emphasizes the importance of
humility and authenticity, advocating for a view of heritage as an integral part of everyday
life rather than a superficial badge of identity.

Conclusion: A Reflection on Heritage and Humanity

Alice Walker’s "Everyday Use" masterfully captures the complexities of cultural identity
and familial bonds. Through vivid characters and symbolic storytelling, Walker challenges
readers to consider what it truly means to honor one’s roots. Is heritage something to be
displayed and admired from afar, or is it a living, breathing part of daily existence? The
story suggests that authenticity, rooted in genuine understanding and practical
engagement, holds the key. As society continues to grapple with questions of cultural
preservation and representation, Walker’s narrative offers timeless insights. It reminds us
that heritage is not merely about objects or symbols but about the love, history, and
everyday practices that sustain our identities. In a world increasingly focused on superficial
symbols, "Everyday Use" calls for a deeper, more meaningful engagement with our cultural
roots—an enduring lesson for generations to come.

Questions & Answers About everyday use short story by
alice walker



N
o

Question Answer

1 What is the main theme of
Alice Walker's 'Everyday
Use'?

The main theme centers around cultural heritage,
identity, and the differing perspectives on how to
preserve one's roots, as exemplified by the
contrasting attitudes of the characters towards their
heritage.

2 Who are the primary
characters in 'Everyday Use'
and what are their
relationships?

The story features Mama (the narrator), her
daughter Maggie, and her other daughter Dee (also
called Wangero), highlighting their familial
relationships and differing views on heritage.

3 How does Alice Walker depict
the concept of heritage in
'Everyday Use'?

Walker explores heritage as both a physical and
spiritual connection, contrasting Dee's desire to
display cultural artifacts with Mama and Maggie's
appreciation for living, everyday use of their
heritage.

4 What is the significance of the
quilt in the story?

The quilt symbolizes family history and cultural
continuity; Mama intends for Maggie to use it daily,
while Dee sees it as a display piece, reflecting their
differing attitudes towards heritage.

5 How does Dee's character
differ from Maggie's in their
approach to cultural identity?

Dee seeks to showcase her cultural heritage through
outward symbols and new identity, while Maggie
embodies a humble, practical connection to her
heritage through everyday life.

6 What role does Mama play in
the story's message about
heritage?

Mama represents a practical, authentic connection to
cultural roots, emphasizing that heritage is best
appreciated through everyday use and genuine
understanding rather than superficial display.

7 What does the story suggest
about the importance of
understanding one's roots?

The story advocates for a sincere appreciation of
cultural heritage, emphasizing that true
understanding comes from lived experience and
everyday practices rather than superficial symbols.

8 How does Alice Walker use
symbolism to convey the
story's themes?

Walker uses symbols like the quilts, the house, and
Dee's clothing to represent different attitudes
towards heritage, identity, and cultural pride.

9 Why is 'Everyday Use'
considered an important work
in African American
literature?

The story highlights themes of cultural identity,
heritage, and family dynamics, offering a nuanced
perspective on how African American traditions are
preserved and understood in contemporary society.

African American culture, family relationships, heritage, identity, motherhood, storytelling,
rural life, cultural heritage, African American women, materialism
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