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Abstract

This paper investigates the intricate interplay of body politics, race, and gender in Tayari Jones’s An American

Marriage and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Silver Sparrow. Through the lens of intersectionality and

performativity, it analyzes how societal structures and cultural norms influence the lived experiences of

marginalized individuals, particularly Black women. The novels illuminate how systemic oppression manifests

in the forms of incarceration, gendered expectations, and social stigma. Protagonists Celestial, Roy (An

American Marriage), and Dana (Silver Sparrow) navigate these challenges by resisting societal norms and

asserting their agency. The paper explores how their experiences highlight the complex relationship between

the body, identity, and power. By examining these texts, we gain a deeper understanding of body politics’ role

in shaping our world and the ongoing struggle for social justice.

Introduction

Body politics, a critical feminist concept, delves
into the ways in which societal structures and
cultural norms regulate and control bodies,
particularly those of women and marginalized
groups. This concept underscores how societal
expectations, institutions, and ideologies shape
perceptions of physical bodies, determining which
bodies are deemed acceptable, valuable, or
deviant. Body politics encompasses a wide range
of issues, including reproductive rights, body
image, disability, gender expression, and racial
profiling, all of which highlight how bodies become
sites of power struggles, surveillance, and
resistance.

In recent years, contemporary literature has
offered powerful platforms for exploring the
intricacies of body politics. Tayari Jones’ An
American Marriage and Chimamanda Ngozi
Adichie’s Silver Sparrow provide compelling
examples of how Black female protagonists
navigate the oppressive dynamics imposed on
their bodies, shaped by intersecting forces of race,
gender, and socio-economic status. By examining

these novels through the lens of body politics, we
can gain a deeper understanding of how systemic
inequalities manifest through bodily experiences
and representations.

In  An American Marriage, Celestial, the
protagonist, endures the physical and emotional
trauma of wrongful imprisonment. Her body
becomes a site of both confinement and
resistance. The novel explores themes of bodily
autonomy, sexual agency, and the impact of
incarceration on the individual and the
community. Celestial’s experiences highlight how
the criminal justice system can exert control over
bodies, both within and outside of prison walls.

Similarly, in Silver Sparrow, the protagonist, Ada,
grapples with the complexities of her identity and
the expectations placed upon her body. As a young
Black woman growing up in Nigeria, Ada is
subjected to societal pressures to conform to
certain beauty standards and gender roles. The
novel delves into the ways in which beauty ideals
can be used to reinforce hierarchies of power and
privilege. Ada’s journey of self-discovery involves a
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process of reclaiming her body and challenging the
restrictive norms imposed upon her.

Both novels offer nuanced explorations of the
ways in which Black female bodies are often
subjected to surveillance, obijectification, and
violence. The protagonists’ experiences reveal the
intersectionality of race, gender, and class, and
how these factors shape the ways in which their
bodies are perceived and treated. By examining
these texts through the lens of body politics, we
can gain a deeper understanding of the complex
ways in which power and privilege are enacted
through the body.

The concept of body politics has significant
implications for various disciplines, including
sociology, gender studies, cultural studies, and
literature. In literary studies, body politics can be
used to analyze the representation of bodies in
relation to power dynamics, exploring themes of
agency, objectification, and resistance. By
examining how bodies are depicted in literature,
we can gain insights into the cultural values and
ideologies that shape our understanding of the
body.

Furthermore, body politics offers a critical
framework for understanding the ways in which
marginalized groups experience and resist
oppression. By focusing on the body as a site of
both power and resistance, we can challenge
dominant discourses and promote social justice.

A Theoretical Framework: Intersectionality and
Body Politics

Kimberlé Crenshaw’s groundbreaking theory of
intersectionality provides a crucial lens through
which to examine the complex interplay of race,
gender, class, and other social categories. This
framework is particularly relevant to the study of
body politics, as it elucidates how multiple systems
of oppression converge to shape bodily
experiences and representations. By recognizing
the interconnectedness of these categories, we
can gain a deeper understanding of how
marginalized groups are subjected to unique forms
of discrimination and violence.

Judith Butler’s theory of performativity offers
another valuable tool for analyzing body politics.
By positing that gender is a performance rather
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than a fixed identity, Butler challenges essentialist
notions of gender and sexuality. This perspective
suggests that bodies are constantly being shaped
and reshaped through cultural norms and
expectations. In the context of race, Butler’s
theory can be extended to argue that racial
identities are also performative, constructed
through social interactions and representations.

The intersection of race, gender, and class
significantly impacts bodily experiences and
representations in literature. Black women’s
bodies, for instance, are often subjected to
hypervisibility and objectification. Toni Morrison’s
Beloved and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s
Americanah explore the dehumanization and
commodification of Black female bodies,
highlighting the ways in which these bodies are
both desired and feared.

Gendered bodies are also subject to societal
scrutiny and control. Margaret Atwood’s The
Handmaid’s Tale and Audre Lorde’s poetry
challenge traditional gender norms and explore
the ways in which women’s bodies are often seen
as property or instruments of reproduction. These
texts highlight the violence and oppression that
women face as a result of patriarchal structures.

Class also plays a significant role in shaping bodily
experiences. Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Silver
Sparrow illustrates how economic disparities can
affect access to healthcare, education, and other
resources, ultimately impacting bodily autonomy
and well-being. Characters from marginalized
socioeconomic backgrounds often face additional
challenges related to body image, health, and
nutrition.

By examining the intersections of race, gender,
and class, we can gain a more nuanced
understanding of the complex ways in which
bodies are shaped and regulated. Contemporary
literature offers a rich source of material for
exploring these issues, as authors often use their
work to critique societal norms and challenge
oppressive power structures. Through the lens of
intersectionality and performativity, we can
analyze how characters navigate these complex
social landscapes and resist the forces that seek to
control their bodies. Tayari Jones’s An American
Marriage and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Silver
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Sparrow delve into the intricate interplay of body
politics, race, gender, and class, exploring how
these factors shape the experiences of their
characters. Both  novels offer nuanced
examinations of the ways in which societal norms
and expectations can limit individual agency and
autonomy, particularly for marginalized groups.

Comparative Analysis of novels: Body Politics in
An American Marriage, Silver Sparrow

An American Marriage provides a powerful
exploration of the ways in which the criminal
justice system and societal expectations can shape
the experiences of Black individuals. The novel
focuses on the impact of wrongful imprisonment
on Roy, a Black man who is incarcerated for a
crime he did not commit. His imprisonment not
only disrupts his life and his marriage to Celestial
but also highlights the dehumanizing effects of the
criminal justice system, which often targets Black
men.

Celestial, the protagonist, is also subjected to
societal expectations and pressures. As a Black
woman, she is expected to conform to traditional
gender roles and to remain loyal to her husband,
even in the face of his incarceration. The novel
challenges these expectations, exploring the
complexities of love, marriage, and identity.
Celestial’s struggle to maintain her sense of self
and to pursue her own dreams highlights the
importance of individual autonomy and the right
to bodily integrity.

Silver Sparrow delves into the intricate dynamics
of family, class, and gender, exploring the ways in
which these factors shape the experiences of its
characters. The novel focuses on the
marginalization of Dana, a character whose
existence is marked by secrecy and shame. Her
illegitimate birth and her mother’s social status
contribute to her feelings of inadequacy and self-
doubt.

The novel highlights the ways in which societal
norms and expectations can shape the experiences
of women, particularly those from marginalized
backgrounds.  Chaurisse, Dana’s half-sister,
occupies a privileged position within the family
due to her legitimate birth and her mother’s
wealth. Her body is celebrated and protected,
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while Dana’s is often overlooked and undervalued.
This contrast underscores the importance of class
and gender in shaping bodily experiences and
social status.

Intersectional Analysis

Both novels offer a nuanced exploration of the
intersection of race, gender, and class. In An
American Marriage, the characters’ experiences
are shaped by their racial identity and their gender
roles. Roy’s incarceration is a direct consequence
of systemic racism, while Celestial’s struggle to
maintain her autonomy is influenced by societal
expectations of Black women.

In Silver Sparrow, Dana’s marginalization is a result
of her illegitimate birth, her gender, and her social
class. Her experiences highlight the ways in which
these factors intersect to create unique forms of
oppression. By examining the characters’
experiences through the lens of body politics, we
can gain a deeper understanding of the ways in
which societal norms and expectations can shape
individual identities and experiences.

Body Politics and Systemic Oppression in An
American Marriage and Silver Sparrow

Both novels delve into the complex interplay of
race, gender, and class, highlighting the ways in
which these intersecting identities impact bodily
experiences and social opportunities. Through
their compelling narratives, Jones and Adichie
expose the insidious nature of systemic racism,
sexism, and classism, and the devastating
consequences they have on individuals and
communities.

The Impact of Systemic Oppression

Equally An American Marriage and Silver Sparrow
illustrate how systemic oppression can lead to the
marginalization and dehumanization of individuals.
In An American Marriage, Roy’s wrongful
imprisonment highlights the racial bias inherent in
the criminal justice system. His incarceration not
only disrupts his life but also erodes his sense of
self. The novel exposes the ways in which Black
men are often unfairly targeted and subjected to
harsh treatment.

Similarly, in Silver Sparrow, Dana’s illegitimate
birth and subsequent marginalization reflect the
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societal stigma associated with non-normative
family structures. Her experiences highlight the
ways in which women, particularly those from
marginalized communities, are often judged and
condemned for their sexuality and reproductive
choices. Both Roy and Dana are forced to navigate
a world that seeks to define and limit them based
on their identities.

Resistance and Resilience

While both novels explore the impact of systemic
oppression, the protagonists’ responses differ
significantly. Roy’s experience is characterized by a
sense of helplessness and frustration. His
imprisonment confines him, limiting his ability to
actively resist. However, he finds solace in his art
and in the support of his loved ones. In contrast,
Ifemelu, the protagonist of Americanah, is more
proactive in her resistance. She uses her writing to
challenge societal norms and to raise awareness
about the experiences of Black immigrants. Her
decision to return to Nigeria symbolizes her
reclamation of agency and her determination to
define her own identity.

Both novels emphasize the importance of
community and personal agency in overcoming
oppression. In An American Marriage, Celestial’s
unwavering support for Roy serves as a testament
to the power of love and solidarity. Her
unwavering belief in his innocence and her
determination to fight for his release provide him
with the strength to endure his ordeal. In Silver
Sparrow, Dana’s friendships with  other
marginalized individuals, such as Sophie, offer her
a sense of belonging and understanding. Her
pursuit of education and her determination to
share her story empower her to challenge the
societal norms that have limited her. By examining
the experiences of these characters, both novels
illuminate the complex ways in which body politics
intersect with race, gender, and class. They
demonstrate the resilience of the human spirit and
the power of individual agency in the face of
systemic oppression. Through their powerful
storytelling, Jones and Adichie encourage readers
to critically examine the structures of power that
perpetuate inequality and to work towards a more
just and equitable society.
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Conclusion

Tayari Jones’s An American Marriage and
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Silver Sparrow offer
profound explorations of the intricate interplay
between body politics, race, gender, and class. By
examining the experiences of their protagonists,
these novels illuminate the ways in which societal
structures and cultural norms shape the lives of
marginalized individuals. The protagonists’
struggles to navigate the complexities of their
identities and to resist oppressive forces highlight
the enduring power of the human spirit.

Through a careful analysis of these texts, we can
gain a deeper understanding of the ways in which
body politics operates as a tool of both control and
resistance. By recognizing the intersectionality of
various forms of oppression, we can challenge
dominant discourses and advocate for greater
social justice. As we continue to grapple with the
legacies of systemic inequality, it is imperative to
critically examine the ways in which bodies are
represented, valued, and policed. By engaging with
literature that explores these themes, we can work
towards a more equitable and inclusive future.
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