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Abstract
Ntozake Shange’s novel “Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo” explores the complexities 
of Black womanhood, identity, and empowerment through the lives of three sisters. 
Set against the historical backdrop of the Civil Rights Movement and Black Arts 
Movement, highlights the intersectional oppression faced by Black women and the 
role of art in self-expression and resistance. Through various artistic mediums like 
music, dance, and weaving, the sisters    discover their identities and develop a 
sense of self-awareness, autonomy, and womanhood. The novel demonstrates art 
as a tool for activism, challenging societal norms and promoting individual and 
collective liberation. Shange’s characters are filled with passion for art, which 
enables them to express themselvesand connect with their ancestral roots. The 
sisters’ artistic journeys are intertwined with their experiences of racism, sexism, 
and marginalization within their community, This research aims to elaborate 
on the Black feminist perspective toward women’s oppression by focusing on 
the intersectional oppression of Black protagonists in “Sassafrass, Cypress & 
Indigo”. By examining the novel’s exploration of artivism, this study highlights 
the significance of alternative narratives and amplifying marginalized voices.The 
novel’s use of magical realism and non-linear narrative structures adds depth 
and complexity to the sisters’ stories, allowing for a nuanced exploration of their 
experiences. Through Sassafrass’s weaving, Cypress’s dance, Shange showcases 
the diverse ways in which Black women can express themselves and assert their 
identities.
Keywords: Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo, Intersectional Oppression, Artivism, 
Black Feminism, Empowerment.

Introduction
The novel’s exploration of intersectional oppression 
and artivism provides a powerful lens through which 
to examine the experiences of Black women. By 
centering the stories of three sisters, Shange sheds 
light on the ways in which Black women’s lives are 
shaped by multiple forms of oppression. Through its 
portrayal of the sisters’ artistic journeys, the novel 
highlights the importance of creative expression in 
resisting and challenging dominant narratives. The 
sisters’ use of art as a means of self-expression 

and empowerment serves as a testament to the 
transformative potential of art. The novel’s historical 
context, set against the backdrop of the Civil Rights 
Movement and Black Arts Movement, adds depth and 
complexity to the narrative. The sisters’ experiences 
are shaped by the social and cultural changes of the 
time, and their artistic expressions reflect the era’s 
emphasis on Black identity and empowerment.
	 Shange’s use of magical realism and non-linear 
narrative structures adds a layer of complexity to 
the novel, allowing for a nuanced exploration of the 
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sisters’ experiences. The novel’s structure and style 
serve to underscore the fragmented and multifaceted 
nature of Black women’s lives. The novel’s portrayal 
of mother-daughter relationships and sisterhood 
highlights the importance of community and kinship 
in the lives of Black women. The sisters’ relationships 
with each other and their mother serve as a source of 
strength and support, and their artistic expressions 
are often intertwined with these relationships.
	 Through its exploration of intersectional 
oppression and artivism, the novel provides a 
powerful critique of dominant narratives and societal 
norms. The sisters’ artistic expressions serve as a 
means of resistance and challenge to these norms, 
and their stories offer a counter-narrative to dominant 
discourses.The novel’s emphasis on the importance 
of ancestral roots and cultural heritage highlights 
the significance of these elements in shaping Black 
women’s identities. The sisters’ connections to their 
ancestors and cultural heritage serve as a source of 
strength and inspiration, and their artistic expressions 
often reflect these connections.
	 Shange’s novel has been widely praised for its 
innovative style and powerful portrayal of Black 
women’s experiences. The novel’s exploration of 
intersectional oppression and artivism has been 
seen as a major contribution to Black feminist 
thought and literary scholarship.This study aims 
to build upon existing research on the novel, 
exploring the ways in which Shange’s portrayal of 
intersectional oppression and artivism contributes to 
our understanding of Black women’s experiences. 
By examining the novel’s portrayal of these themes, 
this study seeks to shed new light on the significance 
of the novel in contemporary American literature.
Ultimately, this study seeks to demonstrate the 
significance of “Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo” in 
understanding the experiences of Black women and 
the role of art in resistance and empowerment. By 
examining the novel’s portrayal of intersectional 
oppression and artivism, this study aims to highlight 
the importance of creative expression in challenging 
dominant narratives and promoting individual and 
collective liberation.

Literature Survey
The novel is situated within the context of Black 
feminist thought, intersectionality, and artivism. 
Scholars have highlighted the significance of 
these concepts in understanding the experiences 
of Black women. This study builds upon existing 
research, exploring the ways in which Shange’s 
novel contributes to these discourses.Black feminist 
thought, as articulated by scholars such as Patricia Hill 
Collins and bell hooks, emphasizes the importance 
of intersectionality in understanding the experiences 
of Black women. This framework recognizes that 
Black women’s lives are shaped by multiple forms of 
oppression, including racism, sexism, and classism.
	 Intersectionality, a concept coined by Kimberlé 
Crenshaw, highlights the ways in which multiple 
forms of oppression intersect and impact individuals 
and groups. This concept is particularly relevant to 
the experiences of Black women, who face multiple 
forms of oppression and marginalization.Artivism, 
a term used to describe the use of art as a means 
of activism and social change, is a key theme in 
Shange’s novel. Scholars have highlighted the 
significance of artivism in promoting social justice 
and challenging dominant narratives.The novel’s 
exploration of intersectional oppression and artivism 
also reflects the broader cultural and historical context 
in which it was written. The Civil Rights Movement 
and Black Arts Movement of the 1960s and 1970s 
emphasized the importance of Black identity and 
empowerment, and Shange’s novel can be seen as 
a product of this cultural and historical moment.
By examining the ways in which Shange’s novel 
contributes to discourses of Black feminist thought, 
intersectionality, and artivism, this study aims to 
shed new light on the significance of the novel in 
contemporary American literature. The study builds 
upon existing research, exploring the ways in which 
the novel’s portrayal of intersectional oppression and 
artivism reflects and challenges dominant narratives.

Problem Definition
This study seeks to address the following research 
question: How does Ntozake Shange’s novel 
“Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo” portray the 
intersectional oppression faced by Black women, 
and what role does art play in their self-expression 
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and resistance?Specifically, this study aims to 
examine the ways in which the novel’s portrayal of 
intersectional oppression reflects the experiences of 
Black women in America. By analyzing the novel’s 
depiction of the sisters’ lives, this study seeks to 
understand how intersectional oppression shapes 
their identities, relationships, and artistic expressions.
	 This study also aims to explore the role of art in the 
sisters’ self-expression and resistance. By examining 
the ways in which the sisters use art to express 
themselves and challenge dominant narratives, 
this study seeks to understand the significance of 
artivism in promoting social change and individual 
empowerment.
	 Furthermore, this study seeks to contribute 
to existing research on Black feminist thought, 
intersectionality, and artivism. By examining 
the ways in which Shange’s novel reflects and 
challenges dominant narratives, this study aims to 
shed new light on the significance of these concepts 
in understanding the experiences of Black women.
The research question guiding this study is: How 
does Ntozake Shange’s novel “Sassafrass, Cypress 
& Indigo” portray the intersectional oppression faced 
by Black women, and what role does art play in their 
self-expression and resistance? This question will be 
explored through a close reading of the novel and an 
analysis of the ways in which the novel’s themes and 
characters reflect and challenge dominant narratives.
	 This study is significant because it seeks to 
contribute to our understanding of the experiences of 
Black women and the role of art in promoting social 
change. By examining the ways in which Shange’s 
novel portrays intersectional oppression and artivism, 
this study aims to shed new light on the significance 
of these concepts in contemporary American 
literature.The study’s focus on intersectional 
oppression and artivism also reflects the broader 
cultural and historical context in which the novel 
was written. By examining the ways in which the 
novel reflects and challenges dominant narratives, 
this study aims to understand the significance of 
the novel in the context of contemporary American 
literature.This study’s examination of the novel’s 
portrayal of intersectional oppression and artivism 
will also contribute to our understanding of the ways 
in which art can be used as a means of resistance and 

empowerment. By analyzing the ways in which the 
sisters use art to express themselves and challenge 
dominant narratives, this study aims to understand 
the significance of artivism in promoting social 
change.
	 The study’s findings will also have implications 
for our understanding of Black feminist thought and 
intersectionality. By examining the ways in which 
Shange’s novel reflects and challenges dominant 
narratives, this study aims to contribute to existing 
research on these concepts.Furthermore, this study’s 
focus on the novel’s portrayal of intersectional 
oppression and artivism will also highlight the 
importance of centering the experiences of Black 
women in literary analysis. By examining the ways 
in which the novel reflects and challenges dominant 
narratives, this study aims to understand the 
significance of centering Black women’s experiences 
in literary analysis.
	 Ultimately, this study seeks to demonstrate the 
significance of “Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo” in 
understanding the experiences of Black women and 
the role of art in resistance and empowerment. By 
examining the novel’s portrayal of intersectional 
oppression and artivism, this study aims to shed 
new light on the significance of these concepts in 
contemporary American literature.

Material & Methods
This study employs a qualitative research approach, 
utilizing close reading and textual analysis to examine 
the novel. The analysis focuses on the characters, 
plot, and themes, exploring the ways in which they 
intersect and inform one another.The close reading 
approach allows for a detailed examination of the 
novel’s language, structure, and style. By analyzing 
the novel’s use of imagery, symbolism, and other 
literary devices, this study aims to understand 
the ways in which Shange’s writing reflects and 
challenges dominant narratives.The textual analysis 
will focus on the novel’s portrayal of intersectional 
oppression and artivism. By examining the ways in 
which the novel’s characters, plot, and themes reflect 
and challenge dominant narratives, this study aims 
to understand the significance of these concepts in 
contemporary American literature.
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	 The analysis will also consider the historical 
and cultural context in which the novel was written. 
By examining the ways in which the novel reflects 
and challenges dominant narratives, this study aims 
to understand the significance of the novel in the 
context of contemporary American literature.
	 The study’s qualitative approach allows for an 
in-depth examination of the novel’s themes and 
characters. By analyzing the ways in which the 
novel’s characters, plot, and themes intersect and 
inform one another, this study aims to understand the 
significance of the novel’s portrayal of intersectional 
oppression and artivism.The close reading approach 
also allows for an examination of the novel’s use of 
magical realism and non-linear narrative structures. 
By analyzing the ways in which these literary devices 
reflect and challenge dominant narratives, this study 
aims to understand the significance of the novel’s 
style and structure.
	 The study’s focus on the novel’s portrayal of 
intersectional oppression and artivism will also 
involve an analysis of the ways in which the novel’s 
characters use art to express themselves and challenge 
dominant narratives. By examining the ways in 
which the sisters use art to resist and empower 
themselves, this study aims to understand the 
significance of artivism in promoting social change.
The analysis will also consider the ways in which 
the novel’s portrayal of intersectional oppression and 
artivism reflects and challenges dominant narratives 
about Black women’s experiences. By examining 
the ways in which the novel challenges and subverts 
these narratives, this study aims to understand the 
significance of the novel in contemporary American 
literature.
	 The study’s qualitative approach will also 
involve an analysis of the novel’s themes and motifs. 
By examining the ways in which the novel’s themes 
and motifs reflect and challenge dominant narratives, 
this study aims to understand the significance of the 
novel’s portrayal of intersectional oppression and 
artivism.The close reading approach will also allow 
for an examination of the novel’s use of language and 
tone. By analyzing the ways in which Shange’s writing 
style reflects and challenges dominant narratives, 
this study aims to understand the significance of 
the novel’s language and tone in promoting social 

change.Ultimately, the study’s qualitative approach 
will provide a nuanced and detailed understanding 
of the novel’s portrayal of intersectional oppression 
and artivism. By examining the ways in which the 
novel reflects and challenges dominant narratives, 
this study aims to understand the significance of the 
novel in contemporary American literature.

Findings & Results
The study reveals that the novel portrays intersectional 
oppression as a complex and multifaceted experience 
that affects Black women’s identities, relationships, 
and artistic expressions. Art is shown to be a powerful 
tool for resistance and empowerment, allowing the 
sisters to express themselves and challenge societal 
norms.The study also finds that the novel’s portrayal 
of intersectional oppression is deeply intertwined 
with the sisters’ experiences of racism, sexism, 
and marginalization. The novel highlights the ways 
in which these forms of oppression intersect and 
impact Black women’s lives, shaping their identities, 
relationships, and artistic expressions.
	 Furthermore, the study reveals that art plays 
a crucial role in the sisters’ self-expression and 
resistance. Through their artistic expressions, the 
sisters are able to challenge dominant narratives 
and societal norms, asserting their identities and 
promoting individual and collective empowerment.
The study also highlights the significance of 
community and kinship in the novel. The sisters’ 
relationships with each other and their mother 
serve as a source of strength and support, and 
their artistic expressions are often intertwined with 
these relationships.Moreover, the study finds that 
the novel’s portrayal of intersectional oppression 
and artivism is deeply rooted in the historical and 
cultural context in which it was written. The novel 
reflects the social and cultural changes of the Civil 
Rights Movement and Black Arts Movement, 
and the sisters’ experiences are shaped by these 
broader cultural and historical forces.Ultimately, 
the study’s findings suggest that the novel provides 
a powerful and nuanced portrayal of intersectional 
oppression and artivism. The novel’s exploration 
of these themes offers a significant contribution to 
our understanding of Black women’s experiences  
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and the role of art in promoting social change and 
individual empowerment.

Interpretation & Discussion
The findings suggest that Shange’s novel contributes 
to Black feminist thought by highlighting the 
importance of intersectionality and artivism. The 
novel showcases the diverse ways in which Black 
women can express themselves and assert their 
identities, challenging dominant narratives and 
promoting individual and collective liberation.
The study’s findings also suggest that the novel’s 
portrayal of artivism is a key aspect of its contribution 
to Black feminist thought. By highlighting the ways 
in which art can be used as a means of resistance and 
empowerment, the novel showcases the importance 
of creative expression in promoting social change 
and challenging dominant narratives.
	 Furthermore, the study’s findings suggest that 
the novel’s emphasis on intersectionality is a critical 
aspect of its contribution to Black feminist thought. 
By highlighting the ways in which multiple forms 
of oppression intersect and impact Black women’s 
lives, the novel provides a nuanced and complex 
understanding of the experiences of Black women.
The study’s findings also have implications for our 
understanding of the role of art in promoting social 
change. The novel’s portrayal of artivism suggests 
that art can be a powerful tool for challenging 
dominant narratives and promoting individual and 
collective empowerment.
	 Moreover, the study’s findings suggest that the 
novel’s portrayal of Black women’s experiences is 
a critical aspect of its contribution to Black feminist 
thought. By centering the experiences of Black 
women, the novel provides a nuanced and complex 
understanding of the ways in which intersectional 
oppression shapes their lives.Ultimately, the study’s 
findings suggest that Shange’s novel is a significant 
contribution to Black feminist thought, highlighting 
the importance of intersectionality and artivism in 
understanding the experiences of Black women. 
The novel’s portrayal of the diverse ways in which 
Black women can express themselves and assert 
their identities challenges dominant narratives and 
promotes individual and collective liberation.

Conclusion
This study demonstrates the significance of 
“Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo” in understanding the 
experiences of Black women and the role of art in 
resistance and empowerment. The novel provides 
a powerful example of how art can be used to 
challenge societal norms and promote individual and 
collective liberation.The study’s findings highlight 
the importance of considering the intersections of 
oppression and the role of art in promoting social 
change. By examining the ways in which Shange’s 
novel portrays intersectional oppression and artivism, 
this study provides a nuanced understanding of the 
experiences of Black women and the significance of 
art in challenging dominant narratives.
	 The study’s findings also suggest that “Sassafrass, 
Cypress & Indigo” is a seminal work in the canon 
of Black feminist literature. The novel’s portrayal 
of intersectional oppression and artivism provides 
a powerful example of the ways in which Black 
women can resist and empower themselves through 
creative expression.
	 Furthermore, the study’s findings have 
implications for our understanding of the role of art 
in promoting social justice. The novel’s portrayal 
of artivism suggests that art can be a powerful tool 
for challenging dominant narratives and promoting 
individual and collective empowerment.The study’s 
findings also highlight the importance of centering 
the experiences of Black women in literary analysis. 
By examining the ways in which Shange’s novel 
portrays the experiences of Black women, this study 
provides a nuanced understanding of the ways in 
which intersectional oppression shapes their lives.
	 Ultimately, this study demonstrates the 
significance of “Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo” 
as a work of literature that challenges dominant 
narratives and promotes social change. The novel’s 
portrayal of intersectional oppression and artivism 
provides a powerful example of the ways in which 
art can be used to resist and empower marginalized 
communities.
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