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CONCLUSION

The role of a mother though universal as far as child bearing is concerned, entails a lot
of difference as far as rearing of children is concerned. Mothers’ roles are often
determined by culture and tradition apart from social circumstances. In African
American communities mothering is shared by relatives and other people within the
community. This study of mother figures in African American women’s fiction shows
that some mother assume complicated mothering roles or are so busy earning a living to
support the family that a lot functions connected with maternal care are left to others or

other mothers.

African American motherhood has a history of abuse as slave women were often forced
to kill the children born to them out of rape or abuse by white men, including the slave
master. Sometimes these women themselves chose violent ends for their children. Thus
most of these writers have addressed the trauma attaché to motherhood under slavery.
Again slave children were often treated as the property of the master to be sold off as
soon as they could do some work. Human feelings or any bond between mother and

child was not considered.

In post slavery America or during the period of Reconstruction, racial discrimination
continued with African Americans serving their white masters. During slavery the
women looked after the white master’s children and even nursed them, depriving their
own children of their milk. African American women had to balance looking after the
employer’s children and taking care of their own. They face problems as they try to
adapt or assimilate with the social expectations of the dominant white group.
Sometimes they are pushed to moving away from normative gender roles. Factors like

race, gender and class play a decisive role in shaping the maternal identity of an African
American woman. While mothering is shared by others, this dissertation has examined
some mothers who deviate from the norm or renege on their responsibilities, giving
way to the identification of other mothers, absent mothers, mixed race mothers and

mothers whose maternity shows ruptures.
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Chapter 2, titled “Maternity Under Rupture” shows how ruptures can occur in the
mothering process through social and economic as well as personal or psychological
factors. In Beloved and Sula the intensity of maternal love is often expressed through
violence: a slave mother’s killing of her own daughter or Eva’s killing of her son.
Sethe’s act shows how slavery pushes its victims to lose their sanity or sense of being,
temporarily or permanently. Eva’s ruptured maternity on the other hand is influenced
by the post world war scenario. In its aftermath it was difficult for ordinary but normal
people to pick up the pieces of their life. Given the strained circumstances, Eva sees no
way to avert her son’s death wish through drugs. So she ensures that her beloved son
can have his death wish through the ‘accident’ that she arranges. In both novels the
mothers, Sethe and Eva, act in what they believe to be good faith. If they are
misguided, they are certainly not mad or criminally inclined. In both cases it is to save
their children from greater pain that the two mothers do the unthinkable—Kill them.
While this shows a rupture of the bonds of motherhood, it also points to extenuating

circumstances.

Unlike them Olivia’s case is without any defense: pushing a son to his death by her
aversion to his colour simply because he stands in the way of her ambitions. Despite
the background of racism in America at that time, and the rejection of people with
mixed blood, Olivia’s attempts to escape her racial heritage and her ruptured maternity
unleashes untold tragedies for her husband and children. Olivia’s obsession with race
and so called racial superiority is the deciding factor in the periodical ruptures in her
maternity. Loving, caring and nurturing play no part in her brittle life which, depended
on a round of parties with white people for sustenance. This fascination for whiteness is
not uncommon in non white communities but nowhere so obsessive that parents have to
reject their children or a mother should disavow her bond with her own son. While
Olivia does not indulge in physical violence like Sethe and Eva, the ruptured maternity
that she presents, can be taken as more horrid and inhuman than the gruesome ruptures

presented by the other two women.

Chapter 3 titled, “Re-examining ‘Other Mothering” ” shows different kinds of
othermothers from the times of slavery to contemporary times. While it is often the
resilience of a community that provides othermothers, sometimes women are catapulted

into situations where they find themselves caring for a child or children, without the
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tradition in the background. Some of these othermothers are simple women extending
care to someone in need like Nanny and Janie or Lina and Florens, at others they may

be as colourful as Lindy.

Othermothers have the ability to perform the roles of parental nurturer and life-
supporter, in addition to or in the emulation of the biological mothering. Sometimes
their role is more effective than the real mothers, who remain physically present but
emotionally absent. This holds true for the other mothers in the texts under discussion.
These mothers can comprehend motherhood going beyond the boundaries of self and
other. They recreate themselves into de-stereotyped mothers who can do their
unconditional mothering regardless of the strain of society and its imposed

circumstances.

Other mothering does not operate by default. Rather, they consolidate or step into the
gap left by the biological mother’s unavailability. Pilate and Ruth are not in a tensional
relationship: Pilate consolidates the gaps left by Ruth. Similarly, Janie’s grandmother
tries to fill in all the possible gaps left by her absent daughter. So does Lina fill in for
mina mae. Each case shows that other mothers are selfless creatures giving all they can

for the physical and emotional care of the child till it reaches maturity.

Chapter 4, titled “Absent Mothering and its Contradictions” shows that absent mothering
is a part of African American families, especially the lower class people where the
mother has to go out to work. In such people physical absence is tied with emotional
absence: the mother has too much to do and little time for her children. Pauline
Breedlove’s absent mothering in The Bluest Eye could be a connected with her work as
she is enchanted by that world and hates her husband and children for being reality
checks in her fantasy ride. Ruth Dead is the typical emotionally absent mother in the
sense that she takes care of her children, is kind and considerate but somehow inept and
vacuous in her responses to certain crucial issues. She finds that her attempts to reach
out to people are not well received and even misconstrued by some people. What she
sees as natural is seen askance by others, with the result that she is either onfused,
ignored, snubbed, or suppressed. She can only move through her children’s lives as a
shadowy character, uncertain of their response with the one certainty being her

husband’s unrelenting hostility towards herself.
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In Maud Martha we see a neglected child growing up to emerge as a strong and resilient
mother. Maud Martha decides to make up for her mother’s emotional absence during her
childhood—because she was not pretty like her sister—and to ensure that her daughter
does not lose out on maternal love and support. Mothers like Ruth Foster Dead provide
negative mirroring to their children, while mothers like Maud Martha endorse in a
stronger way the universal notion regarding motherhood and maternity. Pauline thinks

commitment to work demands rejection of family concerns.

Thus the cases of motherhood help to show how emotionally absent mothers carry the
burden of their own pasts. Whether it is the preoccupation of parents with race, class
and gender, and the inability of the mothers to bond with their children or the childhood
hurt of the mother which makes good mothering impossible for them, absent mothers
are still found in some African American families. But like Maud Martha, an
emotionally deprived childhood does not necessarily lead to a repressed mother. On the
other hand, there is no way a mother can compartmentalize things, or expect to offer
genuine care by remote control or by making the children fear maternal displeasure.

Chapter 5, titled “Interraciality and Motherhood” explores the predicament of the
mothers of mixed race identity and the resultant trauma in their children. Torn in
between races, it is quite problematic for such mothers to overcome the dilemma
resulting from racial anxiety, physical and mental abuse of being either a black or a
white mother. Mothers as well as daughters in an interracial situation frequently undergo
mental trauma as they try to fit themselves into both white and black societies.
Ultimately the demands made on their persons and their time, lead to an erosion of

maternal care in some form or the other, resulting in disillusionment and exhaustion.

Helga finds her biracial identity troublesome as she is happy neither in the white world
nor completely satisfied with the world of African Americans. Quicksand portrays the
frustration and alienation of the biracial subject who feels an intense conflict between
the personal and the political—a conflict between biracial consciousness and a social
identity generated by the systems of hegemonic power which enforce divisions between

black and white Americans.
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Sappho, In Brooks’s Contending Forces, on the other hand, because of her own self
determination and strength of her character, rises above the limitations put forward by
society as a mixed race woman. Though her initial hesitation is natural as far as her
single status and physical and mental tortures are concerned, she none the less falls prey
to the situation like Helga. Helga’s restless does not allow her to find peace and
contentment in an interracial world. In both the cases maternity was neither deliberate
nor welcomed. While Helga at least has a family recognition as a wife, Sappho is
devoid of that recognition. Still mother love proves triumphant over her harsh racial
situation and allows her to unite with her son, Alphonse. Helga, on the contrary, tries to
escape from the realities of life by thinking of imaginary suicide, both physically and

emotionally overcome by the burden of child rearing.

Clare’s death brings to focus the tensions which people engaged in passing have to
overcome. Irene expresses her fears on Clare’s behalf but Clare who lives the double
life putting everything in jeopardy, has her own fears to overcome. It was either a case
of allowing herself to be subsumed in the white community as she had done for more
than a decade, or finding her individuality through renewed contacts with the world of
Harlem. Given the narrowness of social perception and discrimination, people of mixed
races can find comfortable footholds in neither the white world or the black world
although the latter is more accommodating to the biracial. Compared to Irene who

prefers a steady and more predictable life, Clare lives and dies, dangerously.

While all the women—Sappho, Helga, Clare and Irene—are forced to address issues of
race amidst the risks of passing, Olivia’s predicament though brought on by the social
conditions, is more self nourished as she lives with it throughout her life. Against the
advice of first her mother, then her husband and children, Olivia continues to feed her
obsession for whiteness as she looks for acceptance in white society. Nothing or
nobody is allowed to come in the way of her ambitions—not her parents, husband,
children or their intended spouses. Even the shocking suicide of her young son, which
IS so traumatic to the rest of her family, does not stop her in her tracks. Even rude
eviction by her white son-in-law from his residence, does not help to open her eyes to

the reality around her. She lives with her delusions.
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Thus this dissertation shows that in African American communities motherhood cannot
be taken for granted as a simple matter of birth and bringing up a child. The women are
forced into situations where children are pushed to the periphery of their existence, or
banished or killed as a defensive measure. The social situations these mothers find
themselves in, ultimately pushes them into less than natural maternal positions. Thus
African American motherhood cannot be judged on the basis of set standards of
American society due to their racial, social and historical positions. As such, mothering
roles vary, depending upon a particular situation of a given moment. The abundance of
different types of motherhood in a way signals the fluid and overlapping boundaries of
African American society, where mothering responsibilities are viewed from a totally
different perspective insofar as the universality of motherhood is concerned.

The image of the mother in African American fiction is refracted not only slavery and
colonialism but also through issues of livelihood, gender, and power. It also cuts across
powerful tropes available in male mythologies, both white and black. Slavery turns
usual stories of motherhood and maternity on their heads by hollowing out the
hypocritical ideals that prop up the mother as giver and goddess. It repeatedly shows
how ideal mothers are created more by social conventions than biological facts or
requirements. What is important is the critical negotiations women have to make first to
survive, and then survive as mothers or wives.

In the novels discussed in the thesis women challenge and interrogate traditional
trappings of maternity. Most African American women novelists create contexts where
it is not the mother alone who is responsible for rejecting the codes of motherhood.
First of all, it is slavery that transforms black women into commodities as well as sex
objects. In the middle of such degradation, women mutate into new women and create a
sceptre of motherhood that challenges models on offer. Clearly, any such challenge
affects the child—for the child is neglected or abandoned, often in life-threatening
situations, or left in the care of others—changing the course of the child’s life.
Interestingly, however, the black mother’s interrogation of motherhood has skewed
results. The child abandoned by the mother, either physically or emotionally, turns out
to be an incomplete or deranged individual. He or she then turns to crime, corruption,
anti-social ways. When the abandoned child is left to his/her devices, the child finds
ways of self-discovery that do not match any predictable course or pattern. In some
other cases, the child is not exactly left in the wilderness. The mother, away or absent

from the scene of the child’s growing, plays an extremely defining role, booth enabling
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and disabling. There are children who are picked up by women who are strangers,
relations, neighbours or even friends of parents and give the child a new life. While the
pattern of such other mothering varies, the larger issue that comes to the fore is the
peculiar resilience of a community—especially of women—to tend and care for the
young. This reflects on the role played by slavery in disintegrating the very frames on
which motherhood stands. But the black woman and her sisters give the ‘orphaned’
child a new lease of life, often teaching the abandoned or rejected child the worth of life
itself, the importance of toughness and perseverance and the power of humanity. There
are cases where such othermothering handicaps a child, but the larger role in that case is
attributed to the long shadow of slavery and slave trade. When slavery creates in its
wake mixed-race mothers, existing social mores can no longer support the emerging
structure and structures of feeling. These mothers defy patriarchal definitions of
motherhood to give their children a new kind of insight into a future that is not easily
comprehended.

One returns to the power and tenacity of the black woman to see motherhood reinvent
itself and push maternity to extreme limits. African American women novelists—
Gwendolyn Brooks, Zora Neale Hurston, Toni Morrison, Alice Walker—offer
unsettling pictures of motherhood that defy given patterns but create possible lives for a
new world and challenge the obsolete patterns of the old, dominated by patriarchy and
racism. These mothers often kill and maim and destroy, but not wilfully. They are
enabling and creative, suggesting that they give a new impetus to an imperilled

community. They form a community of black women.

147



Adrienne, Rich. Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution. New York:
W.W. Norton& Company, 1995. Print.

Beauvoir, Simone De. The Second Sex. NewYork: W. W. Norton & Company, 2001.
Print.

Berzon, Judith R. Neither White nor Black: The Mulatto Character in American Fiction.
Newyork: NYU Press, 1979. Print.

Bowlby, John. Attachment and Loss: Separation Anxiety and Anger. New York: Basic
Books, 1969. Print.

---  Child Care and the Growth of Love, Second Edition, Middlesex: Penguin, 1974.
Print.

Broaddus , V. B. “Showing Barren Ground: Construction of Motherhood, The Body and
Subjectivity in American Women’s Writing, 1928-1948” thesis, West Virginia
University, Morgantown, West Virginia, 2002. Print.

Brooks, Gwendolyn. Maud Martha. New York: Harper& Brother, 1953. Print.

Brown Collins, Alice R., and Deborah Ridley Sussewell. "The Afro-American Woman's
Emerging Selves." Journal of Black Psychology 13.1, 1986: 1-11. Print.

Campbelle, Bebe Moore. Singing in the Comeback Choir. London: Random House
(Arrow),1999.Print.

Carby, Hazel V. Reconstructing Womanhood: The Emergence of the Afro-American
Woman Novelist. New York: Oxford UP, 1987. Print.

Christian, Barbara. Black Feminist Criticism :Perspectives on Black Women Writers
.New York: Pergamon Press, (The Athene Series) 1985. Print.

Chesnutt, Charles W. The House Behind the Cedars. 1900; New York: Penguin, 1993.

Print.

148



Cixous, Helene. The Lauugh of The Medusa. Signs 1. 4, 1976, 875-893. Print.

Collins, Patricia Hill. Black Feminist Thought, New-York, Routledge, 1991. Print.

Cori,Lee Jasmine. The Emotionally Absent Mother, , Newyork: The Experiment, LLC.
2010. Print.

Elaine, Tuttle Hansen. Mother Without Child :Contemporary Fiction And The Crisis Of
Motherhood :Barclay ,University Of California Press,1997. Print.

Fanon, Frantz. 1952. Black Skin, White Masks:The Experiences of a Black Man in a
White World. Trans. Charles Markmann. New York: Grove, 1957. Print.

Faulkner,William. The Sound and the Fury. 1929. NewYork: Norton .2014.Print.

Fauset, Jessie Redmon. Plum Bun: A Novel Without a Moral. 1929; Boston: Beacon
Press, 1999. Print.
---. Comedy: American Style. 1933; Ed. Cherene Sherrard-Johnson New
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers UP, 2009 . Print.

Ferguson, Rebecca Hope. Rewriting Black Identities; Transition and Exchange in the
novels of Toni Morrison .Diss. University of Brussels, 2007.Brussels: Peterlang,
2007. Print.

hooks, bell. “Choosing the Margin as a Space of Radical Openness,” Yearning:
Race,Gender and Cultural Politics. Boston: South End Press, 1990. Print.

---  “Homeplace: A Site of Resistance.” Yearning: Race, Gender, andCultural Politics.
Boston: South End Press, 1990. 41-49. Print.

Hopkins E. Pauline. Contending Forces. New York: Oxford University press. 1988.
Print.

Hurston, Neale Zora. Their Eyes Were Watching God. New York: HarperCollins

Publishers, 2004, http://www.harpercollinsebooks.com.Web.15 June, 2014.

149


http://www.harpercollinsebooks.com.web.15/

Ifekwunigwe, Jayne O. ed. ‘Mixed Race’ Studies: A Reader. London and New York:
Routledge, 2004.

Jacobs, Harriet. Incidents In the Life of a Slave Girl from The Classic Slave Narratives
ed. by Henry Louis. Jr. New York: New American Library,1987. Print.

James, Stanlie M. “Mothering: A Possible Black Feminist Link to Social
Transformation.” Theorizing Black Feminism: The Visionary Pragmatism of
Black Women. ed. Stanlie James and A. P. Busia. New York : Roultedge,1993.
Print.

Larsen, Nella. Quicksand. 1928. and Passing.1929. Ed. Deborah E. McDowell. New
Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 1986. Print.

Lee, Dorothy H. The quest of self: triumph and failure in the works of Toni Morrison.
Black Women writers. Ed. Mari Evans, New York: Anchor press, 1984. Print.

McDowell, Deborah E. "Introduction."Quicksand and Passing. Ed. McDowell. New
Bruswick: Rutgers UP, 1986. ix-xxxvii. Print.

Melanie Klein, Narrative of a Child Analysis: The Conduct of the Psycho-Analysis of
Children as Seen in the Treatment of a Ten-year-old Boy, Virago, London, 1989.
Print.

Melhem, H. D. Gwendolyn Brooks, Poetry and Heroic Voice. Kentucky: University
Press of Kentucky, 1987. Print.

Monda, Kimberly. “Self-Delusion and Self-Sacrifice in Nella Larsen’s Quicksand.”
African American Review 31, 1997: 23-39. Print.

Morrison, Toni. Songs of Solomon.1977. Great Britain: Vintage - Random, 1990. Print.
Beloved. 1978. Great Britain: Vintage- Random, 2005. Print.
Sula.1973.Great Britain: Vintage- Random, 2005. Print.

Tar Baby.1981. Great Britain: Vintage- Random, 1997.Print.

150



Paradise. 1997. Great Britain: Vintage —Random, 2005. Print.
A Mercy. 2008 . Great Britain: Vintage-Random, 2009.Print.
Jazz.1992. Great Britain: Vintage — Random, 2005.Print.
Playing in the Dark. New York: Vintage, 1992. Print.
---  The Bluest Eye.1970.Newyork: Washington Square Press.1972.print.

Morrow, Licia Calloway. Black Family (Dys) Function in Novels by Jessie Fauset, Nella
Larsen and Fannie Hurst.Newyork: Peterlang, 2002. Print.

Nakachi, Sachi. Mixed race identity politics in Nella Larsen and Winifred eaton (Onoto
watanna).Diss. Ohio University. 2001. Print.

O’Leary, Christine J. Farnum. Motherhood: Portrayals in American Literature. Diss. the
U of Texas EI Paso, 2008.AnnArbor: UMI, 2008. Print.

O’Reilly, Andrea. Toni Morrison and Motherhood: A politics of the heart, New York,
2004. Print.

Obioma, Nnaemeka. The Politics of Mothering,Womanhood, Identity and Resistance in

African Literature. London: Routledge, 2005. Print.

Patton, K Venetria . Women in Chains. Newyork: SUNY PRESS, 2000. Print.

Pillow, Thomas Gloria (ed.). Mother love in Shades of Black. Jefferson,  North
Colombia: Mc Farland & Company. 2010. Print.

Reilly, Andrea O’. Feminist Mothering. New York: Suny Press, 2008. Print.

Toni Morrison and Motherhood: A Politics of the Heart. New York: State UP,
2004.Print.

---  From Motherhood to Mothering; The Legacy Of Andriene Rich’s Of woman Born,
Albany: State University Of New York Press, 2004. Print

Reuter, Byron Edward. The Mulatto in the United States. Boston USA: Gorham Press.

1977. Print.

151



Rich, Adrienne. Of Woman Born. New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1986. Print.

Sollors, Werner. Neither Black nor White yet Both: Thematic Explorations of Interracial
Literature. New York: Oxford UP, 1997. Print.

Spillers, J. Hortense. “Mama's Baby, Papa's Maybe: An American Grammar Book™ in
Diacritics, 17. 2, The Johns Hopkins University Press.1987. 64-81. Print.

Walker, Alice. “In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens,” in The Norton Anthology of
African American literature, ed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and Nellie Y. McKay.
New York: Norton, 2004. Print.

Winnicott, D.W. Playing and Reality. Oxon: Routledge, 2005. Print.

152



	2.pdf
	6 conclu.pdf
	7 Works Cited new.pdf


