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The summer of 1964 came to be known as Freedom Summer as a massive effort unfolded to challenge the dominant paradigm of Black disenfranchisement in the Southern United States. This is the world that Lily, the protagonist of The Secret Life of Bees (Kidd, 2002), finds herself in as she seeks her own freedom from inner and outer demons. Lily’s pilgrimage of adolescent identity and moral development are reflections of the convulsive changes taking place in the nation’s psyche.

Lily is no stranger to change. When she was four years old, her mother was killed, leaving Lily to be raised by a bitter and unloving father. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human development describes the immediate influences from family on a child as part of the child’s microsystem (Gardiner & Kosmitzki, 2005). For Lily, her microsystem crashed at the age of four. This change in Lily’s family had dramatic influence on her mesosystem - the interactions between elements of the microsystem such as school and home. The neglect in Lily’s care by her father shaped her social experience at school. The fact that Lily was dressed inappropriately for school and not supported by her father in her social life led to ostracism by her peers. As Lily entered adolescence, she abandoned her microsystem in her journey of self-discovery. Rosaleen, who had been hired to care for Lily at home, now comprised all of Lily’s family. Lily’s travels across microsystems would end with her induction into a new family of supportive women at the home of August Boatwright. With this new family came a new spiritual identity as well as new friends; Lily’s entire microsystem had changed.

Super and Harkness point out in their Developmental Niche that cultural forces at work on primary caretakers are not confined to a distant sphere as might be inferred from Bronfenbrenner’s macrosystem. The religious and familial history that resulted in the Daughters of Mary (Kidd, 2002) are cultural factors that are paramount in producing the caretaker psychology that embraces and protects Lily at August’s house. Indeed, neither Lily’s story nor anyone’s story can take place independent of larger cultural and historic realities. Lily’s moral and racial identity development occur in the context of socio-historic events occurring in Bronfenbrenner’s chronosystem.

Kohlberg identifies three stages of moral development: preconventional, conventional, and postconventiuonal. In the preconventional stage, an individual would obey rules in order to avoid punishment or to receive awards. There is no judgment made as to the legitimacy of the rules themselves. In the conventional stage, rules are obeyed in order to avoid disapproval by others or to maintain social order. In a postconventional stage, an individual would follow rules for the greater social good would act in accordance to self-chosen ethical principles. The White majority culture’s transition through the civil rights movement of the late 1950s to the1960s can be seen in terms of Kohlberg’s stages of moral development. Likewise, in the Freedom Summer of 1964, Lily begins her journey expressing concern not for standing up against unjust laws and mores, but for the punishment inflicted from breaking those rules. Seeing the results of Rosaleen’s mistreatment by White bigots, Lily thinks, “Why couldn’t [Rosaleen] just apologize?” (Kidd, p. 46). Lily appears to skip over the conventional stage of development; she does not conform to rules to maintain the social order, even though as a White person she benefits from institutional racism. By the time Lily’s friend Zach is arrested for standing up against the same sort of bigots who had beaten up Rosaleen, it never occurs to Lily to inform the police that Zach was not guilty of throwing the bottle that injured a White man. Lily sees the larger ethical issues and follows Zach’s lead in remaining silent in solidarity with Zach’s friends who have been arrested, even though the thought of Zach in prison pains her. At this point, Lily has entered Kohlberg’s postconventional stage of moral development. Lily’s moral development can be likened to the development of White liberals who find street protest distasteful and unwise in the early part of the Civil Rights movement. 1964 was the period of time sandwiched between the tumultuous Birmingham civil rights protests when Dr. Martin Luther King was chastised by White clergy for directly confronting an unjust social order (King, 1963) and the passage of the Voting Rights Act in 1965, when the White establishment, represented by the national government, recognized the need to act in accordance with universal principles of ethics.

Gilligan presents an additional insight into moral development in her description of women’s moral reasoning as governed by caring and attempts to maintain interpersonal relationships (Gardiner & Kosmitzki, 2005). In her quest for a supportive family, Lily demonstrates a genesis of valuing her relationship with others over pure self-absorption. At the beginning of their journey, after having been sprung by Lily from the hospital under police guard, Rosaleen challenges Lily’s motivations: “You ran off ‘cause of what your daddy said about your mother. I t didn’t have nothing to do with me in jail”  (Kidd, 2002, p. 53). Although Lily had been concerned for Rosaleen, part of her motivation may have been to have a mother figure to care for her when she ran away from home. This self-absorbed motivation is consistent with a transition from Piaget’s early to middle childhood periods characterized by the letting go of egocentric thinking (Gardiner & Kosmitzki, 2005). In the period he defines as early childhood, Piaget was describing an inability that young children have in distinguishing others from themselves. However, the language of Piaget’s work is useful in discussing the changes that occur when children on the cusp of Kohlberg’s postconventional thinking are beginning to think not just about what others can do for them but inverting that thought process to ponder on what they should be doing for others.  Lily can also be seen as making a journey through Erikson’s adolescent stage of identity verses role confusion. In this stage of psychosocial development, the individual is looking for “social environments that correspond to one’s own identity and principles” (Gardiner & Kosmitzki, 2005, p. 36). Lily finds such an environment with the Daughters of Mary, in the home of August Boatwright.

In moving into August’s house, Lily has completed a cross-cultural journey. Her Bronfenbrennerian macrosystem has become more complex, as she lives both in the world of the larger majority White culture and, more immediately in the culture of the descendents of slaves. Navigating these two worlds is a challenge that will distinguish her life for the foreseeable future.

As Lily develops morally, she is also gaining a growing awareness of the complex system of racism that defines much of her ecology. This awareness of the realities of racism spark her racial identity development. Helms identifies six stages of White racial development: contact, disintegration, reintegration, pseudo-independent, immersion/emersion, and autonomy (Tatum, 1992). Although Lily does not follow all of these steps in her summer travels, Helm’s theory of racial identity development is useful in analyzing Lily’s thoughts and behavior. In the contact phase, the individual is not consciously aware of their White privilege or of the magnitude of the system of racism. For Lily, this phase is represented by her life up until her 14th year. Even when arrested with Rosaleen, there seemed to be no thought as to why she was treated differently than Rosaleen. Lily had internalized the racist stereotypes passed on to her by her father: “[My father] did not think colored women were smart.... I thought they could be smart, but not as smart as me, me being White” (Kidd, 2002, p. 78). It is consistent with Super and Harkness’ model of the developmental niche that Lily’s caretakers would pass attitudes of their culture to her. Lily also did not challenge the routine racism of her peers. In school, Lily would laugh at racist jokes (“I myself had laughed at these jokes, hoping to fit in” (Kidd, 2002, p. 116).) Disintegration is a stage marked by shame and anger as the reality of the effects of racism creates a cognitive dissonance that cannot be ignored. When watching television reports of White violence against Blacks, Lily felt, “White and self-conscious sitting there.... Self conscious and ashamed” (Kidd, 2002, p. 89). In Helm’s model, Whites undergoing a transformative process of racial identity development may enter a reintegration phase, where attempts are made to re-identify with one’s White culture and the White guilt is transposed into resentment and anger toward Black people. Lily never made an attempt to meld back into White society. Lily’s racial identity development continued to the next step, pseudo-independence. Here, the individual may try to disavow their own Whiteness through active affiliation with Black people. A moment greatly appreciated by Lily is when the Daughters of Mary appear not to notice that she is White: “Not one person in the room said... talking about White people like that and we have a White person present. They didn’t even think of me being different” (Kidd, 2002, p. 209). Soon thereafter, Lily opines to Zach, “If I were a Negro girl-“ (Kidd, 2002, p. 216). Here, Zach responds, “We can’t think of changing our skin.... Change the world - that’s how we gotta think” (Kidd, 2002, p. 216). Zach is presenting Lily with the thinking that is indicative of the immersion/emersion stage where individuals become cognizant of what it has meant to be White in their society and seek ways to combat racism. “The internalization of a newly defined sense of oneself as White” (Tatum, 1992) marks the stage of autonomy. Here, the individual can most effectively forge anti-racist alliances and live in a ways that are more consistently anti-racist. Although by the end of the summer of 1964 Lily has not yet reached this optimal  stage of racial identity development, the events and circumstances of her life promise to lead her in that direction. Likewise, the White majority culture of the United States  cannot be said to have reached an autonomous stage of consistent anti-racist behavior, nor has it consistently demonstrated postconventional thinking. However, the Civil Rights Movement jarred this country into a path toward those ends, and as individuals and members of racial and ethnic groups we can all help bring about a celebratory culture of inclusion and nonviolence. This is what was envisioned by the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. when he spoke of the Beloved Community as the framework for the future (Lafayette & Jehnsen, 1996). In such a culture, all individuals are supported in reaching their full potential as human beings. Lily’s journey toward that goal is the journey of all of us as a nation and as a world.
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