the color of water by james mcbride

The Color of Water by James McBride is a poignant memoir that interweaves the complexities of
race, identity, and family through the life of the author’s mother, Ruth McBride Jordan. Published in
1996, this compelling narrative explores the themes of love, acceptance, and the search for one’s
true self, all set against the backdrop of a racially divided America. James McBride, as a biracial
child of a Jewish mother and an African American father, uses his mother's extraordinary life story to
reflect on his own journey and to tackle broader societal issues.

Overview of the Memoir

In "The Color of Water," McBride presents a dual narrative, alternating between his own
experiences as a child of a mixed-race family and the life story of his mother, Ruth. The book is
structured into short chapters that provide a vivid portrayal of Ruth’s life, from her childhood in a
Polish-Jewish immigrant family to her struggles with racism as a white woman married to black men.
The memoir unfolds in a way that reveals the deep complexities of Ruth's identity, her faith, and her
unwavering determination to provide for her children.

Ruth McBride's Early Life

Ruth was born in 1921 in Suffolk, Virginia, to a Jewish family that owned a grocery store. Her father,
a rabbi, was abusive and oppressive, instilling in her a sense of shame about her identity and a
yearning to escape. Some key points about her early life include:

- Cultural Isolation: Ruth faced cultural isolation due to her Jewish background in a predominantly
Christian community.

- Racism: Growing up in the Jim Crow South, she witnessed the harsh realities of racial
discrimination, which would later shape her perspectives on race and identity.

- Escape from Oppression: At the age of 17, Ruth left her family and moved to New York City,
seeking freedom and a new identity.

Life and Marriage

In New York, Ruth converted to Christianity and married a black man, resulting in her estrangement
from her family. This decision was monumental, as she defied societal norms and familial
expectations. The complexity of her relationships is explored deeply throughout the memoir:

- Interracial Marriage: Ruth’s marriage to a black man was a radical departure from her upbringing
and challenged the racial norms of the time.

- Loss and Grief: Ruth faced the loss of her first husband, which deeply affected her and shaped her
character.

- Commitment to Family: Despite difficulties, she remained committed to raising her children,
instilling in them the values of education, hard work, and faith.



Thematic Exploration

"The Color of Water" is rich with themes that resonate throughout the narrative. Below are some of
the most prominent themes explored in the memoir.

Identity and Race

Identity is a central theme in McBride's memoir, particularly as it relates to race. Ruth’s experiences
highlight the complexities of identity in a racially divided society. Key aspects include:

- Dual Identity: McBride grapples with his biracial identity, often feeling torn between his black and
white heritage.

- Mother’s Perspective: Ruth's refusal to identify solely as Jewish or white challenges conventional
notions of race, emphasizing the idea that identity is multifaceted.

- Racial Tensions: The memoir does not shy away from discussing the realities of racism, both from
the perspective of Ruth as a white woman married to black men and from McBride’s own
experiences growing up.

Faith and Spirituality

Faith plays a significant role in the lives of both Ruth and McBride. Ruth’s transformation from
Judaism to Christianity is a profound aspect of her identity. Important points include:

- Religious Transformation: Ruth’s conversion signifies her break from her past and her search for
belonging.

- Strength in Faith: Throughout her struggles, Ruth’s faith provides her with strength and resilience,
a theme that McBride emphasizes through his narrative.

- Impact on Family: The values instilled by Ruth’s faith have a lasting impact on her children,
shaping their lives and perspectives.

Family and Resilience

Family is a cornerstone of the memoir, illustrating the importance of support and love. Ruth’s
dedication to her children is a powerful testament to her character. Key ideas include:

- Sacrifice and Commitment: Ruth’s unwavering commitment to her children, often at great personal
sacrifice, showcases her strength and resilience.

- Education as a Priority: Ruth places immense importance on education, pushing her children to
excel academically, which ultimately leads many of them to successful careers.

- Legacy of Love: The love and values that Ruth instills in her children create a lasting legacy that
transcends the challenges they face.



Literary Style and Impact

James McBride employs a conversational and accessible writing style, making complex themes
relatable to a wide audience. The use of first-person narrative creates an intimate connection
between the reader and the author’s experiences. Some notable aspects of his writing include:

- Vivid Descriptions: McBride’s use of descriptive language brings characters and settings to life,
allowing readers to feel the emotions and tensions surrounding his family.

- Interweaving Narratives: The alternating narratives create a dynamic reading experience,
juxtaposing Ruth’s past with McBride’s present.

- Cultural Commentary: The memoir serves as a commentary on race and identity in America,
prompting readers to reflect on their own beliefs and experiences.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "The Color of Water" is a powerful memoir that delves into the complexities of race,
identity, and family through the lens of Ruth McBride Jordan's life. James McBride’s ability to weave
together his mother’s story with his own experiences creates a rich narrative that not only highlights
the struggles faced by biracial families but also emphasizes the importance of love, faith, and
resilience. The memoir continues to resonate with readers today, encouraging discussions about
race, identity, and the human experience in a diverse society. Through Ruth's journey, McBride
ultimately presents a message of hope and the transformative power of love and acceptance.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary theme of 'The Color of Water'?

The primary theme of 'The Color of Water' is identity, exploring the complexities of race, culture,
and the immigrant experience through the life of Ruth McBride Jordan.

How does James McBride characterize his mother, Ruth, in
the book?

James McBride characterizes his mother, Ruth, as a strong, resilient woman who defied societal
norms, faced racism, and embraced her Jewish heritage while raising a biracial family.

What role does religion play in 'The Color of Water'?

Religion plays a significant role in the book, as Ruth's Jewish background contrasts with her
Christian faith and the diverse beliefs of her children, reflecting the search for spiritual identity.

How does McBride's writing style contribute to the narrative



of 'The Color of Water'?

McBride's writing style is poignant and lyrical, blending personal anecdotes with historical context,
which enhances the emotional depth and relatability of the narrative.

What impact did Ruth's upbringing have on her parenting
style?

Ruth's upbringing in a strict, racially divided household influenced her parenting style, as she sought
to create a loving, accepting environment for her children, regardless of race.

In what ways does 'The Color of Water' address issues of race?

The book addresses issues of race by highlighting the experiences of a biracial family, exploring the
tensions and challenges they faced in a racially divided society.

What is the significance of the title 'The Color of Water'?

The title 'The Color of Water' symbolizes the idea that love and identity are fluid, transcending racial
and cultural boundaries, much like water itself.

How does McBride portray the relationship between Ruth and
her children?

McBride portrays the relationship between Ruth and her children as deeply loving yet complex,
marked by her determination to instill values of resilience and open-mindedness.

What lessons does McBride convey about racism through his
mother's story?

McBride conveys that racism is a societal construct that can be challenged and overcome through
love, understanding, and personal strength, as demonstrated by his mother's life choices.

How has 'The Color of Water' influenced discussions on race
and identity in America?

The Color of Water has influenced discussions on race and identity by providing a personal narrative
that encourages readers to reflect on their own backgrounds and the larger societal structures that
shape their experiences.
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