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Alice Walker In Search
Of Our Mothers

Gardens

Introduction:
The Enduring
Legacy of Alice
Walker’s “In
Search of Our
Mothers’
Gardens”

Alice Walker—Pulitzer
Prize-winning novelist, poet,
and activist—is celebrated
w o r l d w i d e  f o r  h e r
groundbreaking novel The
Color Purple. But among her
most influential works is a

remarkab le  e s say  tha t
reshaped how we think about
Black women’s creativity and
cultural inheritance: “In
Search of Our Mothers’
Gardens.” First published in
1974 in Ms. magazine and
later collected in a 1983 book
of the same title, this essay is
a  corners tone of  Black
feminist literary criticism. In
it, Walker explores the untold
stories of generations of
Black women who expressed
their artistry through quilting,
gardening, storytelling, and
everyday acts of survival. By
redefining who counts as an



artist, Walker gives us a
powerful framework for
understanding the hidden
gardens of creativity that have
sustained Black communities.
This article delves into the
essay’s origins, themes, and
l a s t i ng  impac t ,  wh i l e
celebrating Alice Walker’s
unique voice in American
letters.

Who Is Alice
Walker? A Brief
Biography

Born in 1944 in Eatonton,
Georgia, Alice Walker was
t h e  y o u n g e s t  o f  e i g h t
children. Her parents were
sharecroppers, and her early
life was shaped by racial
segregation and economic
hardship. Despite these
challenges, Walker’s mother
encouraged her love of
reading and writing. After

losing sight in one eye as a
c h i l d ,  s h e  b e c a m e  a n
introspective observer—a
trait that later enriched her
fiction and nonfiction. Walker
attended Spelman College
and later Sarah Lawrence
College, where she began
writing seriously.

She rose to international fame
with The Color Purple
(1982) ,  which  won the
Pu l i t ze r  Pr i ze  and  the
National Book Award. But
her essays, including those in
In Search of Our Mothers’
Gardens: Womanist Prose,
are equally important. In
them, Walker coined the term
womanist to describe a Black
feminist consciousness that
centers the experiences and
traditions of women of color.
The  t i t l e  e s say  of  th i s
c o l l e c t i o n  r e m a i n s  a
touchstone for scholars,
artists, and anyone interested
in the intersection of race,
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gender, and creativity.

Understanding
the Essay: “In
Search of Our
Mothers’
Gardens”

The Spark: A Personal
Journey

The essay begins with Walker
recounting a visit to her
m o t h e r ’ s  g a r d e n .  S h e
describes it as “a garden so
brilliant with colors, so dense
with life, that it seemed a
fairyland.”  This  image
becomes a metaphor for the
artistic expression that Black
women have cultivated in the
margins of a society that
d e n i e d  t h e m  f o r m a l
educa t ion ,  l e i su re ,  o r
recognition. Walker then
broadens  her  search to

encompass all Black women
of the past—enslaved women,
sharecroppers, domestic
workers—whose creativity
was channeled into quilts,
hymns, gardens, and oral
tales. She asks a profound
question: “What did it mean
for a Black woman to be an
artist in our grandmothers’
time?”

Phillis Wheatley as a
Case Study

Walker examines the life of
Ph i l l i s  Whea t l ey ,  t he
eighteenth-century enslaved
poet whose work was met
with skepticism and outright
dismissal. Many critics of her
t i m e — a n d  e v e n
later—argued that Wheatley’s
poetry was imitative and
lacked authentic Black voice.
Walker pushes back, insisting
that Wheatley’s very act of
writing was a radical assertion
of selfhood. She writes of the



“harrowing” conditions under
which Wheatley composed,
a n d  h o n o r s  h e r  a s  a
pioneering artist who planted
seeds for future generations.
This section of the essay
exemplifies Walker’s method:
re-reading history with a
womanist lens to uncover
suppressed contributions.

The Quilt as Art

One of the most memorable
passages in the essay involves
a  q u i l t  m a d e  b y  a n
anonymous Black woman,
n o w  d i s p l a y e d  i n  t h e
S m i t h s o n i a n .  W a l k e r
describes the quilt’s stunning
design, full of improvisational
patterns and bold colors. She
argues that this quilt is no less
a work of art than a painting
in a  museum. The qui l t
becomes a symbol of the
“anonymous”  creative
tradition passed from mother
to daughter. By elevating the

everyday crafts of Black
women—quilting, gardening,
cooking—Walker challenges
conventional hierarchies of
art. This theme resonates
s t r o n g l y  i n  m o d e r n
discussions about craftivism
and folk art.

Literary Foremothers:
Zora Neale Hurston
and Virginia Woolf

The essay also pays homage
to Zora Neale Hurston, the
anthropologist and novelist
whose work Walker helped
revive in the 1970s. Hurston’s
Their Eyes Were Watching
God was out of print until
Walker championed i t .
Walker sees Hurston as a
“mother of the garden” who
kept Black folk traditions
alive. Additionally, Walker
engages  wi th  Virg in ia
Woolf’s A Room of One’s
Own ,  which argues that
women writers need financial



Alice Walker In Search Of Our Mothers
Gardens

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Dale & Darien •
Explore the unseen. • Page 5

independence and private
space.  Walker  extends
Woolf’s argument to Black
women, noting that they
lacked not only rooms but
basic freedom. Yet they still
created—often in kitchens,
fields, and porch corners. This
intersection of feminist and
Black thought gives the essay
its enduring power.

Key Themes in
“In Search of
Our Mothers’
Gardens”

Creativity Under
Oppression: Walker
insists that Black
women’s artistic
expression flourished
despite slavery, Jim
Crow, and poverty.
The garden metaphor
emphasizes resilience
and generational

transfer of beauty.
Rediscovery of
Foremothers: The
essay is a call to
recover lost or ignored
Black women
artists—from
Wheatley to Hurston
to the unnamed quilt-
makers. Walker urges
readers to search for
these stories and honor
them.
Womanist
Perspective: The
essay is foundational
to womanism, which
prioritizes the lived
experiences of women
of color, embracing
wholeness and
community. It
contrasts with
mainstream feminism’s
occasional blindness to
race.
The Sacred in the
Ordinary: Walker
finds divinity in



everyday acts of
making. Her mother’s
garden is a place of
worship, a sanctuary.
This sacralization of
domestic work
elevates the mundane
to art.
Intergenerational
Connection: The
essay is as much about
Walker’s own
relationship with her
mother as it is about
history. She positions
herself as a descendant
of these creative
women, carrying their
legacy forward.

The Impact and
Legacy of the
Essay

On Black Feminist

Criticism

“In Search of Our Mothers’
Gardens” is  often cited
alongside Barbara Smith’s
Toward a Black Feminist
Criticism (1977) as a founding
text of Black feminist literary
theory. It shifted the focus
from a narrow canon to a
broader understanding of
what  const i tutes  Black
women’s culture. Scholars
like Cheryl Wall, Hortense
Spillers, and bell hooks built
on Walker’s insights. The
essay encouraged a new
generation of critics to look at
quilts, letters, recipes, and
oral histories as legitimate
sources  of  l i terary and
cultural  analysis .

On Contemporary Art
and Activism

Walker’s essay continues to
inspire artists and activists
who work at the intersection
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of creativity and social
justice. For instance, the
Gee ’s  Bend qui l ters  of
Alabama—descendants of
enslaved women—gained
international recognition
p a r t l y  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e
revaluation of craft that
Walker helped effect.
Similarly, contemporary
Black women writers, such as
Tayari Jones, Jesmyn Ward,
a n d  M o r g a n  J e r k i n s ,
acknowledge Walker’s essay
as a foundational influence. In
the age of social media, the
idea of “searching for our
mothers’ gardens” resonates
with digital archiving projects
a n d  c a m p a i g n s  l i k e
#BlackWomenArtists .

Educational Value

The essay is frequently taught
in high school and college
c o u r s e s  o n  A m e r i c a n
literature, women’s studies,
and Afr ican  American

studies. Its accessible yet
profound prose makes it a
gateway to discussions about
identity, heritage, and artistic
validation. Teachers often
pair it with Virginia Woolf’s
A Room of One’s Own and
Zora Neale Hurston’s fiction
to create a dialogue across
time and race. The essay’s
emotional honesty—Walker’s
love for her mother, her anger
at historical erasure, her hope
for the future—gives it a
universal appeal.

Why “In Search
of Our
Mothers’
Gardens”
Matters Today

In an era of renewed debates
about critical race theory,
gender equity, and the value
of the arts, Alice Walker’s
essay remains startlingly



relevant. It challenges us to
rethink whose stories we
celebrate and how we define
art. The essay also offers a
balm for the soul: a reminder
that creativity can flourish in
the most constrained spaces.
For women of color who still
face systemic obstacles,
Walker’s words are a call to
c l a i m  t h e i r  o w n
gardens—whether that means
writing a novel, planting
flowers, or simply telling a
story to a child.

Moreover, the essay promotes
a kind of history-telling that
is deeply personal. Walker
does not write as a distant
scholar;  she writes as a
daughter, a sister, a seeker.
That intimacy invites readers
t o  c o n d u c t  t h e i r  o w n
searches. Many have been
inspired to interview older
relatives, dig through attics
for old letters, or research
overlooked artists in their

communities. In this way, “In
Search of Our Mothers’
Gardens” is not just a text—it
is a living methodology.

Conclusion: A
Garden Still
Growing

Alice Walker’s “In Search of
Our Mothers’ Gardens” is
more than an essay—it is an
invitation. It invites us to see
the artistry in hard lives, to
honor the women who came
before, and to cultivate our
own creative gardens with
courage and love. More than
f o r t y  y e a r s  a f t e r  i t s
publication, Walker’s work
continues to blossom in
classrooms, galleries, and
hearts. By searching for our
mothers’ gardens, we find not
only lost treasures but also a
map for our own journeys.
T h e  e s s a y  s t a n d s  a s  a
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testament to the enduring
power of Black women’s
creativity—and to Alice
Walker’s extraordinary ability

to name the beauty hidden in
plain sight. As we tend to
these gardens, we ensure that
their flowers will never be
forgotten.


