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“Everyday Use” is a story that contains characters from similar backgrounds that have different strengths, beliefs, and approaches to life. Alice Walker creates the characters by providing the reader with precise descriptions of Mama, Dee, and Maggie Johnson. Her descriptions allow the reader to know much more about the characters than is actually written, via the reader’s ability to relate the characters to people they know, or to themselves. There are conflicts between characters that are uneducated verses educated, timid verses strong, and ambitious verses content. In the story, Mama Johnson’s oldest, smarter, and pretentious daughter came home from college for a visit during which the majority of the stories conflict takes place. In “Everyday Use,” Alice Walker uses characterization, rather than events, to create conflict between characters.


In, “Everyday Use” a lot of conflict was conveyed that has very little action involved to facilitate it. The personalities of Mama and Dee Johnson were so conflicted that the reader knows they are at odds before any of the stories’ events took place. In the beginning, the reader learned that Mama Johnson enjoyed a clean yard and can, “Kill and clean a hog as mercilessly as any man” (452). She was a simple, strong, traditional type of character, who lived a live of necessity and little pretense. The reader also learned that Maggie, Dee’s little sister, was intimidated by her presence. Maggie was unintelligent, self-conscious, and extremely timid. She was, “Somebody used to never winning anything” who walks, “Chin on chest eyes on ground, feet in shuffle” (457/452). Details like these let the reader know to expect conflict. Before Dee arrived, Mama described Dee as the type of character who wants material things and thinks she is better than her family and upbringing (453). Mama said that she saw Dee watching their old house burn down with, “A look of concentration on her face” that makes the reader think Dee might have started the fire (452). She also mentioned that Dee hated their old house and that when she arrives she will want to tear the new house down. Mama further described Dee’s personality by stating facts about her treatment of Maggie and her. She said she used to think that Dee hated Maggie (452). When Dee used to read to them, she would lure them in with great stories but at the moment when they were beginning to understand, Dee would shove them away, ending the story and preventing them from understanding (453). This makes it clear that not only does Dee want to be better than her family, she would go out of her way to exercise power over them and prevent them from being better themselves. Dee is cruel and tyrannical.

After Dee arrived for the visit, the conflict quickly began. The reader learns that while it seems that Dee has gained some appreciation for the lifestyle she grew up living, it’s because she intended to contrast that lifestyle, as evidence of how much better she is. Soon they sat down for dinner and a conflict unfolded over the family butter churn. Dee stated that she wanted to take the butter churn top so she could use it as a centerpiece for a table and that she’d, “Think of something artistic to do with the dasher” (456). This is an example of a conflict between pretense and practicality. Mama and Maggie used the churn in their everyday lives to sustain themselves in a lifestyle where they had so little, but Dee wanted to use it as decoration. Not only did she take the top, but she took the bottom as well. While Dee was preparing to take the dasher home, Maggie said, “Aunt Dee’s first husband whittled the dash” and, “His name was Henry, but they called him Stash” demonstrating that she knew where the dash came from and that she valued it as part of her family history (456). In response, Dee said, “Maggie’s brain is like an elephant’s” and she laughed, suggesting that she believed who created the dash is information that is silly and unimportant (456). Toward the end of the conflict Mama showed that she felt connected to the churn when she observed the dasher handle, acknowledging that it had sentimental value and it was leaving her possessing (456).

The final conflict erupted over a pair of heirloom quilts that had great meaning to the family. The quilts were made by Grandma, Aunt Dee, and Mama Johnson out of family clothes including a piece of Great Grandpa Ezra’s Civil War uniform. It was further revealed that the quilts were promised to Maggie as a wedding gift. Dee entered Mama’s room, removed the two quilts from her trunk, and asked if she could have them. Right away Maggie dropped something in the kitchen and then slammed the kitchen door, clearly demonstrating her displeasure at the thought of losing the quilts. When Dee was talking to Mama about taking the quilts, she held them securely to herself in a way that suggested she already owned them, and when Mama reached out to touch them, Dee stepped back to prevent it. With that, Dee exhibited her sense of entitlement, and that she wouldn’t let Mama take the quilts back. During the discussion between Mama and Dee, Dee stated that, “These are all pieces of dresses Grandma used to wear. She did all this stitching by hand. Imagine!” which conveyed an interest in her family heritage (456). This is in contrast to her apparent suggestion that knowledge of who created the butter churn was unimportant. Also, Mama remembered that when she offered the quilts to Dee before she went to college, Dee said that they were old-fashioned and out of style (456). It can be interpreted that there is not only conflict between family members but also that Dee has conflict within herself.

“Everyday Use” features deep characterization and characters that are extremely well developed. The reader knows that the characters are people who have been raised a particular way and have dispositions toward certain thoughts or behavior. They have personality traits that create conflict even without any action taking place. If there were no butter churn or quilts to fight over in “Everyday Use” we can tell that there would still be conflict. The character descriptions that are given early in the story transition perfectly into the events that unfold and they play out in a way that makes sense. Alice Walker makes great use of characterization and in doing so accomplishes the creation of a family dynamic that is relatable to the reader.








