Exploring the Cultural Identity: An Analysis of Everyday Use in the 
Post-colonial Perspective
Jie Yu
What is the best way to inherit the culture and heritage? How to find the cultural identity in the colonized culture? It is a question worth considering. According to the social background and living environment of Alice Walker and the content of her works, her stories can be recognized as better examples to analyze the problems about colonial culture and society through the theory of post-colonialism. In this essay, the writer will analyze Alice Walker’s famous short story—Everyday Use through the guidance of post-colonialism. The writer tries to focus on the diversity and complexity of cultural identity and the symbolic meanings of cultural heritages. Meanwhile, the relationships among the main characters and the transforming of power dynamics of them will also be discussed. 
I. Introduction
Born in 1944, Alice Walker was a novelist, poet, and political activist, who was the representative of African-American literature and devoted herself to literary creation. In her works, most of African-American women had a miserable life but they utilized different ways to fight for their own rights. Her best-known novel is The Color Purple for which she won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction. Most of Alice Walker’s works are connected to the life and destiny of women. She encouraged women to find the real meaning of their life and fight for their social status. Everyday Use is a short story of Alice Walker, which is selected from the collection of short stories, In Love and Trouble. The short story was set in the rural area in Georgia in the 1960s, which was described in first person perspective by a rural African American woman—Mrs Johnson, who had two daughters called Dee and Maggie. The theme of this short story was about the cultural heritage and cultural identity. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Post-colonialism, to some extent, is a mark to the end of colonial era, which is not a concept of time but space. It involves in various fields, such as literature, history, political and so on. Post-colonialism is an approach to analyze literature and culture, which continues to deconstruct the anti-colonialism of the west dominance and investigate the influences of politics, society and culture during the independent process of the colonies (Young, 2020). As one of three most vocal spokesmen and representatives of post-colonialism, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (2008) integrated the Feminism, Marxism and Post-colonialism, and proposed a new critical theory, which had a wide influence of feminism literature. That was the reason why many scholars used the relevant theories to analyze the literary works. The publication of Orientalism by Edward Said, one of the representatives of post-colonialism, was regarded as the maturity of post-colonialism in the 1970s (Tiffin, 1990). The most popular and disputed term of post-colonialism is hybridity, which means the new forms of cross culture in the area of colony due to the conflicts and shocks between the cultures of colonizer and colonized (Bhabha, 1994), was proposed by another representative of post-colonialism—Homi K. Bhabha. Post-colonialism combined the Deconstruction of Derrida, the Cultural Hegemony of Antonio Gramsci, analysis of power discourse of Michel Foucault and other theories. It was associated with the relationship between the colonizer and colonized. Therefore, it was widely used in the analysis of the literary works about the culture, politics and society of the colony. The relationship between the colonized and the colonizer was subtle because it was rooted in the deep side of the society of the colonized. The basic right to insist for the traditional culture and their own rights were more difficult to the colonized, even in the decolonization.  
This essay will focus on the cultural identity and symbolic meanings of cultural heritages, the development of cultural identity, the relationships among the main female characters and power dynamics.
II. Cultural Identity and Symbolic Meaning of Cultural Heritages
1. [bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Cultural Identity of the Main Characters
Cultural identity is considered as a crucial collective identity of oneself (Usborne and de la Sablonnière, 2014). It exists not only in the daily life of people, but the psychology field of their lives. The conflicts among the mother and her two daughters were showed clearly in the short story. Maggie, who was very shy and self-contemptuous with limited education, was a traditional girl and she adhered to traditional culture of African-Americans. Another daughter was Dee, who received high education and had a different attitude towards the traditional culture from her sister Maggie. She didn’t like her traditional name Dee which was inherited from the elder people in her family and she called herself “Wangero”. Their mother—Mrs Johnson, was a representative of African-American women at that time. She was a traditional hard-working country folk who enjoyed her life. 
1.1 Mother’s Cultural Identity
Mother is a conservative person who had a traditional attitude towards cultural heritage and cultural identity. And the most important evidence was her attitude towards the quilts. In the story, the mother had already promised to give the old quilts to Maggie, but Dee wanted them for decoration. The choice of the mother presented her cultural identity. In her view, the quilt as a part of their traditional life and culture should be used in their everyday life, not a piece of art decoration. She focused on the functional and inherited meaning of their traditional items. She adhered to the traditional culture of African Americans and she was the representative of African Americans who wanted to inherit their own culture. In the story, the description of the mother showed that she paid more attention to the understanding of the traditional value and heritages, not the fashionable meaning of these traditional items. And the conflict between Dee and the mother presented her comprehension of cultural identity, which was to respect the tradition and history of their ancestors, as well as the traditional items of their families, rather than considering artistic and aesthetic value of these items. 
1.2 Maggie’s Cultural Identity
Maggie’s attitude towards the cultural identity is similar to her mother’s. They are both the supporters of their traditional culture. In the story, Maggie had the same living style as her mother. Compared with her sister Dee, Maggie was a common, timid and self-contemptuous girl. The fire in her childhood hurt not only her body but her heart. All these circumstances made her a conservative and traditional characteristic, so her cultural identity might be influenced by her characteristic. She was quiet and introverted and her cultural identity towards these traditional items was the connection of feelings and tradition. She would show her attitudes or cultural identity to these traditional items through her behaviors, instead of speaking it out directly, which was different from Dee. Therefore, Maggie had deep emotional connection and feelings with these traditional items. Her cultural identity might focus on the feeling connection with her families. She respected and valued them and might not use them frequently. She wanted to keep them in a fine way and cared more about them, rather than using them in her daily life. At that time, American culture interweaved with African culture and had an influence on it. Though there were many people like Dee who attempted to accept American culture, there were still some people like mother and Maggie who adhered to their African traditional culture. 
1.3 Dee’s Cultural Identity
Dee is the most significant character in this short story. She changed her name and showed the indifference attitude towards the fire of the old house. Her attitude towards the cultural identity represented a lot of people who accepted American culture and wanted to integrated it with their own traditional culture. This kind of people was called hybridity and Dee is a typical example of it. After the invasion of the imperial counties, their culture had gradually permeated to the whole areas of the colony, which grew up together with the development of the colonial areas. Some of the colonized still adhered to their traditional culture but some of them admired and accepted the culture of the colonizer. They even hated their traditional identities. Dee is one of them. During the invasion of this mainstream, the cultural identity of African Americans was changed. Her cultural identity was totally different from her mother and sister Maggie. She regarded cultural identity as the external expressions rather inheriting them as a tradition. Her attitude towards the quilt showed it directly. She wanted to make it as a decoration instead of the items she used every day. And she changed her traditional family name into another name that she thought was more related to African culture, which was her own ways that she thought was right to show her attitude to cultural identity. Dee regarded the traditional items in her family as cultural capital, rather than the symbol to inherit the traditional value of her family. However, she did not care more about the real meaning of these items and their relationships with her families. 
2. The Development of the Cultural Identity
Mother and Maggie’s attitudes towards cultural identity almost stayed the same. But Dee’s attitudes changed with the development of the story and her experiences. In the past, Dee was a girl that caught up with the times and fashion. Her mother said that she knew what fashion was when she was only sixteen years old (Walker, 2017). Through mother’s description, Dee was different from the traditional girls like Maggie. But she was indifferent. When poor Maggie was hurt by the fire, she did not save her, but just smiled to the fire. And she didn’t take her friends to their house. But when she came back, she took many photos with mother and Maggie and every photo has the scene of the old house which she didn’t like before, even she came back with her boyfriend. For the only thing that mother gave to Maggie, the old quilts, she even wanted to get them. Not like other girls, Dee accepted the higher education and she knew more about the freedom and equality. She wanted to find the root of African culture. Dee had an awareness of African culture though she did not know what she really wanted. At that time, Dee accepted high education and wanted to live a life of herself, not like her mother and younger sister. But her attitudes towards cultural identity transformed from the indifference of traditional culture to the awareness of their own culture. Dee was the representative of the black civil right movement, which was the background of this story. Alice Walker connected Dee’s personal development to the cultural identity and presented the effect of the inheritability and creativity of the cultural identity.
Then Dee’s attitudes towards the churn top, the dasher and the old quilt, which she did not like before, changed and she wanted to own them as decorations. However, in her mother and younger sister Maggie’s opinion, these things were related to the tradition and culture heritage. In the end of this short story, mother refused to give old quilts to Dee, but left it to Maggie. 
Different cultural identities of three main characters shows the diversity of cultural identity. While mother regarded her cultural identity as heritage of traditional culture, but Dee abstracted the cultural identity as an external symbol. And with the development of the story, we could see the changing attitude of Dee towards the heritage, which showed the complexity of the cultural identity.
3. Symbolic Meaning of Cultural Heritage 
In the story, the items they used every day were symbols of their traditional cultures and heritages, such as the old quilts, the churn top, the dasher and etc. Quilt was taken as a symbol of African Americans’ cultural heritage and their attitudes towards the traditional culture. Edward Said (1993) pointed out that the geographical and historical conditions of the colonized could become the way to ensure their identities and the way they lived. The old quilt was sewn by the grandmother, so Maggie thought that quilt was the heritage of her family and the things inherited from the old generation. For her, the meaning of the quilt was not about the heritage and decoration but the flesh and blood. Like her mother, Maggie knew the history about her family and the origin of everything in the house. She inherited African Americans’ history and tradition. There was no doubt that Maggie was the ideal inheritor of the family culture and tradition. That was the reason why Alice Walker chose to write the content that during the two daughters’ conflicts about the old quilts, the mother chose to give them to Maggie. This was the mother’s choice, as well as Alice Walker’s. 
The old house was also the traditional heritage of their families. Different from the meaning of quilts, the old house presented the changing and development of their lives, which witnessed their families’ lives from their ancestors who lived there to themselves. 
The fire of the old house not only burnt the tangible heritage of their families, but the intangible heritage of their family traditions and family memories of that house. When Dee was young, she did not like the old house, as well as other items that could represent the traditional culture of African-Americans. While after she got the education and came back home later, she realized the charming of their traditional culture and the old house appeared in almost every picture she took, which showed her different attitudes towards their old house, even their traditional cultural heritages. 
III. Power Dynamics
Post-colonialism reflects in many areas, such as economy, politics, culture, society and etc. The power dynamics was also showed in these areas in the relationships between the colonizer and colonized. In a colonized society, the power of colonizer is over the power of colonized, which causes some social problems reflected in many areas and the changing of people’s identity (Putri and Clayton, 2020). With the colonial behaviors of the colonizer, the control of the colonized would be transformed to the colonizer. The society of the colonized would change with the influence of the dominating power of the colonizer, which represented in economy, politics, society and culture. The colonized lost their autonomous and decision-making rights, their natural resources and etc. They would be treated unequally through racial discrimination and social exclusion. In the area of culture, the colonizer would force to input their culture in the colonized country. They would strengthen their own culture and wanted to change the value orientation of the colonized through culture hegemony. 
Some people in the colonized country proposed decolonization and tried to reset and recover their own social conditions and struggle for the power. They stressed more about their traditional culture, language and customs and resisted the control of the colonizers’ culture. Therefore, the cultural identity of the colonized was complex. Some of them was totally influenced by the colonizer and their culture, and wanted to be one of them with the worries of their real identity. Some of them wanted to combine two cultures together, absorb the fine essential and reject the chaff of both cultures, for example, Dee in Everyday Use. And some of them would try their best to inherit and protect their own traditional culture, for example, Maggie and her mother. Culture is the center and core of a nation. The modern American culture of freedom and equality had a deep effect on African-Americans. Therefore, in the story Everyday Use, the African culture of the main characters was already influenced by the American culture, which was related to power dynamics.
1. Mother’s Power Dynamics
The same as the condition in most families, as the elder in the family, the mother in Everyday Use is the controller and dominator, she has the right to control all the cultural heritages, inherit the heritages and traditions from her ancestors and control the regular affairs of the family. She was the power center of this family, which also presented in her cultural identity. She advocated the traditional culture and the traditional cultural heritage, which had an influence on her daughter Maggie. Mother’s control of power and behaviors influenced her little daughter Maggie, who had little education and lived with her mother most of her time. Mother’s power presented in the conflict of the old quilt. With the traditional thought and the emphasis on the practical use of cultural heritage, the mother chose to give the old quilt to Maggie. Her preference to Maggie represented her cultural identity and her power dynamics. 
2. Maggie’s Power Dynamics
Because of Maggie’s personality and characteristic, she was a passive person in the power dynamic and she had less struggle for the power in her family. She was willing to obey her mother’s arrangement and did as her mother’s. Sometimes, Maggie did not like Dee because of her thoughts which Maggie though was different and strange, but sometimes she admired Dee for her struggle to freedom and equality, which was paradoxical. Maybe her power dynamics presented in her cultural identity and the attitudes to the cultural heritages of her family, for example, she cherished and valued the cultural heritages and her emotional connections with them. The conflict of the old quilt showed her power dynamics and was the first time that she showed her struggle for the control power of the traditional cultural heritages. The mother had promised to give her the old quilt, but Dee wanted them for decoration, which inspired Maggie to struggle for the old quilt and for her power to the cultural heritages. 
3. Dee’s Power Dynamics
Dee had the bright characteristics in the story. Unlike Maggie, she expressed her preference directly. As a girl who received high education and explored a lot, she was totally different from the traditional girls like Maggie. She wanted to seek higher social status and education to realize her value, but not to stay at a small village and live a normal life like her mother and sister Maggie. In the story, her arrogance and superiority presented all the time. She thought she was different from her mother and Maggie. As a person who received higher education, she looked down at her sister Maggie and every old and traditional thing in her family, which was the reason why she did nothing but smiled when their old house was on fire. Therefore, she wanted the power in the family and wanted to control the cultural heritages in her family. She used her education and experiences of outside world to challenge and struggle for the right to control these traditional things of her mother. She tried to change the definition and comprehension of these traditional cultural heritages to control the right to explain their cultural identities, which was a challenge to the traditional culture and her family. 
Dee was a typical representative of cultural hybridity, which also represented in her cultural identity. Her cultural identity combined different factors in different cultures. She grew up in the environment of the interweaving of American culture and African culture, so she wanted to combine two cultures together, which definitely caused disorder and confusion of her cultural identity. In the story, her cultural identity presented in the followed examples. First, she changed her name. She chose to change her name from Dee to “Wangero”, a name with traditional color of African culture. She wanted to seek for her cultural identity in her root—African culture. But she threw away her own name Dee, which was inherited from the elder people in her family. Dee was not a name of her, but the heritage of the traditional culture and family traditions. And she aimed to find her root, but in fact she lost her traditional cultural identity, which was contradictory. Second, her clothing and behaviors were related to African culture. In the mother’s words, Dee was good at dressing her up and always caught up the latest fashion. She wore the traditional African clothes and was interested in the traditional African culture, but the main purpose of her love of these traditions was a symbol of fashion and decoration. And she ignored the true meaning of the traditions of her root. This disorder of her cultural identity reflected her cultural hybridity. The cultural identity she pursued was confused and disharmony because of her cultural hybridity. Therefore, she wanted to gain power to express and verify her comprehension of cultural identity.
4. The development of Characters and the Transforming of Power Dynamics
The mother was the representative of guarder of her family and the traditional culture. With the development of herself, her power dynamics would change. At first, she planned to give the old quilt to Maggie, because she knew that Maggie could inherit the traditional culture and tried her best to protect these cultural heritages as she did. But when Dee came back and also presented the attitude to inherit the tradition of their own culture, and she also wanted the quilt and to inherit the traditional heritage. The mother tried to find the balance between two girls and her power dynamics. Though she made the same choice, the development of this character influenced her power dynamics.
Dee’s development of character showed the period that how the American culture influenced the African culture. In the first stage, Dee was young and received little education. After she learned a lot from the school, she admired freedom and equality in American culture and she hated her own traditional and inflexible culture. And she looked down upon her uneducated sister Maggie and her mother. This was the first time Dee had the thought to resist her mother’s control of her life. Then, after Dee received higher education and expanded her horizon, she had her own thought about her cultural identity and wanted to find her root in African culture and combined it with American culture. Her previous attitude towards traditional heritage and their traditional culture changed a lot. She found her own ways to inherit them, though it was against her family traditions. Her development also brought the new definition of her family’s cultural identity. Her cultural identity was only reflected in the surface of the cultural symbols.
And she wanted to control the right of distribution of the cultural heritages in her family, which was against her mother’s power. Her development caused the conflict of power dynamics between she and her mother. Dee was the first woman who had the awareness of feminism and to pursue the equality of women in the story. When Dee left the house, she expressed her wish to Maggie and the girls like her traditional sister. She encouraged her sister to live a life of herself, which was also a challenge for Maggie’s traditional thought of her life. 
IV. Conclusion
This essay mainly analyzes the cultural identities of the main characters in Everyday Use and their power dynamics through the guidance of post-colonialism. In the circumstance of colonized society, the traditional culture and traditions was challenged all the time. In order to inherit the cultural heritage of their own culture, the colonized would find their own ways to struggle. In the story, the mother and Maggie chose to defend their traditions, while Dee chose to integrate their traditions with the colonizers’ culture. Their different attitudes were not only decided by themselves, but the influencing results of environment and the society, which also presented the conflict of cultural identities of themselves in the post-colonial period. It is more difficult for the people in the colony to struggle for their own right in many areas and to defend their own traditions. In the post-colonialism, the transforming of their power dynamics and Dee’s cultural hybridity were the common thing to see in the colony area. This story showed the complex relationships between the development of characters and their cultural identities and how the power dynamics transformed and influenced their cultural identities in their family, which indicated that the comprehension and respect were crucial to the traditional cultural heritage and culture development of the colonized. 
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