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ABSTRACT
The objective of this research is to explore images of Black women as determined
mothers in novels from Britain, Canada, and Nigeria- Efuru (1966) by Flora Nwapa; Second
Class Citizen (1975) by Buchi Emecheta; Harriet's Daughter (1988) by Marlene Nourbese
Philip; and La Dot de Sara (1995) by Marie-Celie Agnant-with a view to identifying the
importance of determined mothering as a valuable strategy to articulate resistance. In this
study I am focusing on determination as a strategy of resistance to patriarchal dominance and
poverty by fictional mothers in the reshaping of their own identities and those of their
children. By "determined mother" I mean a mother who does everything within her limits to
protect her children, provide food, shelter, clothing, and a sound education for them and
possibly for herself. This is not to say that the focus of determined mothering is only on the
child or on self, because in some of the texts such as Second Class Citizen and La Dot de
Sara, determined mothering is propelled by the desire to change the community and the
societal construction of women, and the expectations placed on Black women in particular.
For example in Second Class Citizen, the protagonist, refiises to act like a second-class
citizen in London and strives for white collar jobs in the 1970s, a period when being Black
and a woman was synonymous with doing menial jobs (44). Adah is unlike the other Blacks
in the novel who make do with whatever jobs come their way. In La Dot de Sara determined
mothering is a strategy used by self-sufficient mothers who have being mistreated or
abandoned by egotistical and chauvinistic men, who see women as their conquest. Due to the
abject poverty on the Island, mothers work hard to live above the poverty line.
The protagonists in the other two novels under study are not biological mothers; for
instance in Harriet's Daughter, the protagonist is a fourteen-year-old adolescent, and in
Efuru, the protagonist is childless after the death of her only child. I examine the roles played
by the mother figures encountered by the adolescent protagonist in Harriet's Daughter such
iv
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as the role played by Tina, the mother of the protagonist; the role played by a voiceless
mother, Mrs. Clarke; that of the most assertive woman, Bertha; and that of the foremothers,
that is "female ancestors" such as freedom fighter, Harriet Tubman and others, and their
empowering stories. In Efuru the protagonist is an assertive wife who loses her only child
early in the text, thereby remaining childless throughout the rest of the narrative. I examine
the mothering roles played by this childless, but independent and assertive wife as a result of
her desire to bridge the gap of childlessness by playing the role of "othermother."1 The
"othermother" is a woman who raises non-biological child/children. Drawing on feminist
theories on Black women by bell hooks, Layli Philips, Cheryl Johnson-Odim, and Chandra
Talpade Mohanty, and on theories of motherhood by Nancy Chodorow, Adrienne Rich, Julia
Kristeva, Robert Staples, Evelyn Nakano Glenn and others, I read the expectations placed on
Black mothers in the world of the text and their resistance to norms and stereotypes. In
writing this thesis, I intend to contribute to the growing body of criticism on Black women's
writing from the African diaspora, in this case; writing by and about Black women from
Britain, Canada and Nigeria.

1See

James, Stanlie M. "Mothering: A Possible Blade Feminist Link to Social Transformation?" Theorizing
Black Feminisms: The Visionary Pragmatism ofBlack Women.London and New York: Rout-ledge, 1993. 44 - 5.
See also Glenn, Nakano Evelyn, et al. Mothering: Ideology, Experience, and Agency. New York. Routledge, 46.
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RESUME
Depuis toujours, les femmes noires connaissent de nombreuses difficultes a exprimer
leur point de vue dans la societe. Engendrees par la pauvrete, de classe, de couleur et meme
du genre. Elles se heurtaient aux politiques patriarcales manifestement dominantes, ainsi
qu'aux inegalites sociales manifestos depuis la nuit des temps. Les recherches consacrees a
ce memoire consiste a explorer ces inegalites a l'endroit des femmes noires, considerees
comme etant des meres determinees. Pour cela, nous nous interesserons a quelques romans de
la Grande-Bretagne, du Canada et du Nigeria. Parmi ceux-ci a l'etude sont: Efuru (1966) de
Flora Nwapa du Nigeria; Second Class Citizen (1975) de Buchi Emecheta du Nigeria, une
expatriee en Grande-Bretagne; Harriet's Daughter (1988) de Marlene Nourbese Philip du
Trinidad et Tobago, une expatriee au Canada; et La Dot de Sara (1995) de Marie Celie
Agnant de l'Haiti, une expatriee au Canada. Nos analyses se feront par l'entremise des
theories feministes sur les femmes noires de bell hooks, Layli Philips, Chandra Talpade
Mohanty et puis, celle sur la matemite d'Evelyn Nakano Glenn, Adrienne Rich, Julia
Kristeva, Nancy Chodorow et les autres, dans l'optique de clarifier certaines images de ces
meres dites determinees. Nous irons meme plus loin, en elucidant 1'importance de la
maternite comme une strategic de resistance contre 1'institution patriarcale et la pauvrete.
Par "mere determinee", on entend une femme, une epouse, qui fait tout de son resort
pour nourrir, habiller, eduquer et donner un abri a ses enfants. Plus important encore, les
proteger de la main autoritaire de certains papa ego'istes dans une societe sexiste et
patriarcale, ancree dans la pauvrete. Les texts de notre bibliographe de base comportment
d'emblee les themes de la mere, de la maternity, quoique dans des contextes bien differents.
Parce que le roman joue un r61e lui aussi culturel, il nous semble interessant d'6tudier la
construction sociale des femmes noires a travers les representations culturelles dans sa trame.
Les oeuvres d'art nous relatent souvent le mirroir de la realite sociale. Margaret Atwood ecrit
vi
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dans Survival que la litterature est un miroir et si une culture n'a pas ces miroirs "It has no
way of knowing what it looks like" (16). De la meme fagon, Helen Chukwuma, une feministe
Nigeriane proclame que "[a]rt reflects life and the negative female image in the novel is a
carry over, this disparaging image is a challenge to female authors who have to redeem it"
(xviii). Malgre que le roman soit un des mediums qui se consacre a la fiction, ces citations
montrent qu'il reconstruit des roles culturels vecu, tout en presentant les cultures telles
qu'elles sont (Jane Tompkins xi). Les romans de notre choix represented la construction
sociale des femmes noires dans la maternite ainsi que dans le mariage. A titre d'illustration,
Adah Obi, la protagoniste de Second Class Citizen se trouvant dans un mariage sexiste (par
mariage sexist on dire un mariage ou la voix de la femme se fait taire par son epoux) , au
milieu d'une" communaute noire a Londres ecoute 'la presence' d'une voix interieure. Se
sentant trahie et ne pouvant plus tenir le coup, elle abandonne son role traditionnel en quittant
son mariage et en s'eloignant avec ses cinq enfants de son mari sexiste et de ses voisins noirs.
Natureliement, comme toute maman dans les memes circonstances, elle dit ce qui suit: "The
children are mine [....] I shall never let them down as long as I am alive" (191). C'est ainsi
que, la mere de la protagoniste d' Harriet's Daughter, Tina, avec l'appui positif de la
communaute de soeurs noires, resiste a l'oppression de son mari en refiisant de laisser son
mari envoyer sa fille a Barbados pour subir ce qu'il appelle "a good West Indian discipline."
Elle declare: "Is not fair, [. . ..] she is my last girl child and already she going to other people
for help- as if she don't have no mother-1 not death yet, [. . . .] as long as I alive and have
breathe in my body and strength in my arms I don't want no girl child of mine have to turn to
somebody else [....]" (136). Efuru, dans le roman du meme titre eponyme, quitte son premier
mariage apres avoir perdu son unique enfant (qui est pour elle sa raison de rester chez-son
mari). Selon elle, elle prefere recommencer une nouvelle vie lorsque les conditions de vie du
mariage deviennent inssuportables. Et surtout parce que son mari 1'abandonne pour une autre
vii
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femme (221). En revanche, les meres d'Agnant fans La Dot de Sara sont representees
comme des surhumains a cause de leurs enfants. Par exemple, la protagoniste Marianna est
une mere unique au meme titre que sa grand-mere qui 1' a eleve Ai'da. Mere determinee elle
aussi, Marianna travaille dur pour nourrir et donner une bonne Education a sa fille Giselle.
L'experience qu'elle a vecu l'inspire a decrier toutes les meres de son temps ainsi:
C'etait une guerriere. Elle avait empoigne la vie comme seules
les femmes de ce temps, faiseuses de miracles, savaient le faire
[....] celles qui avaient le don, [.. ..] de transformer les roches en
pain et battre 1'eau jusqu'a en faire du beurre. Dieu! Ce qu'elles
savaient faire, les femmes de ce temps-la pour elever une armee
d'enfants.(15)
Nous analyserons done les diff6rentes facettes de ces mamans comme une strategic
d'articuler la resistance contre les nonnes trop autoritaires dans la recherche de 1'afFirmation
de soi et dans la recherche de liberer ses enfants des roles negatives qui emane des travaux
quotidiens ardus. Les arguments avances par les communautes des soeurs de ces meres soit
pour faire taire ou plus exactement, pour aider a definir leur voix dans le monde des textes est
significatif. La deduction faite est que ces romans donnent la voix aux femmes sans voix a
travers leur histoire individuelle ou collective.
Nous employons le terme "resistance" d'une facon spOcifique: En etudiant la mere
determinee comme une strategie de la resistance des meres noires contre la domination
patriarcale et la pauvrete ne veut pas dire que la mere d&erminee est surtout un moyen
evident de resister de ces situations. Mais eela veut dire que la mere determinee peut
constituer Fun des moyens de reagir contre Foppression patriarcale et contre la pauvrete.
Cela dit "A strategy is not a theory" (Spivak en Elizabeth Groeneveld 2). La maternite n'est
viii
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pas une strategic de resistance seulement dans le monde des romans, mais la representation
de la maternite dans ces romans est une resistance elle-meme. En racontant les histoires des
meres resistantes, meme si elles ne reussissent pas dans le monde des romans, cela peut
resister de se faire taire en realite.
Resistance peut dire; d'apres la signification que je lui alloue dans cette etude: resister
contre quelque chose qui nous affecte et nous empeche de nous exprimer convenablement, en
occurrence, le patriacat et la pauvrete. Done, J'etudie ces romans comme des romans de
resistance dans la lumiere de notre complicite myopique avec le patriarcat due a notre
internalisation, normalisation et la reproduction de patriarcat parce que nous avons era depuis
longtemps que le monde appartient aux hommes. D'apres Go-da Lerner, nous essayons
soudainement de reagir contre les conventions etablies par la societe (13), largement dues au
mouvement feministe et aux droits de la femme. Cela explique pourquoi la resistance de ces
meres dans le monde des romans peut etre couronnee de succes ou non pas, parce qu'il n'y a
pas de principe fixe de resistance. Autrement dit, ces meres ont subi differemment des
oppressions, puis ont reagi chacunes a sa maniere. C'est pourquoi elles ont obtenus des
resultats difFerents, chacune d'elles a un contexte tout a fait particulier, comme le dit si bien
Mohanty; "there is no universal patriarchal frame work" (54) cela veut dire que la fa$on
d'oppression et la moyenne de resistance au besoin differe d'une culture a l'autre. Les textes
de mon corpus offrent la reconnaissance non simplement des images stereotypes des femmes
noires comme esclaves, mais aussi des femmes noires qui sont en charge de batir leurs
propres histoires. Nous nous focaliserons aussi sur la possibility de voir comment ces
narrations pourront aider a opposer les constructions dominantes de la maternite noire: tel que
non seulement les images negatives de 1'amour d'une mere a son enfant presentee comme un
sacrifice, mais aussi comme une esclave. Parce qu'une de ces meres telles qu'Adah et
Marianna sont capable de resister a leur construction sociale a travers certains travaux
ix
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penibles et a poursuivre une bonne education pour elles-memes et pour leurs enfants en
meme temps.
En definitive, notre etude est divisee en six parties. La premiere concerne,
1'introduction dans laquelle nous etudierons, afin de voir plus claire, les theories feministes
ainsi que celles de la maternite. En prenant soin de mentionner que la maternite est une
question de contextualite, alors, la maternite ne fonctionne pas dans la meme maniere aux
societes differentes, ainsi que dans une meme societe. Le premier chapitre porte sur 1'analyse
textuelle de Second Class Citizen, etudiant les strategies de resistances de la mere determinee
et le role que la communaute noire a joue dans Finfluence subi par la protagoniste en GrandeBretagne. La deuxieme chapitre sera consacre a l'analyse textuelle d' Harriet's Daughter.
etudiant la determination, des grande-meres et des modeles. La troiseme s'attarde sur
l'analyse &Efuru en explorant le role de l'autre mere dans une communaute Africaine. Quant
au quatrieme chapitre, J' etudiera La Dot de Sara en explorant les generations des meres
comme resistantes. Finalement, la conclusion concerne quelques contextes differentes de la
maternite en Grande-Bretagne, au Canada et au Nigeria, pour clarifier les similitudes et les
differences rencontrees de ces meres par rapport a lairs techniques de resistances et peut-etre
par la, un eventuel succes. Avec la redaction de ce memoire, nous contribuerons, de fa$on
originale, a contribuer aux 6critures des femmes noires dans les trois pays d'appartenance de
nos textes: le Canada, l'Angleterre, et le Nigeria.

Keywords: Motherhood, Poverty, Resistance, African novels and Black women.
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INTRODUCTION
Determined Mothering and Constructions of the Black Mother
The aim of this study is to explore the images of Black women as determined
mothers in selected novels from Britain, Canada and Nigeria: Efuru (1966) by a Nigerian
writer, Flora Nwapa; Second Class Citizen (1975) by a Nigerian expatriate writer in England,
Buchi Emecheta; Harriet's Daughter (1988) by Marlene Nourbese Philip from Trinidad and
Tobago, an expatriate in Canada; and La Dot de Sara (1995) by a Haitian expatriate writer in
Canada, Marie-Celie Agnant. I wish to examine these novels by drawing on feminist theories
on Black women by bell hooks, Layli Philips, Cheryl Johnson-Odim, and Chandra Talpade
Mohanty, and theories of motherhood and mothering by Evelyn Nakano Glenn, Nancy
Chodorow, Adrienne Rich, Julia Kristeva, Robert Staples and others. According to these
theories, motherhood and mothering take up a great deal of women's lives, and Black
women's especially, often preventing us from attaining a successful career. In addition,
feminist theories inform us that because Black women are often constructed socially as
inferior physically, materially, and intellectually, we sometimes tend to accommodate the
needs of others, especially those of our children and spouses before our own needs. We are
oriented by the society around us to believe that being Black women determines who we are.
Hence in our bid to move beyond this depiction as we crave for new roles through sound
education and economic independence for our children and possibly for ourselves, as a means
of resistance, some critics tag us as "strong mothers." When Black women are figured as
naturally maternal and always strong, we are overdetermined as mothers. Even though many
of us work assiduously to raise our offspring, oftentimes as single mothers in the context of
abject poverty, others resist patriarchy in the context of middle-class families, and still others
are not biological mothers at all. I will explore the driving force behind the determination of
the fictional mothers portrayed in these novels, taking into account differences as well as
1
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similarities among Black women based on their specific contexts and their individual stories.
I examine if this determination is propelled by a desire to transform their social construction
by seeking new roles for themselves and their children or if it is merely a stereotypical image
of the long-suffering maternal Black woman. In-addition I will ask to what extent this
determination challenges Black mothers' perception of themselves as objects due to
patriarchal dominance, poverty and often times intra-racial intrigues. Finally, I will also ask
to what extent the desire for determined mothering is propelled by individual willpower to
succeed in the world of the texts as mothers.
This study focuses on novels from Britain, Canada and Nigeria in order to see how
these characters in the Black diaspora use determined mothering as a strategy of resistance
based on the different forms of patriarchy (beliefs, laws, practices and distribution of power
and money) in Africa and the West. In each culture Black mothers' determination confronts
different societal constraints such as sexism, poverty, gender, and color, intra-racial and other
barriers to mothers' success, which results in their mothering in similar or divergent ways.
My objectives are to explore the role(s) played by the determined mother as a strategy to
articulate resistance against hegemonic norms. In addition, the role(s) played by the Black
sisterhood1 of these mothers in defining or silencing their voices in the world of the texts is
significant in exploring how a community of women can sometimes be behind determined
mothering. Moreover, I will discuss how these novels attempt to give voice to the voiceless
through their individual or collective stories.

'On sisterhood; see LeanTin L Bracks. Writing on Black Women of the Diaspora: History, Language
and Identity. New York and London: (Garland Publishing, Inc., 199$) and Janneke Van Mens-Verhurist
Karlein Schreues and Liesbeth Woertman eds. Daughtering & Mothering: Female Subjectivity. New York
and Canada: (Routledge, 1993).

2
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1.1)

Determined Mothering: A Working Definition:
To be determined, according to the Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary, is to

make a firm decision to do something and no amount of persuasion can stop one from doing
it (318). In other words to be determined is to develop a resolute willpower or desire for a
concrete and decisive result from a course of action. The acquisition of success is a result of
determination and hard work, hence, determination is an attribute of an achiever; this could
be a positive or negative achievement based on the motive behind the determination.
Determination can be motivated by a desire to resist social conventions. By this I mean the
obstinate desire to be successful despite societal inscriptions and pressures such as patriarchy
and racial and class hierarchy. For example Adah, Marianna and Tina are determined to
protect their children from the will of domineering fathers and the reproduction of poverty,
while Efuru is determined to make the best of childlessness. This is not to say that the focus
of determined mothering is only on the child or on the self, because in some of the texts such
as Second Class Citizen and La Dot de Sara, the focus of determined mothering is on the
community; it is propelled by the desire to change the societal construction and norms for
women and Black people. For example in Second Class Citizen, the protagonist, though a
Black woman refuses to be treated as a second-class citizen in London and strives for white
collar jobs (44). Adah Obi, unlike the other Blacks in the text who make do with whatever
jobs come their way, refuses to do menial jobs due to the meagre pay. Furthermore, in La Dot
de Sara determined mothering is used to portray the self-sufficient nature of mothers given
the mistreatment and abandonment of women by egotistical and chauvinistic men who see
women as their conquests; hence the determination of mothers to raise their children all alone
without male support to avoid further male abuse. The protagonists in the other two novels
under study are not biological mothers, for instance in Harriet's Daughter, the protagonist is
a fourteen-year-old child, and in Efuru, the protagonist is childless after the death of her only
3
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child. I study the roles played by the mother figures surrounding the protagonist of Harriet's
Daughter such as Tina, the mother of the protagonist and Mrs. Clarke, a voiceless mother:
mothers who are determined to see the success of their daughters, but are unable to protect
the girls from their autocratic fathers at the beginning of the novel. The sudden empowerment
of Bertha, though not a biological mother, but the most assertive female voice in the text,
transforms the weaker mothers from the place of object to subject, challenging the sexist and
domineering tendencies of male spouses as they affect the daughters in the text. Efuru, the
protagonist of Efuru, is an assertive wife who lost her only child early in the novel, thereby
remaining childless throughout the rest of the narrative. I study the mothering roles played by
this childless but determined, independent and assertive wife, despite the fact that Efuru
submits to genital mutilation and accepts polygamy given her context in a traditional African
village. In her quest to bridge the gap of her childlessness and save her marriage, she plays a
mother role to others in her community, a form of mothering called "othermothering." 2 The
"othermother" is a woman who raises non-biological children within polygamous marriage,
but also in terms of community activism.
In this study, I refer to the determined mother as one who does everything within her
limits to provide her child/children with education, food, shelter, and protection from abusive
and autocratic fathers in a sexist and patriarchal society often with the additional challenge of
poverty. Determined mothering can also be defined by one's social context as modes and
cultural values of oppression differ from society to society; hence mothering is determined
not only by individual will, but also by social context. For instance, Buchi Emecheta's Adah
Obi in Second Class Citizen finds herself in an oppressive marriage in addition to a Black
2 See

James, Stanlie M. "Mothering: A Possible Black Feminist Link to Social Transformation?" Theorizing
Black Feminisms: The Visionary Pragmatism of Black Women. London and New Yoik: Rout-ledge, 1993. 44 5. See also Evelyn Nakano Glenn et al. eds. Mothering: Ideology, Experience, and Agency. New Yoric.
Routledge, 4-6.

4
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community in London that silences her. She listens to "the presence"3 of an inner voice and
resists her traditional role, by leaving her sexist marriage and moving far away from her
Nigerian neighbors. When her husband publicly denies their children in court, Adah insists:
"The children are mine [. ..] I shall never let them down as long as I am alive" (191).
Determined and rebellious behavior, one would say, for a woman at that time, the early
1970's. During this period, a Black woman, especially an Ibo woman of Eastern Nigeria, is
locked up in a tradition that perpetually keeps her voiceless, and, bound by the strings of
patriarchy; she remains subject to the dictates of her husband. Adah not only takes the bold
step to end the sexist union, but also leaves with her children.
Marlene Nourbese Philip's Tina in Harriet's Daughter, with a positive empowerment
from her Black sisterhood, finally stands up to challenge her sexist husband in his autocratic
decisions by refusing to let her daughter be sent to Barbados. Declaring "Is not fair,' [.. . ]
she is my last girl child and already she going to other people for help-as if she don't have no
mother-I not dead yet, [... ] as long as I alive and have breathe in my body and strength in
my arms I don't want no girl child of mine have to turn to somebody else [...]" (136). Tina
is unhappy with her husband's over-bearing attitude, but is only able to declare her stand after
her meeting with Bertha, a powerful but non-biological mother.
In the spirit of maternal love Flora Nwapa's Efiiru, in her novel by that title, leaves
her wayward husband, Adizua, after the death of her only child to start life afresh because the
sexist marriage becomes unbearable (221). As a determined mother who wants to raise her
child within marriage, Efiiru had, in the beginning, been able to tolerate Adizua's sexist
nature for the sake of her daughter. However when Ogonim dies in childhood, Efuru realizes

Citizen opens with a recollectionof Adah's childhood experiences which motivate her to be an
achiever in life, leading to her determined stance even in motherhood. The narrator highlights that it has never
been possible to pinpoint the origin, but that Adah became aware of its power around the age of eight like a
"presence" that follows her around (7).
3Second Class

5
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there is no need to remain in the sexist marriage. In the same vein, Marie Celie Agnant's
mothers in La Dot de Sara are portrayed as very strong and determined mothers for the sake
of their children. For example, the protagonist Marianna is a single mother like her
grandmother Ai'da who raised her. As a determined mother, Marianna is able to provide a
good life for her daughter. Marianna is able to send her daughter Giselle to a good school by
virtue of determination and hard work as a seamstress, using an old sewing machine she
inherits from her grandmother. To Marianna the mothers in Haiti are like fighters on a
battlefield, always ready to attack in defence of their children:
C'etait une guerriere. Elle avait empoigne la vie comme seules le
femmes de ce temps, faiseuses de miracles, savaient le faire [...]
celles qui avaient le don, [...] de transformer les roches en pain et
battre l'eau jusqu'a en faire du beurre. Dieu! Ce qu'elles savaient faire,
les femmes de ce temps-la pour elever une armee d'enfants. (15)
As determined mothers, Agnant's Caribbean-Canadian female characters are ready to work
extremely hard to break the circle of poverty in the lives of their children. In addition, these
mothers struggle to prove their self-sufficient worth in the face of sexism and abandonment.
I coin and employ the term "determined mothering" to explore resistance in a
particular sense. Resistance in this study refers to the refusal to accept a situation as it appears
or as it is dictated. In exploring determined mothering as one of the strategies of Black
mothers' resistance to patriarchy and challenges of poverty, I do not intend to suggest that
determined mothering is the best and only possible strategy for Black mothers to articulate
resistance. "[Strategy suits a situation; a strategy is not a theory" (Spivak qtd in Elizabeth
Groeneveld 2). A strategy is not an end in itself, but rather could be a means to an end. Black
mothering as determined mothering is neither a universal standard and strategy of mothering,
6
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nor a universal strategy of Black mothers' resistance; therefore, it is not a yardstick of
mothering for all. Rather, determined mothering might be one successful means to resist
sexist and patriarchal relations of power as well as the challenges of poverty. For example,
Adah, Tina and Marianna, the mothers in the texts to be discussed, stand but in their
determined desire to give their children the best in terms of food, shelter, protection and
sound education. Tina, with the determination to protect her daughter from the father's
autocratic decisions, challenges her husband's authority courageously and unfolds his
oppressive nature: "No Cuthbert, we didn't decide, you decided, like you decide everything
in this house [...]. 1 sick and tired of listening to you carry on about what you know-there is a
lot you don't know and is time you wake up to that" (136-7). Similarly, Marianna a single
mother, with determination to carve out a brighter future for her only child, protects her
daughter and herself from further male abuse and resists abject poverty by working very hard
to provide her daughter with a good education. As she notes, "J'avais jure de mourir s'il le
fallait, agrippee a cette machine a coudre, plutot que de retirer Giselle du pensionnat. Que
deviendra-t-elle, je me demandais, si elle ne peut recevoir une bonne education? Je n'ai rien
d'autre a lui donner" (32).
These determined mothers vehemently resist their respective society's construction of
them as Black, poor, powerless mothers. According to Michel Foucault, acts of resistance are
sometimes at risk of re-inscribing the same relations of power that are being resisted and, thus
resistance may never be fully achieved because "where there is power, there is resistance, and
yet, or rather consequently, this resistance is never in a position of exteriority in relation to
power" (Foucault, History of Sexuality, 95). This suggests that resistance may never be fully
successful as a strategy. Nevertheless, the most important aspect of determined mothering is
that these determined mothers are able to survive through their daily endeavors even if they
are not able to escape the patriarchal system in which they live. Therefore, determined
7
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mothering is never completely free from patriarchy, poverty, and societal constraints and not
always completely successful as resistance. Not only are the everyday acts of determined
mothering a strategy of resistance in the world of the texts, but also the representation of
determined mothering is itself another form of resistance. Telling stories of resistant
mothering, whether they are completely successful in the world of the text or not, may resist
silencing. This is by testifying to the everyday struggles of these mothers and the social
contexts in which they try to empower themselves and their children.
Black mothers are often overdetermined as zealous determined mothers: "just as all
Black people can dance, so can all Black women become superhuman mothers, [...]" (WadeGayles 59). Therefore, it is too often assumed that Black women see motherhood as their
raisort d'etre in life. In the popular imagination they are assumed to be physically and
emotionally capable of handling the responsibilities associated with mothering in a sexist and
patriarchal society, even when weighed down by poverty. Stereotypes are founded in the
truth of everyday experience, but literary representations explain the truth behind the strong
mother by describing their struggle. Langston Hughes' portrayal of the Black mother is not
just another stereotype, but a representation which is resistant because it gives voice to the
Black woman's struggle like the mother in Langston Hughes' poem, "Mother to Son" (1922),
who depicts determined mothering.
Well, son, HI tell you:
Life for me ain't been no crystal stair.
It has had tacks in it,
And splinters,
And boards torn up,
And places with no carpet on the floor 8
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Bare.
But all the time
I'se been a-climbin* on, [...]. (187)
This mother never gives up in spite of the hard work; she is determined to make a difference
in spite of all odds. This mother is a voice for other Black mothers who struggle against the
social construction of Black women as inferior.
1.2)

Determined Mothering as Resistance to Patriarchy and Poverty:
My reading of Black determined mothers in these novels is not to imply that

determined mothers are always resistant. Rather, reading determined mothering hinges on the
realization that as women, many of us have been complicit with patriarchy over the ages due
to our internalization, normalization and eventual reproduction of values and practices. It
appears the number of women trying to resist convention is on the increase due largely to
human rights and feminist movements. According to Lerner, this awakening "will transform
consciousness as decisively as did Copernicus's discovery that the earth is not the center of
the universe" (13). Storytelling and alternative counter-narratives help inform women about
the possibility of change. In the words of Gerda Lerner, "we realize that the story of the
performances over thousands of years have been recorded only by men and told in their
words" (13).
Black mothers have often appeared to be complicit with patriarchy due to their
fervent display of maternal love towards their children, like the fictional Efuru who is unable
to leave her truant husband until after her baby dies because she does not want to raise the
child outside of her matrimonial home. Then in her second marriage, she eventually accepts
polygamy because she is childless and wishes to allow her husband to father a child with
another wife in spite of her assertive posture and in keeping with patriarchal values in her
9
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village community. This explains why resistance to patriarchy may or may not be fully
successful in these novels, because there is no ultimate or set principle of resistance for these
mothers to adopt, so they must find ways to survive the values and practices of patriarchy in
their own countries. These determined mothers differ in their chosen strategies as regards
their individual experience of traditional norms of patriarchy. Their resistance has divergent
forms and results peculiar to their situation because "[t]here is ...no universal patriarchal
framework" (Mohanty 54).
What then is patriarchy? Moreover, why do determined mothers need to resist
patriarchy? Patriarchy is a political institution and an ideology, which uses many means such
as religion, medicine, law, literature, media, tradition, culture, etc. to ensure participation and
subordination. The Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English defines patriarchy as "a
social system where men hold all the power and use it only for their own advantage" (754). In
tracing the disparity of power between men and women back to Biblical stories of creation
and beyond into antiquity, Lerner, in The Creation of Patriarchy traces and explains how the
masculine gender supersedes the feminine gender because the latter is often associated with
motherhood, and thus given a second-class role in the public sphere. Lerner further buttresses
this observation about women's subordinate role in patriarchy with evidence from
Aristotelian philosophy that views women as "incomplete and damaged human beings of an
entirely different order than men" (10). According to Lerner, with the creation of these two
discursive constructs (Biblical and Aristotelian), the subordination of women in the Western
society comes to be seen as natural, eventually establishing patriarchy firmly as an actuality
and as an ideology (10). Whichever way patriarchal values and practices come to be
entrenched, men and women appear to be on stage, performing their given roles. As Lerner
posits, "The play cannot go on without both kinds of performers. Neither of them
'contributes' more or less to the whole; neither is marginal or dispensable" (12). Women
10
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were and are still part of the problem of perpetuating sexism unconsciously, even though, as
Lerner argues, the script is written by men, the stage is set by men, with noble roles alotted to
themselves, and the play is equally directed by them. Hence this invariably places men at the
helm of affairs making not just women, but men alike believe that this is a man's world. I
argue that both depictions (.Longman and Lerner) appear to present some elements of truth
because as women we need to view our complicity with patriarchy as part of our oppression.
Women have taken and are still taking bold steps in their pursuit of self-actualization and a
better society for all. The fictional mothers under study here vehemently resist the patriarchal
dominance that affects their happiness and that of their children. Mothers like Efuru and Mrs.
Clarke who are economically autonomous see divorce as the only means to resist patriarchy,
while others adopt self-sufficiency and hard work like Adah and Marianna to avoid further
male abuse, patriarchal manipulation and to live above the poverty line.
Poverty4 (though, a concept beyond the scope of this study), in the simplest sense, is
the inability of one to provide the basic necessities of life such as food, shelter, clothing,
sound education, and good health care for one's dependants, as a result of the inequalities in
society. Two of the determined mothers in this study resist poverty by working extremely
hard to avoid the reproduction of poverty in the lives of their children because poverty is like
a vicious circle if not well handled. For instance a child from a poor home is often prone to
end up in poverty due to low paid labour. Poverty also may be the absence of voice because a
poor wo/man/child is rarely heard in society. Poverty makes it difficult for one to translate his
or her good ideas and talents into reality. Hence, Adah and Marianna appear more vigorous in
their search for an excellent education for their children compared to Tina, Mrs. Clarke and
Efuru in this corpus due to the latter's poverty and lack of male support in child-care. Some
4For more

on Poverty, see Gilbert, Geoffiy, World Poverty Santa Barbara: (ABC-CUO, 2004), Reddy, Sanjay
G. How Not to Count the Poor. Columbia University, 2005, and National Action Plan for Social Inclusion
(Government of Ireland, 2007) - <www.socialinclusion.ie/documentsf>.
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mothers lack access to capital because their labor within marriage is unpaid and also leads to
declassing for mothers like Tina and Mrs. Clarice. While other mothers in the novels lack
capital due to the fact that they are single mothers and work at low paid labor in addition to
mothering like Adah, Marianna, Ita and others.
1.3)

Motherhood, Mothering and Othermothering:
"Motherhood" and "mothering" are distinct terms often used to depict the relations

between women and children in terms of reproduction and care. Motherhood and mothering
are crucial concepts to this study in the sense that it is an exploration of fictional mothers'
determined effort to raise their children to succeed in life. Motherhood is the ability of a
woman to go through pregnancy for nine months and bear another human being, while
mothering and othermothering as opposed to motherhood, are the ability of a woman, not
necessarily a biological mother, to care for and to raise a child/children that belong to her or
to another woman. Evelyn Nakano Glenn describes mothering "as a historically and
culturally variable relationship in which someone nurtures and cares for another person." She
argues that mothering occurs within specific social contexts that vary in terms of material and
cultural resources and constraints. To her, how mothering is conceived, organized, and
carried out is not simply determined by these conditions, but rather is constructed through
men's and women's actions within specific historical circumstances. She sums up by
declaring that agency is central to an understanding of mothering as a social, rather than
biological, construct (3). This is to say that mothering can be socially manipulated and not
always biologically determined as is generally believed of motherhood. Glenn tries to
establish that mothering is a contextual ideology, thus debunking the belief that there is any
form of a common ideological mothering. For instance, in some African communities, due
mostly to poverty and hardship with the attendant problems of polygamy, mothering is often
shared by members of one's larger family sphere, or even at times by other available women
12
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in the neighborhood to take the form of othermothering. Hence, mothering has to do with the
raising of either one's biological child or someone else's child through the process of the
latter is what I refer to in this study as othermothering. Othermothering is common in
traditional Africa and peculiar to the African-American communities in the West because of
slavery, class barriers and economic hardship (Glenn 6). It is worthy of note at this point that
the concept of othermothering will be given foil attention in Chapter Three of this study. But
it should be noted here that in addition to mothering someone else's biological child, it also
may mean mothering another adult within the community. Nevertheless, "motherhood" is,
according to my usage in this study the state of being a biological mother; whereas
"mothering" in this study, refers to the way a woman raises her child/children often
"determined" by cultural convention and the community.
1.4)

Black Women as Determined Mothers:
The ideologies of motherhood and mothering are often challenged and doubted by

writers such as Margaret Sanger in Motherhood in Bondage (1928), Philip Wylie in
Generation of Vipers (1942), and Simone de Beauvoir in The Second Sex (1953). Also
included in this category are Hans Sebald in Momism: The Silent Disease of America (1976),
Nancy Chodorow in The Reproduction of Mothering (1978) and other militant feminists,
some of whom pictured mothering as bondage and the forfeiture of one's independence.
Adrienne Rich's Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution (1970) seems
the most thought-provoking of them all. It makes a mockery of the institution and capitalizes
on the shortcomings of the cultural myth of motherhood. Rich writes that the institution of
motherhood often depicts calmness, and creates images of mothers as "Mara Donna who are
[...] calm in their fulfillment" (19), but that these myths sometimes downplay the adverse
view of calmness and fulfillment within motherhood. De Beauvoir's The Second Sex, written
in 1949 well ahead of Rich's Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution,
13
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pictures motherhood biologically, psychologically and socially as the basic setback to
women's access to emancipation. For De Beauvoir, the mother-child relationship, which
some women look forward to, becomes "parasitical," "monstrous," "horrible," and
"terrifying." A desire to take on the traditional female roles, she writes, is a rejection of
vitality, a dropping out of meaningful participation in the real world (see Patterson, 117).
Similarly, Chodorow in The Reproduction of Mothering stresses De Beauvoir's views on the
role mothering plays in the psyche of the girl child. For the very experience of being
mothered by a woman transmits the mothering experience from mother to daughter.
Chodorow argues that the process of identity formation in the girl-child takes place through
continuous attachment to and identification with the mother (Chodorow 7). In her belief that
mothering is limiting for the woman, Chodorow supports the idea of "shared child
mothering" which is referred to in this study as 'othermothering' because she feels this will
help mothers develop some sense of independence, which is usually denied them, by what
she calls "too much embeddedness in [the] relationship" (218). Unlike De Beauvoir, Rich and
Chodorow, Sanger does not condemn motherhood in its entirety. Rather, she questions the
disastrous effects of excessive childbearing on women; this Sanger feels is "a type of slavery
that is a disgrace to American ideals [...]" (Sanger xvix). She concludes by calling for the
abolition of enslaved motherhood through the practice of birth control. From the above
overview, it is observed that the myths of motherhood and mothering are based partly on the
sexist ideology that women have "maternal instinct rather than intelligence, selflessness
rather than self-realization, relation to others rather than interest in self' (Gloria Wade-Gayles
58). This vision of motherhood as selfless is not really completely true; however, because
motherhood to some women provides a true sense of self-realization as it spurs them on to
work harder for their loved ones. The mere feet of bringing to life another human being is a

14
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thing of joy, which some mothers may welcome with love and passion, and be determined in
all ramifications of the word to raise the child with joy and fulfillment.
Psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva views maternity completely differently from the sexist
point of view in her Histoire d'Amour (Editions Denoel, 1983). I agree with Kristeva, who
argues on the topic of maternal love, that maternity has to do with an intensified face-off with
love in a way that is both regressive and sublimated. Regressive and sublimated in that,
psychologically, mothers may often have the feeling that children need attention more than
anything else and at the same time, the mothers' own careers and social lives also need
attention. If this is not properly balanced, it becomes a problem, thus limiting one's
tendencies to achieve a meaningful goal in society. Motherhood and mothering both involve
"give and take." Thus, Kristeva critiques some feminist movements for dissociating the
active, professional, intellectual woman from her mothering roles as a homemaker. She
condemns the way the contemporary woman focuses excessively on an aggressive approach
rather than on care and love in her quest for equality. (To her, motherhood is the greatest and
most unique form of creation). I argue that while the experience of mothering demands much
strength physically, mentally, and financially, it is not worth looking at mothering only from
the angle of self-actualization and personal accomplishment outside the communal and
altruistic role of mothering. A determined mother could successfully achieve both roles,
which are mothering and career as will be viewed in some of the texts selected for study here.
These theories of motherhood and mothering are applicable to the lives of Black
mothers. However, in the face of patriarchy and poverty, Black mothering is viewed very
differently and entwined in its own web of difficulties. Robert Staples writes in "The Myth of
Black Maternity" that popular beliefs have often reproduced the notion that "giving birth to a
child is 'the high point' of a Black woman's life and that motherhood represents maturity and
the fulfillment of one's function as a woman" (158-9). In Tomorrow's Tomorrow, Joyce
15
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Ladner explains that Black mothers are "legendary figure(s) in American thought [...] for
they are stronger than other women and certainly stronger than Black men" (63). It is in the
light of these assertions about the idealization of Black mothering that I am going to read
determined mothering as a complex and ambivalent strategy to articulate resistance as
presented by the four authors: Emecheta, Philip, Agnant and Nwapa.
I have chosen to compare the images of Black mothers as determined mothers due to
my own migrant experience, as a woman from Nigeria in Canada. I have come to observe
with dismay that many of the Black mothers I met in Canada were single mothers, especially
those from the Caribbean. Carol Boyce-Davies comments on the high incidence of single
motherhood in the Caribbean and the struggles of single mothers based on her personal
experience as a woman who grew up in the Caribbean. She states that she has always been
impressed by the way Caribbean mothers fight for their families. In addition, she has learned
how to survive, how to support and raise a child all alone, and how to deal with a profoundly
sexist society.5 Without contributing to stereotypes of Caribbean men and women, I want to
explain my surprise at learning that Black women in the African diaspora face different forms
of oppression given various types of patriarchies, because this realization is part of the
genesis of this project. Due to this observation about the plight of the Haitian mothers I met
in Canada, I began to question myself on the whereabouts of the husbands or partners of
these women and the so-called "fathers" of their children. Thus, I started an abstract
comparison in my mind's eye between these mothers and the mothers of Nigeria with whom I
grew up in Africa, and finally concluded that it would be interesting to explore this subject
interculturally and in terms of fictional Black mothers in diasporic-British, Canadian and
African novels.
See preface, Boyce-Davies, Carol, and Elaine Savory Fido, eds. Out of the Kumbla: Caribbean Women and
Literature. Trenton: African Worid Press Inc.. 1990. p. xv. See also the Postiace by Verena Haldermann and
Remerciements of Agnant's La Dot de Sara. P. 179-181.
5
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I have, also chosen to study the construction of Black mothers in the novel as cultural
work. Mothers do cultural work in the lived world and in the world of the novel. I am
interested in motherhood and mothering as cultural work that challenges the system of
patriarchy and poverty. The novels themselves do cultural work in terms of bringing these
issues to light through the construction of textual reality. Art often both mirrors and
comments on culture. Margaret Atwood writes in Survival that literature is like a mirror and
if a culture lacks these mirrors "it has no way of knowing what it looks like" (16); while
Helen Chukwuma, a Nigerian feminist activist, writes: "Art reflects life and the negative
female image in the novel is a carryover" (xviii). Similarly Jane Tompkins writes "[Novels]
offer powerful examples of the way a culture thinks about itself, articulating and proposing
solutions for problems that shape a particular historical moment" (xi). Although the novel is
fictional and one of the genres of the Arts, these quotes illustrate that it both reconstructs and
deconstructs lived experiences and mirrors and critiques cultures. The novels chosen in this
study reflect and proffer solutions, to a degree, for patriarchal society's construction of Black
mothers in motherhood, mothering and marriage.
1.5)

Determined Mothers In the Novels:
Chapter One offers a reading of Second Class Citizen from a feminist viewpoint,

taking into account the relationship Black people have among themselves in Britain as this
plays a vital role in defining or silencing the voice of the determined mother in the Black
community in London. As Richard Hoggart has noted, the relationship among Blacks in
Britain could destroy the Black group cohesion (72). The novel, which is set in Nigeria and
Great Britain, centers on the life and experiences of Adah Obi the protagonist, her struggles
and determination as a mother to raise five children all alone in Britain despite the prevalence
of sexism, poverty and intra-racial challenges in the home and within the Black community in
London. Emecheta portrays motherhood in Second Class Citizen as a thing of joy that will
17
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bring about the desired social change upon patriarchal manipulations, inequality and sexism
through the acquisition of quality education and economic independence. I will examine the
determined mother and her strategies of resistance to patriarchy, poverty and the dictates of
the society in the world of the text.
Chapter Two focuses on determination, foremothers, and role models in Harriet's
Daughter. The novel lends itself to a feminist reading with a focus on the migrant male who
sees himself as a lord over his family members. The novel is set in Toronto, and though it
centers on Margaret, a fourteen-year-old Black girl, and her friend Zulma, both portrayed as
emerging feminists whose actions motivate their mothers to resist patriarchy, I will focus on
secondary figures of the mother in the text. The relationship between Margaret and her
mother is one of sympathy and pity. Margaret is never daunted by the actions of her father,
but she is torn between sympathy and affection for her mother. Philip's feminist stance is
portrayed mainly through Tina, the mother of the protagonist; Mrs. Clarice, Zulma's mother;
role models like Bertha an assertive female voice; and foremothers like Harriet Tubman. I
will explore the transformation of a radical Black female subjectivity and the place of
language and mothering in the text.
In Chapter Three, I will explore the othermother role and the abandoned mother in
Africa in Efuru. I propose that the novel by Nwapa is a narrative of resistance, a narrative that
dramatizes the experience of childlessness and marital abandonment. Set in Eastern Nigeria,
and flooded with Ibo sensibilities, Efuru reflects the dilemma of the African woman in the
face of tradition and change, coupled with the attendant ordeal of childlessness in marriage.
In spite of the fact that Efuru lost her only child in her first marriage, as a determined mother,
she plays the role of othermother to Ogea, her stepchild and other people in the community in
her search for fulfillment. Nwapa portrays the othermother/daughter relationship in Efuru as a
pleasant and a well-deserved relationship. I will explore the transformation of childlessness
18
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and abandonment into a thing of joy through othermothering. One of my objectives in this
chapter is to foreground this representation of the plight of the Black mother in traditional
African society in contrast with that of the Black mother in Canada or Britain.
Chapter Four explores generations of mothering as resistance in La Dot de Sara. I
propose that the novel by Agnant lends itself to a feminist reading as a narrative of resistance,
a narrative that exposes patriarchal manipulations and the challenges of single motherhood in
the face of abject poverty. La Dot de Sara, Agnant's first literary work set in Montreal,
narrates Marianna's generational experiences of motherhood and mothering in a simple
French colored with the Creole language here and there that marks the diasporic nature of the
text. It successfully depicts the historical and sociological intricacies of the different phases
of motherhood and mothering among women from the African diaspora in Haiti and in
Canada, with special focus on conflicts between mothers and daughters. I will concentrate on
Marianna and her descendants as mothers who have being abandoned with their children by
their husbands/partners, which results in their adopting a self-sufficient posture as single
mothers over generations. Arguably this self-sufficiency normalizes abandonment and
indirectly leads to a continuing and generational cycle of abandonment by fathers. One of my
objectives in this chapter, besides reading determined mothering as resistant, will be to
explore this representation of Black mothering in Canada and Haiti beside the representations
previously discussed of mothering in Africa and Britain.
The reception of these four novels constitutes another important context for my
analysis of determined mothering, motherhood and othermothering. Emecheta's works
especially Second Class Citizen and Joys of Motherhood have attracted a legion of critical
responses from both male and female critics in Africa. Some of the critics charge her with
ambivalence, nihilism, sexual vulgarity, and others see her as an iconoclast whose contact
with western values has prejudiced her perception of African cultural values (critics such as
19
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Marie Umeh, Gloria Chukukere, Molara Ogundipe-Leslie, Katherine Frank, Eustace Palmer,
and Femi Ojo-Ade). These critical responses to Emecheta's Second Class Citizen reveal quite
conflicting views, but none has actually made an attempt at investigating mothering as a
strategy of resistance in the text. I will argue that stereotypes of Black motherhood and
mothering as self-sacrificing and strong are reappropriated to be used as a means of critiquing
patriarchal oppression and poverty.
Philip's Harriet's Daughter, though published in 1988, has received scant critical
response in spite of the fact that Philip's other works have received quite substantial critical
attention. This could be because it is marketed as a novel for young readers. In addition, the
language and style might be a source of discouragement as there is a sharp difference
between Standard English and Local Black English employed in the novel. However, the
novel also identifies a process whereby Black mothers become subjects—through an
understanding of and defiance against existing patriarchal structures of dominance. In
particular, this process of asserting Black female subjectivity attracted me to this text, by
interrogating Black patriarchy in the West as regards motherhood and mothering even though
the mothers in the novel are secondary figures rather than protagonists.
Nwapa's literary works have created great waves on the African literary scene. These
works have been viewed by critics such as Taiwo Oladele, Yemi Mojola, Ernest Emenyonu,
Chikwenye Ogunyemi, Katherine Frank, Charles Nnolim and others. However, none has
viewed the theme of 'othermothering' in the novel as a form of resistance. I will argue that in
her determination to experience mothering, Efuru accepts genital mutilation in her first
marriage and encourages her second husband to take another wife in view of her own
childlessness in order to mother children through her co-wife. Although othermothering is a
traditional role within polygamy and patriarchy, it is also a role that empowers the
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protagonist to a degree within the limits of traditional African society, while at the same time
exposing those limits as a burden upon women.
Agnant's works have been viewed by critics such as Patrice J. Proulx, Winfried
Siemerling, Frangoise Naudillon, Lucie Lequin, Barreiro Carmen Mata, Silvie Bernier,
Christiane Ndiaye and others. La Dot de Sara is mostly viewed from the perspective of
Marianna's migrant experience in Montreal and her use of oral literature as a self-affirmative
device as she narrates her generational stories to her granddaughter Sara. However, I want to
argue further that Marianna as a determined mother uses hard work as a strategy of resistance
against sexism and poverty in order to protect Giselle and provide her with a good education
in the face of abuse and abandonment as Marianna assumes a self-sufficient posture.
In writing this thesis, I intend to contribute to the growing body of criticism on Black
women's writing from the different countries: Britain, Canada and Nigeria. In spite of the
different settings and the different strategies of articulating resistance, the texts in my corpus
all narrate stories of Black mothers who resist male chauvinism and poverty for the sake of
children, for the women themselves, and often for the community as a whole. These
narratives all tell stories of mothers or orthermothers who will not be restricted to narrow
definitions of their person. In defending this claim, I will argue that these fictional mothers,
as determined mothers, challenge the stereotype of the "strong mother" by using their
strength as a strategy of resistance against patriarchy and poverty. I will suggest that these
mothers and their determination function as resistant elements in the texts and that they are
counter-narratives to patriarchy rather than merely stereotypical strong Black mothers.
Finally another question I ask of the selected novels is whether this depiction of the Black
mother is represented as the same in traditional African societies and in the West in the world
of each novel.
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CHAPTER ONE
The Determined Mother and Her Strategies of
Resistance in Second Class Citizen
Buchi Emecheta writes brilliantly on the interrelatedness of the roles of mother and
wife in Second Class Citizen, frequently registering women's dissatisfaction with both
traditional roles. She is a visionary writer whose character portrayal reflects the pain, the
bitterness, the regrets and the disappointments that propel mothers to push on in the face of
patriarchal oppression and poverty. Second Class Citizen is not necessarily an illustration of
the evils committed by whites against Blacks in Britain, though such ordeals feature in the
foreground and the background of the lives of some of the characters. Rather, this novel
represents Emecheta's views of the wickedness that can take place within Black male-female
relationships when intra-racial, sexist, and patriarchal manipulations work in conjunction as a
hindrance to happiness and fulfillment. More specifically, the novel is based on Emecheta's
own burdens and experience as a mother and wife in England, where she has been living
from 1962 to date.
Emecheta's novels, especially Second Class Citizen and In the Ditch, are semiautobiographical. Although it is difficult to separate autobiography from fiction, we know
Emecheta paints a fictional world which reflects her experiences as a determined mother. In
addition, this telling of her personal story in fictional form stands as a means of speaking for
other silenced mothers. When asked in an interview why she wrote, Emecheta replied,
"writing was therapeutic" (Zhana 2006). She viewed her writing as the "release for all my
anger, all my bitterness, disappointments, my questions and my joy" (Holmes 1996).
Emecheta wrote to acquire an inner peace. Most importantly, she wrote to "make ends meet"
as she declared elsewhere that, she had to write because of her children; that is, to support
them financially (Holmes 1996).
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Emecheta was born in the commercial city of Lagos, Nigeria in 1944. She had a very
humble beginning but was fortunate to have a government scholarship in high school. She
married in her teens to avoid homelessness and joined her husband in London in 1962, where
she stayed alone with her five children as a single mother. She studied sociology at the
London School of Economics with the help of a British grant; today, she is an accomplished
writer with a doctorate. In the midst of her struggles she wrote: In the Ditch (1972); followed
by The Bride Price (1976); and The Joys of Motherhood (1976); afterwards she wrote The
Slave Girl (1977); Destination Biqfra (1982); Double Yoke (1982); and Rape ofShari (1983)
just to mention a selection of her works (see Adeola James1990). Emecheta's works are
known for the manner in which she treats complex issues of gender, social, intra-racial,
racial, class and economic inequalities in conjunction with the residual effects of British
colonialism. The Joys af Motherhood is one of her outstanding works. In this novel, in which
she questions the worth of self-sacrifice in mothering, Emecheta portrays the protagonist Unu
Ego as a determined mother who sacrifices her happiness for the well-being of her children,
but ends up being abandoned by the same children and dies a miserable pauper. I did not
choose to study The Joys of Motherhood in this thesis in spite of the fact that it deals
extensively with issues of motherhood and mothering because Unu Ego is portrayed as a
traditional mother who accepts patriarchal values and its manipulative structure without
question and ends up losing. Rather, I want to look at resistant mothers in literary works,
mothers who stand up for themselves and fight for their children in the face of patriarchal
challenges and poverty, whether they are successful or not. Emecheta is a radical feminist
(that is, a feminist who not only believe in the need for a change, but play a vehement role for
the actualization of that change) in the sense that she is a revolutionary and an iconoclast who
yearns for change in women's roles through education. It was in quest of these changes that
she wrote most of her novels (Adeola James 1990). Amongst other Afro-European feminist
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literary works in contemporary literature, Emecheta's Second Class Citizen stands out as one
of the most resistant works. It is a novel of feminist resistance, a novel that challenges and
transforms the various patriarchal ideologies imposed on Black women—women as
propagators of the husbands' lineages, responsible for the upkeep of the home, as secondclass citizens and voiceless. Often much that has to do with women becomes secondary in a
sexist society. Helen Chukwuma writes in The Identity of Self: Feminism in African
Literature: Essays on Criticism that:
[t]he female character [..is a facile lack-lustre human being,
the quiet member of a household, content only to bear children
[...]. Docility and complete submission of will were demanded
and enacted from her. This traditional image of women as
indeterminate human beings, dependent, gullible and voiceless
stuck. (215)
Second Class Citizen resists and transforms the social injustice that continuously relegates
women to the shadows of human life. Emecheta thus represents women differently from what
the patriarchal norm has so often presented them to be. It is in this light that Ezenwa Ohaeto
posits in "Rewriting Myth with Myth: The Feminist Streak in Buchi Emecheta's Double
Yoke''' that "Emecheta's attempts to represent a corrective worth of the female image in her
literary works amount to a replacement of myth with myth" (217). I agree with Ohaeto
because there is a complete reversal of roles in most of Emecheta's works. The supremacy of
the patriarchal myth is replaced by the feminist ideology as yielding positive results to the
detriment of patriarchy. Emecheta in most of her works portrays her heroines as super stars
that are not moved by the dictates of traditional roles in their determined bid to achieve
success, while she often portrays her male characters as weak and lacking the self-will to
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achieve a meaningful life. Second Class Citizen tries to stress that women are not sheep that
have been taught to follow without self-will.
The novel opens with the narrator lamenting the unwanted birth of Adah Obi, the
protagonist, due to her gender. Adah is a girl born before her time, a child of chance. Her
arrival in the world of the text is neither planned nor expected. Hence, it is not necessary to
record her birth. Though she is born into a hostile Ibo society, a male dominated society, a
society that spites the birth of females, a society that sees females as unimportant, Adah is
determined from childhood to survive. She is determined not just to survive, but also to go
through the length and breadth of the world by all means. Adah's survival hinges on sheer
determination. As a young girl, Adah comes to the realization that she is an unwanted child
when her younger brother is sent to school while she stays at home. Therefore Adah has to be
determined to fight. To equip herself for the task ahead, she becomes conscious of her
society's aversion to her gender. Thus, without her parents' consent at a very tender age of
eight, Adah goes to school all by herself announcing her presence to the teacher who happens
to be her neighbour. Unfortunately, Adah's father dies early and she has to live with extended
relatives as a house help, yet Adah's dream of becoming somebody great in life is not
shattered. She eventually wangles her way through high school with the help of a scholarship,
believing that school is the only road to self-liberation from the dictates of the society. Adah
marries Francis during her last year in high school when she finds that her mother, too, is
married off to a relative of her father's who does not want Adah. But little does Adah realise
that she is making a bad decision by marrying so young as the inequalities in the marriage
will soon become too much for her to bear. Francis leaves for England to do professional
courses in accounting, without his wife and child as dictated by his traditional parents. While
Adah is to remain behind in Nigeria to take charge of the responsibilities of their immediate
family, with another baby on the way, she must also care financially for her own and Francis'
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extended family with her earnings as a Librarian with the American Consulate Library in
Lagos. Adah works her way into the hearts of Francis' parents and is eventually permitted by
them to join Francis in England with the children.
In England, things go sour as Adah cannot accept Francis' choice of accommodation
and cannot bring herself to do a factory job like the other Blacks. Francis informs Adah that
in England all Blacks are second-class citizens and that it is only a few privileged ones that
even get the position of bus conductor (43). But after much searching, Adah gets a job as a
library assistant at the North Finchley library due to her previous experience with the
American Consulate Library back in Nigeria; she also secures a place for her children in a
good nursery instead of fostering the children out like the other Black families. These acts of
hers trigger off strife between Adah's family and the other Blacks in the community in
London. Unfortunately Francis joins the other Blacks to mock Adah's progress as he
constantly reminds her that all Blacks are second-lass citizens in England, whether she likes it
or not. In England, Francis metamophorzises into a full-fledged sexist husband, and thus, the
marriage can no longer stand the test of time. He turns Adah into a baby-making machine,
with little or no assistance from him in the upbringing of the children. Rather, Francis is busy
asserting his manhood to the point that the other married women in the Black community
have to write Adah an open letter to warn her about her husband and stop him from
disturbing them. Adah works really hard with determination to sustain the family. As a
determined mother, when she is faced with the challenge of finding accommodation, Adah
tries to change her accent in order to be accepted by a white property owner. She pays
Francis' tuition, provides living accommodation for the family and also takes care of Francis'
other needs. In addition to the financial support, Adah is solely responsible for the chores at
home: cooking the food, washing Francis' clothes and also serving him his meals.
Furthermore, she is sexually abused as it pleases Francis or else given the beating of her life.
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Adah eventually realises that she has made the wrong decision by marrying Francis but
believes that it is not too late; she can still start all over again with the hope of providing a
sound education for her children. Towards the end of the novel, when Francis tears up Adah's
manuscript, her brain-child which he calls "brainless," and publicly denies their children in
court, Adah divorces Francis to start life all over again with her five children, armed with
determination and the belief that she can succeed with or without him.
Femi Ojo-Ade in On Black Culture studies Second Class Citizen mainly from the
angle of race. In "Buchi Emecheta: Second-Class Citizen, Second Sex, Slave" Ojo-Ade
writes that Emecheta sounds overtly biased in her representation of characters. To him the
autobiographical nature of the work makes it easier for the author to portray what she likes to
the readers. He notes that; "[t]he author takes a decided standpoint. Selection. Bias. Some
facts are emphasized, distorted. Others deliberately hidden. The autobiographical novel offers
ample possibility of invented extreme situations" (178). Ojo-Ade questions Emecheta's
objective and effective use of characterization in portraying Francis as an "elitist monster"
(183). He debunks in strong terms Emecheta's feminist arguments and identifies her view as
the westernized view of an African woman. In his conclusion, he states that the emotional,
physical, psychological and financial torture Emecheta's surrogate Adah is going through in
the world of the text is a display of the psychological love that Adah and Francis are both
enjoying. "Both go together struggling for survival, engaged in the endless battle against a
common enemy that could destroy them both, not one but both" (195). To my mind, OjoAde's opinion of Emecheta's Second Class Citizen appears too biased in presentation. He
abandons the cardinal issue, which is the determined struggle of a marginalized and an
oppressed mother to save her children and herself in the face of Black male dominance,
coupled with poverty and intra-racial squabbles. Rather, Ojo-Ade tries to defend and protect
patriarchal interests. In fact, he appears to exhibit a great distaste for the work in its explicit
27

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

representation of the African patriarchal institution. If it is the representation of Adah against
Francis her husband that so displeases Ojo-Ade, then it is obvious that Emecheta's feminist
stance is yielding positive fruits.
Adah as a young girl so shocks the community with her extreme determined
assertions that her growth into a strong and independent woman is all but predictable. She
rejects traditional behavioral standards of all kinds and attempts to rely solely on herself.
Thus, as a young girl Adah has already begun a journey of defiance. This determination to
succeed in life, which becomes Adah's strategy of articulating resistance against hegemonic
norms, is propelled by an inner force, which she refers to as the "presence," an inner voice.
According to the narrator, it has never been possible to pinpoint the origin of this "presence,"
but Adah is aware of it around the age of eight. This "presence," which begins "like a
dream," is greatly responsible for the personal pursuit, determination, and motivation
necessary to propel Adah forward as a determined mother throughout her life (7). Emecheta's
surrogate Adah, like the strong Black mother as presented in some stereotypes and as more
completely displayed by Hughes' poem, "Mother to Son," determines to give her children a
good education in London in spite of ongoing racism. She refuses to see herself in the eye of
the "other," like the other Blacks as explained by W.E. B. Du Bois in "The Souls of Black
Folks": One ever feels his two-ness an, -American, a Negro, two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two waning ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps
it from being torn asunder. (1997, 615) (Although Du Bois is speaking about the experience
of Blacks in American, this feeling of otherness can apply to other Blacks from the African
diaspora who live in predominantly white societies.). It is indeed Adah's dogged strength and
determination that keep her and her children from drowning in the ocean of intraracial/patriarchal manipulation. Despite the fact that Francis reduces her to a 'second-class'
citizen, once in London, this mistreatment hastens her towards refusal to be seen in that light
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as she struggles to get a better job. Adah's strong disapproval of her husband's choice of
residence in London, in the midst of unlettered Blacks infuriates him. Francis
spat out in anger: 'You must know, my young lady, that in Lagos
[Nigeria] you may be a million publicity officers for the Americans;
you may be earning a million pounds a day; you may have hundreds
of servants; you may be living like an elite, but the day you land in
England, you are a second-class citizen. So you can't discriminate
against your own people, because we are all second class. (42-3,
emphasis added)
Adah accepts her husband's cold welcome in London and is motivated to make the
best out of an awkward situation. As a determined mother, she vows that "her children must
have an English education [and she must continue hers] and, for that reason, she is prepared
to bear the coldest welcome even if it came from her husband" (43). Due to her ardent desire
to have a better job in spite of the overt racism, Adah is marginalized. Her Black community
imposes its inscriptions and restrictions, trying to silence her by forcing her to accept, like
most other Blacks in London, the factory jobs, which could barely put food on her table and
pay the rent. (43). Little did Adah realize that not conforming to prescribed standards in
Britain would lead not just to ostracism and the silencing of her voice by the Black
community, but also to physical, mental and sexual abuse from her own husband, whom she
supports financially. One would have thought Francis would be happy to see his family after
such a long time, but instead he makes his wife understand quickly that all colored people are
second-class citizens. Francis makes her believe that in England, it is "the middle-class Black
that is lucky enough to get such low jobs as the post of a bus conductor" (43) and that she had
better accept the situation and look for a factory job like every other Black person. She is
29

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

therefore termed as obstinate and proud by her Black community because her husband and
the other Blacks perceive her as striving for upward mobility, trying to break out of her
prescribed class.
[T]o most of her Nigerian neighbors, [Adah] was having her cake
and eating it. She was in a white man's job, despite the fact that
everybody had warned her against it, and it looked as if she meant
to keep it. She would not send her children away to be fostered like
everybody else; instead they were living with them, just as if she
and Francis were first-class citizens, in their own country. (75)
Unfettered by the constraints posed by the Black community in London, Adah adopts
determination as her strategy of resistance. She refuses to be brainwashed like the other
Blacks in her community, who believe that they can make a living in London only with
menial jobs (41-3), thereby reproducing poverty in the lives of their offspring. Rather, she
believes that one can get whatever one strives for if one really works hard. According to
Tommie Jackson Lee in An Invincible Summer: Female Diasporan Authors, psychoanalysts
Abram Kardner and Leonel Ovesey studied Black immigrants in the West, conceived on the
premise that group characteristics are adaptive rather than acquired. In addition, they dispute
the claim of in-born "Negro characteristics;" rather they describe the Black personality as
defined by the cultural institutions that have produced it. According to Jackson, these
psychologists conclude that. "[a]daptive patterns are not inherited; each individual creates
them anew according to need, within the framework of culturally determined possibilities"
(102). They further observe that although their findings pertain to African-Americans, they
are equally applicable to oppressed people anywhere, irrespective of color. With specific
reference to Second Class Citizen, I agree with Jackson that the success phobia in Second
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Class Citizen is behind the silencing of Adah's voice by her husband and the Black
community (103). As Blacks in Britain, they are psychologically oriented by the social milieu
to believe that they can never make it because they are only good for low-level jobs (Second
Class... 43-4, 63). Hence, they see no need to take a step further in their daily endeavor at
improving their lot (43-4). Based on the analysis of the psychologists, one could claim that
Francis and the other Black Nigerian neighbors appear to fear challenge due to the overt
racism. Though on the surface they are constantly striving for success, there seems to be a
subconscious feeling that no matter how hard they tiy, they will never make it (63). They
therefore see Adah in her determined stance to make a change because of her children as a
traitor.
As a determined mother, Adah could not bring herself to share the group ideologies
and abject poverty because her reason for migrating to England was to acquire a good
education for herself and the same for her children. Therefore, no amount of intimidation or
estrangement from the group could make her lose sight of her dream and vision. Not even the
overt racism in England or, worse still, her husband's constant ill treatment could deter her
from achieving her goal. According to Jackson, the attitude of oppressed Blacks often
"creates more intra-Negro animosity than it alleviates" (102). Adah offers a counter-narrative
to the cultural constructions of Black people as second-class citizens, as she was determined
to get her children the best in spite of all odds. Their two children live with them at home,
and not only is she able to pay a white baby sitter, but also, she aids up getting a place for her
children in a good nursery (that is a reputable institution) (73), which is a mystery to her
Black compatriots who foster out their children to whites (46).
Adah and her family are suddenly turned out of their apartment in London because
their Black neighbors could no longer take Adah's breakthroughs in areas they find difficult
to succeed in. In addition to the success of providing for her children, Adah gets a very good
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job at the North Finchley library (69). The landlord and his wife's continuous envy of Adah's
fruitfulness, as Adah expects another child after six months in London, contributes as well to
the reason behind their eviction. Francis' attempts at betraying Adah with his African
neighbors is thus successful, since her recurring breakthroughs displease them greatly and
remind them of their powerlessness:
Francis thought that by confiding in them [their neighbors] and
adapting to their standards, they would accept him. But he was
forgetting the Yoruba saying that goes, "a hungry dog does not
play with one with a full stomach." Francis forgot that to most
of their neighbors, he had what they did not have. He was doing
his studies full time, and did not have to worry about money
because his wife was earning enough to keep them going. He
could see his children every day and even had the audacity of
giving his wife another. (69-70)
One wonders at the reason behind the silencing of Adah's voice, not just by her
compatriots, but also by her own husband whom she works hard to support financially.
Because of Adah's determined stance to succeed, the Black group unity is destroyed (Hoggart
72). Adah is excommunicated by the Black community and estranged from her husband.
Emecheta employs determination as a positive weapon of resistance against Black complicity
and portrays Francis as a weak man who accepts a subordinate role easily without a fight.
Francis makes no effort to challenge or change his plight; this could be because of his
traditional Ibo orientation. There was no need to have an intelligent conversation with his
wife because, "you see, she might start getting ideas" (65). His myopic attitude towards his
family leads to his own and his family's emotional disorganization, due to lack of unity,
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respect, love, and trust for his wife. Furthermore, as Tommie Jackson writes, "resistance to
change is made analogous to death" (112). Francis' attitude could indeed be read as leading
him towards his doom, that is his end.
Francis' plight is made worse by the suffocating system that incapacitates and denies
him his aspirations of becoming a qualified accountant, limits his individuality as a person,
and turns him into "the devil himself' in his home. Francis' downfall as a man becomes, in
no time, Adah's pain and bitter regret as a mother and wife. Adah's remarkable
breakthroughs as a determined mother stand as a painful reminder to her husband and the
community of their unending failures. One might say that having remarkable breakthroughs,
she is becoming more and more white; but, rather, she is trying to live beyond racist society
and be more autonomous, despite the limits of living as "other" in a predominantly white
society. Due to his traditional patriarchal background and his colonial history, Francis regards
Adah as "chattel" to be used to assuage his financial and sexual needs at any time of the day.
He does not care whatever she passes through in pregnancy. Adah feels bad that not only her
mental and financial rights are abused, but her reproductive rights as well. The narrator notes:
[Adah is] to be slept with at any time, even during the day and, if
she refuses, to have sense beaten into her until she gives in; to be
ordered out of bed after he had done with her; to make sure she
washes his clothes and got his meals ready at the right time. (181)
Emecheta portrays the destructive nature of the traditional African patriarchal system
transported throughout the diaspora by the African male, who poses as lord in his home.
Hence, this is another power block the Black mother has to contend with or break down as it
affects her happiness and that of her offspring. Adah as a determined mother makes the bold
decision and is determined to end her oppression by her husband in order to live for her
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children, whom she vows to do everything possible for, in order to raise them properly so that
they will not replicate their father.
I brought my children here [to England] to save them from the clutches of
your family, [Francis' family] and, God help me, they are going back [to Nigeria]
as different people; never, never are they going to be the type of person you are. My
sons will learn to treat their wives as people, individuals, not like goats that have been
taught to talk. My daughters... God help me, nobody is going to pay any bleeding
price for them. They will marry because the love and respect their men, not because
they are looking for the highest bidder or because they are looking for a home... [ .. .].
Yes, I have my children.They are only babies, but babies become people, men and
women. I can switch my love to them. (133)
Adah resists and transforms the limitations on her individuality, and to the surprise and
dismay of the Black community, overtly and obstinately ignores the sacred norms and
traditions of the Black community in Britain. She becomes a stranger in the midst of her
people with a "quality of abandon" (Wade-Gayles 187). Therefore, after Francis burns her
manuscript, which she calls her brainchild (The Pride Price), she is left with no option but to
divorce him for her own good and that of her children, whom Francis publicly renounces in
court (187), claiming that they are not his own. For if, according to Adah, Francis can destroy
her brainchild and can deny his own children publicly, then he could kill her as well. She
painfully regrets her early marriage, which was because of her homelessness. The desire to
have a home she could call her own pushed her into an early marriage (25). Emecheta like
Mohanty, Walker, Johnson-Odim, Gilliam and many other radical feminists, questions the
worth of early marriages and marriages founded on sexist principles.
Traditionally sexist marriages are more and more in vogue. And
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while they tend to breed the seeds of misery and dissatisfaction
that served as catalyst to feminist rebellion [...], folks marry
young and divorce young. Patriarchal male domination in
marriages and partnerships has been the primary force creating
break-ups and divorces [...]. (hooks 84)
The struggle between Black men and Black women is no longer news in Black literature—be
it African or Western literature as is the case of the four novels in this corpus. Much Black
male-female confrontation is caused by Western society's limitation of Black men coupled
with their colonial past. Wade-Gayles writes that the Black man, unable to protect and
provide for his family, "is inevitably [...] psychologically castrated" (106). Men who suffer
such fate she notes, "[yjield the reins of power to their wives, abandon their families, or often
take out their frustrations on their wives and become cruel tyrants in their home" (106).
Emecheta's portrayal of Francis' lack of self-confidence and his inability to complete his
studies in London, where he seems to be going to unending classes, affirms Francis' inability
to experience breakthroughs, and his ardent desire to keep Adah from experiencing any form
of breakthrough as well because of his chauvinistic and egotistical nature. According to
Wade-Gayles, dangerous and destructive Black fathers in the novel perform cultural work as
in lived realities: "[. ..] when Black writers, male or female, hold up their artistic mirrors to
life, they find reflected therein a history of Black male-female conflict" (106-7). This could
be because some Black men in the West, due to the fact that they cannot get a better job and
cannot bring themselves to do the menial and domestic jobs most Black women do easily,
lose the position of breadwinner and caretaker of their families to the wives. These men may
often time lack the ability to make meaningful contributions to their families, sometimes
turning themselves into alcoholics and playboys, and thus becoming very mean at times to
their wives and children. Others claim unendingly to be going to school like Francis, making
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the women work really hard as determined mothers for the upkeep of the family, not just
financially, but for the psychological balance of the children as well. Ron Karenga observes
that:
[B]lack men and black women have been unkind to each other
[...]. We have sent each other to hospitals, graves and prison.
This has been our history because, the systematic destruction of
our culture and families threw us into chaos, often confused and
misdirected our loyalties and called into question our love.
(qtd in Wade-Gayles 107)
Francis becomes cruel to Adah and his children, referring to their children as Adah's
children: "Who is going to look after your children for you? I can't go on doing it; you'll
have to look for someone" (49). Adah suddenly realizes the eventual possibility that she
might be better off without Francis. If she provides the money for the upkeep of the family,
pays the rent, takes care of the chores at home etc., and is not assisted in any way by her
husband, then what is the use of remaining with him. Rather than help her, he abuses her
physically, mentally, materially, sexually and turns her into a baby-making machine-as if that
is the only good thing that can come out of her. Adah aptly understands and realizes that she
has looked for her home in the wrong place, among the wrong people. "That did not mean the
whole world was wrong or that she could never start another home. [. . .]. She would not
hurt Francis because he was the father of her babies. Nevertheless, he was a dangerous man
to live with. Like all such men, he needs victims and she wasn't going to be a willing victim"
(122). Unlike Mem Copeland in Alice Walker's The Third Life of Grange Copeland (1970),
who as a determined mother could not make a strong decision to free herself from her
oppressive husband due to her love for her children, and was finally killed by Brownfield (her
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husband); Adah refuses to deny her own emotional and physical needs as a person. In
addition, with determination to give her children a better life despite the societal inscriptions
that limit her, she is able to acknowledge her desire by taking a decisive stand and divorcing
her husband after his destruction of her manuscript and the denial of his children in court.
Emecheta shows an understanding, as does Mohanty and other feminists, that sexual and
patriarchal politics are as real as racial and class politics in the life of Black mothers.
Rejecting to a degree the social dictates that contain her as a mother and wife, Adah flees
from the experience of prescribed motherhood and wifehood by divorcing Francis.
Emecheta debunks in strong terms sexist philosophies and ideologies of motherhood,
portraying them as an imprisonment and abandonment of one's autonomy as she portrays
Adah to be successful in her chosen career. Despite the fact that Adah has five children
whom she cares for by working full-time as a library assistant, she is able to pass her library
examinations (48) and to develop a newly discovered interest in writing. Thus, the narrator
declares that Adah is:
ambitious as a student, her prospective strength as a mother,
now a newly discovered talent that seems to be another version
of motherhood [...]. In fact Adah's writing has become more
than an analogy, it is an act of self-affirmation, proclaiming
that inner resourcefulness that refuses to accept the status of
second-class citizen. (48)
Education, as identified in most of Emecheta's feminist works and in her interviews with
Susheila Nasta, Julie Holmes, and n/a Zhana, is the most important means for women to
overcome enslavement by traditional norms. According to Josephine Donovan:
Lack of education prevents women from perceiving the general
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principles behind the facts; this keeps them fromanalyzing their
own situation critically. Such myopia condemns women to the
meaningless repetition: critical reason is, therefore, the means by
which women may rise out of the vegetative slough in which they
perpetually languish. (10-11)
This is to say that determined mothering, as well as in the emancipation of women, economic
independence and more importantly the acquisition of a sound education are crucial to
liberation. Mothers need informal skills acquisition or formal education, in addition to
determination as a strategy of resistance.
For Emecheta, like her protagonist Adah, education becomes "the desideratum for an
enlightened, independent, self-fulfilling life" (Rose U. Mezu, qtd in Jackson 109-10) for
herself and her children. Emecheta began her university career as a single mother of five
children all under six years of age, while she was only twenty-two years old: She was taking
a sociology degree and working at the same time to support her family. She did not stop
there; she followed her first degree with an Mphil in social education and finally completed
her PhD in 1991. All these were done alongside her writing. What courage and strength for a
single mother of five! In one of her interviews, when asked how she was able to write despite
the children, she declares, "I had to write because of them" (Holmes 1991). Emecheta as a
determined mother, like her counterpart, Adah, knows very well that the survival of her
children hinges heavily on her. Thus, she has no choice except to be up and doing. Alice
Walker views Adah's writing as a cultural heritage in In the Search of our Mothers' Gardens.
She [Adah] integrates the profession of writer into the cultural
concept of mother/worker that she retains from Ibo society. Just as
the African mother has traditionally planted crops, pounded maize,
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and done her washing with her baby strapped to her back, so Adah
can write a novel with her children playing in the same room. (69)
This is not to contribute to the stereotypes of Black motherhood and as super mothers; rather
it points to the fact that with determination, mothers can achieve their life goals alongside
motherhood and mothering. Hence, with determination as a strategy of resistance and
motivation, mothers can get to the zenith of their careers. Moreover, I see motherhood as a
fulfilling phenomenon as suggested by Kristeva (an essential nucleus of complex experience,
as described in her Histoire d'Amour ^Editions Denoel, 1983).
Racial issues are central to Black women's senses of success. The social milieu—the
Western world informs Black mothers/women that the only way to be complete, successful
and acceptable is to change the color of their skin and their accent. Hence, as a means of
determination to live beyond these limitations, Black mothers/women tend to continue to
limit their self-realization; with the belief that it is only by "passing"6 as white that they can
achieve emancipation. This imbalance in the way Black women are viewed by their social
milieu is mostly born out of their past experience of slavery. Gilliam provides a useful
perspective of this discourse:
Often overlooked in such Marxist and/or feminist analyses is the fact that women
of African or indigenous descent in the western hemisphere have been forced to
seek "whitening"- either of their phenotypes (physical appearance) or their
cultural expression as a process to gain social acceptance and/or employability. (227)
As Black mothers struggle to shape an acceptable public identity for themselves and their
children, their body and their cultural expression is one major aspect they feel must be
reshaped. While this seems to produce a possible strategy of resistance, it also seems a great
6See Mohanty

et al, Third World women, p. 227 for more on the issue of passing.
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threat to the self. Consequently, as both resistance and acceptance to cultural dictates, many
Black women, especially during the 20th century, began vehemently to tamper with the color
of their skin and their cultural expression in order to belong. It is to point out the effects of
disenfranchisement and lack of self-confidence that Emecheta locates Second Class Citizen
early in the 20th century, according to Lean' Tin L Bracks, a period of legal and outright
segregation as well as economic and political setbacks for Blacks in London. He further
states that, during this period, Blacks were usually viewed as a racially inferior group existing
for the exploitation of the dominant white culture. He notes that "the operation of distinctly
separate communities of Blacks and Whites coupled with the economic structuring of the
communities barred Blacks from access to power while subjecting them to the whims of the
dominant white culture" (84). Emecheta's protagonist, Adah, as a determined mother who
safeguards the welfare of her children at all cost in an endless search for a home, realises the
material importance of passing, and decides to alter her accent (cultural expression) in order
to be accepted by a white property owner. The narrator notes:
She knew that any white would recognize the voice of an African
woman [. ..] She pressed her wide, tunnel - like nostrils
together as to keep out a nasty smell. She practice and practice her
voice in the loo, and was satisfied with the result. [... ]. But what
would happen if the landlady was faced with two black faces? Adah
told herself that it would be better to postpone this discovery to the
last minute. (80-1)
As a determined mother, Adah cares less about the discrimination against Blacks and
its subsequent psychological effects on the Black community in Britain since she believes in
the dream of social mobility that she can get whatever she desires as long as she strives for it.
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Francis, in his usual myopic way of seeing things, cannot believe how Adah is able to
convince a white property owner to give them accommodation. Adah is an optimist; she
remains positive until the property owner finally refuses them. I would love to say that
though Adah appears desperate to provide accommodation for her children, there is
absolutely no need to change her accent. Black mothers, rather than the aggressive battles
with their phenotype or their accent as a means of earning acceptability, they should focus
more attention on the pursuit of a qualitative education and financial empowerment, which
Adah is already doing.
Emecheta must redefine what it means to be a Black mother by focusing on a female
protagonist who seeks to liberate her children and herself from the baggage of stereotypical
roles inherited from the patriarchal and colonial framework of the society and from the
challenges of poverty. Emecheta constructs an identity deeply rooted in African cultural
influences to achieve her aim. She employs different narrative techniques to arrive at this
beautiful piece: the story is narrated from the first-person point of view, which allows readers
to identify more closely with the struggle of the determined mother.
Emecheta recounts her personal story in fictional form, freely commenting on it. She
therefore "dishes out," as it were, even the minutest details from an engage point of view as
the stoiy proceeds. The language of the novel is simple; she uses the rich Ibo dialect from the
Ibo culture, the Local English dialect as against Standard English. In addition, she uses
proverbs, poems and verses reflecting an African sensibility. For example; "pilizon" (13)
meaning prison, "lappa," meaning wrapper (74) '"Ezidiji ji de ogoli, ome oba' meaning:
'When a good man holds a woman she becomes a queen'" (15). "... 'a hungry dog does not
play with one with a full stomach"' (76) etc.
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The novel is flooded with stereotypes. For instance, Adah passes by trying to change
her accent in order to be accepted by a white property owner. Menial jobs are portrayed as the
usual job for Blacks. Emecheta displays the strategy of hard work (often, this is assumed as
an attribute of Black mothers) as a means of survival and resistance. Thus in the 20s, 30s and
40s, most immigrant families in the West were often identified by this stereotype; you work
hard and hope your children will have a better education and a brighter future, like the slave
narratives, where some of the fugitives explain their reason for working hard in order to
better their children's lot. Emecheta, like her protagonist Adah, does not accept these views.
This means, as determined mothers, working out a better livelihood for their offspring by any
means does not mean subjecting themselves to the lowliest kind of jobs. Emecheta rejects this
belief by creating a character, who not only sees herself as not cut out for menial jobs in
Britain, but also writes as a professional to make ends meet. In addition, with determination
and the desire to empower her children to live beyond the poverty line with sound education,
Adah is able to break through the barriers that constrain her in Britain.
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CHAPTER TWO
Determination, Foremothers, and Role Models
in Harriet's Daughter
In this chapter my interest is to study the roles played by foremothers and a
protagonist who is not a mother but motivates the determination in mothers and the role
played by the Black sisterhood in fostering or silencing the voice of the determined mother.
Harriet's Daughter, though most often described as children's literature, is the story of a
West Indian family in Canada in the late eighties when the novel was written. For a migrant
family in North America, the desire to assimilate becomes a great pressure on the father who
sees himself as lord of the home. Margaret's father threatens to send her to his mother in
Barbados "for some good West Indian discipline" as he calls it; even though it is a culture he
condemns and tries his best at every given opportunity to dissociate himself from. For her
part, Margaret turns to Bertha Billings the most assertive female voice in the text to protect
her and her friend Zulma from their oppressive fathers. The actions of the young girls and the
courageous words of Bertha spur the mothers to challenge their husbands whom they were so
afraid of at the beginning of the novel. The young girls also take solace in the empowering
stories of foremothers as there is absolute lack of mothering at the beginning of the narrative.
Thus the protagonist and her friend turn to foremothers and sisterhood for models of
determined resistance.
Marlene Nourbese Philip is a Black feminist activist, novelist, poet, playwright and
essayist whose works are embedded in her Caribbean culture and heritage. She was born in
1947, in Trinidad and Tobago, where she spent her early life and was later educated at the
University of the West Indies. Philip moved to southern Ontario in Canada in the year 1968
and pursued graduate degrees in political science and law at the University of Western
Ontario. She has many literary works to her credit including Thorns which she wrote in
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(1980); followed by Salmon Courage (1983); She Tries Her Tongue, Her Silence Softly
Breaks (1989); Discourse on the Logic of Language (1989);and Zong (2008) her most recent,
all works of poetry. Although Philip has written mostly poetry as mentioned above, she has
produced two works of fiction: Harriet's Daughter (1988) and Looking for Livingstone: An
Odyssey of Silence (1991). Her plays are Harriet's Daughter (2000) and Coups and Calypsos
(2001); while her Essays include. Frontiers: Essays and Writings on Racism and Culture
(1992); Showing Grit: Showboating North of the 44th Parallel (1993); CARIBANA: African
Roots and Continuities - Race, Space and the Poetics of Moving (1996); Genealogy of
Resistance and Other Essays (1997). Philip's works are part of the Canadian canon. She has
had numerous awards amongst which are: the Canadian Library Association prize for
children's literature, runner up, for Harriet's Daughter - 1989, the Casa de las American
prize for poetry- She Tries Her Tongue, Her Silence Softly Breaks,- 1998, the Toronto Arts
Award in writing and publishing, finalist-1995, the Guggenheim Fellow, in poetiy-1990,
McDowell Fellow-1991, Woman of Distinction award in the Arts, YWCA-2001, Chalmers
Fellowship in Poetry - 2002, Rockefeller Foundation residency in Bellagio, Italy-2005 and
others.7 Most of Philip's works deal extensively with language, sexism, and gender
hierarchies. Despite the fact that Harriet's Daughter is marketed as children's literature,
language, sexism and feminism feature prominently in it. Though the protagonist of this
novel is a daughter (child) and not a mother, as the title suggests, I will analyze the mother
figures in order to discuss the role played by determined mothering in the world of the text.
Published in 1988, Harriet's Daughter, a novel structured in poetry and prose form,
has received scant critical response, however, it has been widely reviewed as children's

' For more on Philip and her works see: Who's Who in Canadian Literature. Toronto: Reference Press, 1997-98;
Dawn P. Williams, Who's Who in Black Canada, Toronto: D. P. Williams, 2003; Walcott, Rinaldo. Black like
Who? Toronto: Insomniac Press. 1997.
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literature and is widely read as required reading in high schools in Canada, Enjgland, and the
Caribbean. This is in spite of the fact that Philip's other works such as Salmon Courage
(1983); She Tries Her Tongue, Her Silence Softly Breaks (1988); Looking For Livingstone:
An Odyssey of Silence (1991), have received quite substantial critical attention. The lack of
critical response could be because many consider Harriet's Daughter children's literature,
marketed for young readers.
Set in Toronto, the novel opens with Margaret, the adolescent protagonist, trying to
reproduce Harriet Tubman's Underground Railroad movement by organising her schoolmates
to play different roles as guides and slaves, slave owners and dogs, and caretakers of the safe
houses.. Margaret wants to be like Harriet Tubman while Zulma dreams of being like Angela
Davis; they see these matriarchs and the likes of Mata Hari and Harriet Blewchamp as great
women due to their humanitarian and brave roles during their times. Margaret appears to be
dissatisfied with gender roles during her time due to the patriarchal challenges some of the
mother figures, including her mother are faced with. Therefore Margaret and her friend see
role models in foremothers who have affected their generations positively in their time. This
is echoed in the title, Harriet's Daughter, in terms of foremothers and the diaspora of Black
women. Margaret craves to change some things about herself, starting with changing her
name from Margaret to Harriet. The former is believed to be the name of her paternal
grandmother and means nothing to her because her grandmother has no legacy to show in
life. Tina, Margaret's mother loves the idea of changing names because she changed her own
from Vashtina to Tina since the former often reminded her of the abusive life she experienced
as a growing child. But she could do little or nothing to help Margaret actualise her dream of
a new name because she is too frightened of her husband who will accuse her of giving
Margaret the leverage to misbehave.
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Margaret and her friend Zulma are believed by their authoritarian fathers to be
stubborn children due to their bold and inquisitive natures. While Margaret's father threatens
to send her to his mother's in Barbados "for some good West Indian discipline," Zulma's
stepfather refuses to send her back to her grandmother in Tobago despite her wishes because
he does not want to spend her mother's money on his step-daughter. He sees it as a waste of
funds in spite of Zulma's unhappy state in Canada. The young girls are displeased and
unhappy with their fathers' sexist and autocratic behaviors towards them and their mothers,
who appear too frightened to challenge their husbands or even stand up for their daughters'
rights and protect them. As mentioned, this novel does not show the determined mother in the
person of the biological mothers at the beginning of the narrative, but rather in the ideal of
activist women and foremothers who fought for historical change like Harriet Tubman a
freedom fighter, Harriet Blewchamp who escaped from a concentration camp during the war,
Mata Hari a dancer who was executed for alleged espionage during World War 1, Angela
Davis a brave Black slave who was killed by hanging, foremothers like that of Zulma's
grandmother, and Bertha Billings, an activist female voice in the present with empowering
messages.
Harriet's Daughter portrays the difficulties of growing up for a young CaribbeanCanadian girl and the lack of parental understanding with the attendant problems of
adaptation, language barrier and sexism in Toronto with being a teenager. Adolescence is a
critical period in which the lives of young adults, both male and female as they are faced with
many choices and challenges during this period of growing up: trying to behave like adults at
times and like children at the same time. It is a period when as young adults they look for
adults whom they would like to model their lives after. Adolescence is also a period in which,
as young inquisitive girls in the world of the text, they desire to have knowledge of the lives
of great women. In addition, they hope that the activities of these great women will spur them
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as young adults to challenge the patriarchal and sexist society in which they find themselves.
The actions of these girls gradually spur their mothers to be determined and courageous in the
way they handle and bring up these girls in the face of a changing world with increasing
technological advancements.
The fracas between the young girls and their fathers further exposes the weakness of
the mothers. The girls see their mothers as lacking self-will and their fathers as egoistic. For
example, the relationship between the mothers and the daughters in Harriet's Daughter is one
of dissatisfaction and disappointment in the beginning of the narrative (13-17). One can
observe a shift in power between the mothers and the daughters because the mothers do not
know how to resist in spite of the fact that they love their daughters and would love to protect
them. In addition to the fact that the mothers themselves are hurting and unhappy in the
oppressive marriages in which they find themselves, they seem too scared to challenge their
domineering husbands. Thus, Philip's novel for young readers inverts the usual prototype of
the determined mother by showing the daughters mothering themselves in the absence of
strong mothers. Although this inversion shows daughters mothering themselves and, by
extension, their biological mothers, the young protagonists look at their foremothers in
history and strive to follow them as role models. Through her connection with Margaret and
Zulma, Bertha one of the most assertive women in the world of the text, is able to empower
the biological mothers positively. She tries hard to convince the mothers about the unhappy
state of their daughters and the girls' desperate desire to run away from home if nothing is
done to rescue them from the hands of their autocratic fathers. Thus, the assistance of Bertha
and the actions of the daughters spur the biological mothers on to resist sexism and become
determined mothers. As Zulma notes, "You notice how we have to tell we mothers what is
better for dem. Is almost like we is the mother and dey de children" (143). The plight of the
mothers at the hands of their husbands is discouraging to the young girls at first, who feel
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mothers have to put up with so much, and give so much, always thinking about someone else
to the detriment of themselves (143). Hence, if this is what mothering is all about, they will
not want to replicate their mothers' behavior. They cannot stand the sight of sexist men, who
abuse women physically, financially and silence them in all ramifications of life (57).
Cuthbert, the father of the protagonist, and Mr. Clarke, Zulma's stepfather, are
portrayed as authoritative and sexist men. They silence their wives by abusing them
emotionally, psychologically, financially and physically. Cuthbert hates Tina's community
work (her local saving scheme with other women), prevents her from doing any form of work
outside the home and blames her for any mistake on the part of the children; while Mr. Clarke
beats his wife, takes her money and accuses her of over pampering her daughter. In spite of
the silencing of their voices, these determined mothers seem to feel the pain their girls are
going through, but lack the personal willpower to speak up for them at first.
Nevertheless, towards the end of the novel, the young girls turn to Bertha Billings a
rare, positive and assertive female voice, to help them because they intend to run away if
nothing is done. When all hope to break through to the fathers fails, Bertha turns her attention
to the mothers. She believes that if she can show the mothers that both girls are unhappy,
desperate and plan to run away and if she can convince the mothers about the seriousness of
the daughters' plight, it will arouse the maternal love in them for their daughters. According
to Bertha, the only way to show that the girls are serious is to inform the mothers about
Tina's missing money which is with the girls, and how they hope to keep it and use it to
actualize their plan (122). Hence, with the provocation of her maternal love, Tina, the mother
of the protagonist, vehemently challenges and resists her husband's autocratic decisions with
determination as she stands up for her daughter Margaret not to be sent away to Barbados.
Similarly, Mrs Clarke, Zulma's mother, leaves her home to take shelter at Bertha's in order to
prevent further abuse from her husband after she approves of Zulma's return to her
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grandmother in Tobago. However, the novel ends with the women having the upper hand as
the girls are sent to Tobago on a vacation to Zulma's grandmother and for Margaret to return
after the holidays and not be exiled on a disciplinary trip to Barbados. This outcome is a
result of feminist solidarity and determined mothering in a male-dominated world.
The novel highlights a means of Black mothers becoming subjects (by this I mean,
being in charge of telling their own story): first through feminist solidarity and second
through an understanding of patriarchal manipulation as it affects them and their daughters.
They must make a conscious effort to resist sexist structures of domination and use the
knowledge carved out of this understanding as a means of agency to transform patriarchal
power. Frankly, this means of asserting Black female authority drew my attention to this text,
in order to compare my views of Black patriarchy in the West, in Africa and the Caribbean.
Harriet's Daughter deals clearly and sensitively with the issues of patriarchy, sexism and
feminism within the Black community. In addition, the novel displays the mothers'
determination in the end to brace themselves against patriarchy and sexism as it threatens the
well-being of their daughters.
Context always plays an important role in how one reads and interprets motherhood
and mothering in the life of women (Mohanty 60). While Philip's novel highlights the
importance of bonding among Black women to shape motherhood and mothering, it also
reveals the fragile state of Black sisterhood. Unlike Adah in Second Class Citizen, whose
empowerment as a mother is because of sheer determination to give her children the best life
holds for them, despite the silencing of her voice by her husband and the Black community;
Tina, the mother of the protagonist in Harriet's Daughter is empowered as a determined
mother through sisterhood. "Sisterhood used to be the most powerful metaphor for
relationships between women" (Karlein Schreurs [. . .] front matcher). Philip portrays
sisterhood as a way of fostering trust among women. Harriet's Daughter offers a site for
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Black mothers to find similar experience and to valorise everyday experience in their
mothering roles. The coming together of Tina, Bertha and Mrs. Clarke offers a strategy to
resist and transform, through one voice, the cultural dictates that continually separate them in
the world of the text. Through interaction with Bertha, these mothers share their stories, to
empower and fight for each other while discovering knowledge about themselves and their
burdens. Thus as determined mothers, their ability to develop personal willpower and to stand
up for their daughters and themselves, is the result of their coming together. Such collective
knowledge and creative ability bring wider experiences into the mothers' lives as they
struggle to resist the roles designated by their social milieu and learn about Black women's
stories and futures through stories about foremothers and their own daughters. This collective
advancement is made possible through listening patiently to their personal stories and
experiences as a means of encouragement, empowerment and support (122-3).
Philip portrays the value of sisterhood through her depiction of Margaret, the
protagonist, and her friend, Zulma. In spite of the generational difference between these girls
and the foremothers in this text, as a result of the empowering stories of these foremothers
like those of Zulma's grandmother, freedom fighters like Harriet Tubman, Harriet
Blewchamp and Mata Hari whom these girls see as heroes, and therefore desire to model
themselves after, the girls are able to resist all appearance of oppression. They become brave,
fearless and assertive like these foremothers. Margaret and Zulma receive from each other the
calm love and self-affirmation denied them in their respective homes because of patriarchal
domination. Toni Morrison writes in Sula, "They found relief in each other's personality [. .
.], as solitary little girls of profound loneliness. Daughters of distant mothers and
incomprehensible fathers, they found in each other's eyes the intimacy they were looking for"
(45). In Harriet's Daughter, it is not because Margaret and Zulma have distant mothers who
never pay attention to the yearnings of their daughters that make the girls to be dissatisfied
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with their mothers. Rather it is because there is a problem of patriarchal autocracy in the
home; these mothers are determined and ready to give up everything for the sake of their
daughters, though at the beginning of the novel as we have seen above, they lack willpower
before their sexist husbands. However, Margaret does not hesitate to describe her mother as
"neurotic"—a term steeped in sexism when used to describe female behavior that is out of line
with cultural expectations, while she describes her father as a "male chauvinist pig" (14). She
spat out angrily:
But my mother? She doesn't know any better, after all she lives
with HIM. On a scale of one to ten I would give her a five, and
maybe another three points for sympathy, for living with Him. Him,
I would give a minus ten. A lot of the time I feel sorry for my mum;
she lets my father push her around too much. She fights back
sometimes, but not often enough. There are times when I want to
take her, shake her and say: 'Stand up for yourself.' [...] Get up, stand
up, stand up for your rights. (13-4)8
Tina's lack of a mother and family in her early life is portrayed as the setback in her
confused sense of identity as a mother. She wants to be the best mother in spite of all odds to
her children due to her own lack of mother-daughter experience in her childhood and young
adult life. However, to achieve her desire to give Margaret a better livelihood as a determined
mother, she has patriarchy and sexism to contend with, either to give in to patriarchal
domination or to fight back and give her daughter, Margaret, the best she can as a mother.
This desire motivates Tina in her own mother-role, which becomes the route to her

8

An intertextual reference from Bob Mariey's song
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regeneration. It is highlighted especially towards the end of the novel that her daughter,
Margaret is the force behind the discovery, which releases her from her neurosis. Margaret
becomes the link between her mother, Bertha, Mrs. Clarke, and the foremothers. Bertha
makes Tina and Mrs Clarke see reason that if they must succeed as determined mothers as
they appear to claim, they have to wake up and stand up for their daughters and themselves,
in spite of the respective patriarchal challenges before them .
The dictatorial behaviour of Cuthbert Cruickshank, the father of the protagonist, could
expressly be traced to his link with the Afro-Caribbean patriarchal belief (Paule Marshall,
319), and his colonial past—the collective history of oppression that Black women share with
Black men. Ashcroft et al. highlight the importance of feminism to post-colonial discourse
writing that patriarchy and imperialism exert similar patterns of domination over the ruled
(101). Ashcroft et al. explain that the ordeals of women within patriarchy and those of
colonised subjects are similar in a number of respects, and both feminist and post-colonial
discourse fight against such domination. They also observe that there have been vehement
debates in a number of colonised societies over whether gender or colonial oppression is the
more important political discourse in women's lives (101-2). Though this is not a postcolonial study, it is worthy of note because feminism and colonialism are inextricably
entwined. 9 Frantz Fanon in Peau Noire, Masques Blancs and Les Damnes de la terre
analyses how colonization was able to shift the mindset of Africans from pride and
independence to inferiority and domination. In addition, even after independence, Africa
continues to swim in the waters of neo-colonialism where the elite African leaders often take
the place of the colonizers who have returned home (Walter Collins 53-4). This is equally
applicable to the Afro-Caribbean family with an educated father who takes full charge of the
financial responsibility for his family, with the presence of an uneducated mother who makes
9 See "Feminism and Post-Colonialism, and Post-Colonial

Bill Ashcroft et al. p. 101-2,193-4

State" in Post-Colonial Studies: The Key Concepts by
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less financial contribution to the family. Cruickshank in Harriet's Daughter sees himself as
the lord and master having all power and authority to make decisions about any member of
his family as it pleases him without any question or interference from any of them, least of all
from Tina, his wife. Oftentimes, attempts to resist his authority are tagged disobedience in the
family, which attracts serious disciplinary measures such as: "Everyone was dead, dead quiet.
I mean nobody, but nobody ever interrupts my father when he is talking-let alone to be rude
[....]" {Harriet's Daughter 41).
Philip's portrayal of Cruickshank could be likened to that of a dictator, sitting in his
kingdom controlling the lives of his wife and children, ignorantly to his own detriment. The
home appears to emanate friction always. Nevertheless, Margaret is not daunted by her
father's actions; but she is torn between love and pity for her mother (17). She is conversant
with the happenings in the family. To Margaret, Tina as a determined mother does her best to
keep her children happy and give them a good life by buying all sorts of things she feels they
need (6). She tries as well to make them look good in and outside the home, thus trying to
compensate for her poverty-stricken, motherless childhood and bitter experience as a young
adult. Tina laments at the painful treatment meted out to Margaret by her father. Since he
cannot control Margaret's mind like the other members of the family, therefore he tries his
best to control her body and movement (112-3), which makes Margaret seek help in the arms
of Bertha whom she perceives as a brave woman who can be trusted. Tina on the other hand
is portrayed as a powerless woman locked up in the pathology of masculine dominance
(Chukwukere 16).
Cruickshank has been oriented by the patriarchal ideology to believe that a good
father provides for his family through financial support. A real man leaves chores, childraising and education in the home to his wife. Hence, he attributes any form of disobedience
from the children as Tina's lack of focus on them. As he bitterly complains, "Do you see
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what I mean, Tina? Do you see where all your foolishness had got her [Margaret]? [...].
Your mother is to know where you are at all times. Tina do you understand that? You really
haven't been doing your job [at home] you know" (90-1). As a determined mother, Tina is
not happy because Cruickshank is making life unbearable for Margaret as a growing child.
Yet Tina could not resist his authority initially because of her myopic complicity. She
believes that a father is supposed to know what is best for his family (91).
Hence, Cruickshank silences his family by having them believe that talking back to a
father or disagreeing in any way are acts of disobedience. This gives Cruickshank
justification. To his mind he is justified in mistreating both his wife and daughter. He
prevents his wife from taking up any job outside the home (41), claiming that she is not doing
her job well as a mother especially in regards to Margaret whom 'he' sees as a very rude
child due to his inability to control her mind. Paule Marshall writes that this mistreatment of
one's wife and children is typical of West Indian men; patriarchal domination is "fairly
commonplace in the American sense: the adjustment of an immigrant [family] to the
American culture [...] [patriarchal manipulation] was the experience of the West Indian
immigrant in America, especially the Barbadian West Indian [. ..]" (319). I wish to suggest
that this could be termed as a case of inferiority complex: Black men often try to measure up
to the standard of life in their new setting without considering the adverse effect on the other
members of the family. Tina is a very loyal wife (91) who is too humble and affectionate to
resist Cruickshank's maltreatment. She is too gentle and too afraid at the same time to resist
her husband's control. Even so, there are times on the inside when she wants to resist:
Margaret laments, "My mum looked like she was going to throw her food at him. Then her
face came over all closed and stubborn looking, but she didn't say anything" (90).
Mrs Clarke, Zulma's mother, appears to be more pathetic as she cannot defend her
daughter and herself from Frank's physical and mental abuse. He controls her mind, body,
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and even her finances (57-8). Mrs Clarke as a determined mother comes to Canada to find a
better life for her daughter. She comes to Canada in order to work hard to give her daughter a
sound education. Finally after all the years of struggle she is able to bring Zulma her daughter
to Canada, but it is not working out as she hoped because of her husband's oppressive and
negative behaviour towards the child (18). He only likes Zulma around to run all kinds of
errands, like buying cigarettes and pop, and even cleaning his shoes (18). In spite of their
loneliness and melancholy, Tina and Mrs. Clarke are portrayed as increasingly determined
and selfless mothers as the novel progresses, because they are mothers with strength,
perseverance, and affection (122-3). Their every aim, every wish, is as a result of their
determination to protect their daughters from autocratic fathers, though it was difficult in the
beginning (124).Toward the end of the novel Philip portrayed these mothers as very
determined; for they are mothers with bitter and poverty-stricken pasts, mothers without
empowering and generational stories told by a mother, aunt or grandmother like those of
Zulma told by her grandmother, and unlike Zulma's mother who is all alone in Canada (124).
Mary Helen Washington writes in Black-Eyed Susan: Classic Stories by and About
Black Women that "Black women have been alone because the damage done to our men
prevented our closeness and protection; and alone because we have had no one to tell us
stories about ourselves" (p. xxii). Toni Morrison's caption on lonely women also echoes
Philip's portrayal of these mothers: "the loneliest woman in the world is a woman without a
woman friend" (qtd in Wade-Gayles 111). Philip's mothers are completely lonely and in a
world of their own. Thus, Philip passes the blame for their lonely state and lack of sisterhood
onto the individualistic nature of Canadian society and the Canadian weather, as Tina aptly
declares, "I wonder whether is the cold that make us so closed-in and narrow in this country,
only concentrating on your own life [...] that was [not] what people was for, [rather it was]
to help each other" (124-5). This points to the fact that Black women's mothering in the
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diaspora is not only affected by patriarchal, sexist or economic factors, but also by exile from
the known world and most importantly complete dislocation. As a result, there is little sharing
of personal stories or common grounds of information dissemination to empower each other.
According to Mohanty:
The homogeneity of women as a group is produced not on the basis of biological
essentials but rather on the basis of secondary sociological and anthropological universals [. .
.]. [W]omen are characterized as a singular group on the basis of a shared oppression. What
binds women together is a sociological notion of the "sameness" of their oppression. It is at
this point that an elision takes place between "women" as a discursively constructed group
and "women" as material subjects of their own history. (56)
This passage suggests that women can move mountains as a result of their sameness
on the grounds of shared oppression. Women as disciplined beings in their determination can
attain greatness if they team up together to fight a common goal and the common enemy:
'patriarchal manipulation.' Philip, having an understanding of the potential of unity in Black
sisterhood, quickly turns to it as the last resort for the empowerment of the determined
mothers as a strategy to articulate resistance to patriarchal hegemonic power. As stated above
the most powerful example of womanly assertiveness and sisterly solidarity in Harriet's
Daughter is Bertha Billings. In Bertha, Philip presents the legacy of a heroic Caribbean past
and an embodiment of strength despite the fact that she is an orphan, childless and has never
experienced motherhood. Bertha helps these mothers to see their worlds in an empowered
way. For instance, Bertha encourages these mothers to stand up to the attacks of their
husbands which affect their daughters and themselves (122-3).
Philip's portrayal of the Black sisterhood is witty and interesting, and worthy of
commendation. With a good understanding of West Indian culture and values, Philip
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meticulously exposes the destructive nature of the West Indian patriarchal institution with her
ardent imaging of these mothers: "Truly spoken, Tina, truly spoken. I think we may be giving
these girls a wrong impression about men, I hope they don't believe that all men are
controlling or beating their [children and] wives [...]. Mr. Billings now is a gem, quite a
gem" (126). These mothers successfully resist stereotypical ideologies of Black mothers,
thereby raising issues about gender and power. For example, they begin to resist their
stereotypic roles by challenging their husbands openly and standing up for their children and
their own rights, swiftly asserting a positive female subjectivity. Tina faces her husband
courageously with boldness, and unfolds his oppressive nature before him (136-8), for
"where there is power, there is resistance [. ..]" (ibid.). She assertively makes her husband
Cruickshank understand that as long as she lives, she will not let her daughter run to other
people for help because of his autocratic behaviour and his desire to send the child away for
West Indian discipline:
No Cuthbert, we didn't decide, you decided, like you decide
everything in this house. And you know I wasn't in agreement with it
from the beginning. She is my daughter, Cuthbert as much as she is yours,
and I have as much right as you do to decide what happen to her, and we
been too hard on her much too hard. "Is not fair,' [...] 'is not fair, she is
my last girl-child and already she going to other people for help-as if she
don't have no mother-/ not dead yet, Cuthbert, and as long as I alive and
have breath in my body and strength in my arms, I don't want no girl-child of
mine have to turn to somebocty else-no matter how kind they is-for help"
(136, emphasis added).
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These determined mothers adopt a feminist method of social transformation, which coheres
around the activities of harmonizing and coordinating, balancing and healing. They reject
every appearance of violence and aggression iatheir search for self-affirmation, but they do
not relent on assertiveness in making their point clear (WomanistReader xxvi). Layli Philips
observes that the feminist methods of resistance include, but are not limited to "dialogue,
arbitration and mediation, hospitality, mutual and self-help, and 'mothering' [... ] methods
of reconciling body, mind, and spirit [...]" (xxii). Tina and Mrs. Clarke are "othered" by
their husbands, victimized and objectified. Rather than portraying aggression as a radical
feminist tactic for resistance, these mothers adopt feminist philosophies of social
transformation. Tina sharply rebukes her husband as she could no longer tolerate his
chauvinist attitude: "You let me talk. I sick and tired of listening to you carry on about what
you know-there's a lot you don't know and is time you wake up to that" (137). Hence, their
transformation from the place of object to subject is vehement. Margaret becomes worried
concerning her mother's sudden decision about her father's autocratic nature and how her
father is going to accept this new development:
'What about dad? [... ] 'What's he going to do, [...] rant and rave and
go on about me going behind his back, but he's not going to divorce me,
is he? 'More's the pity,' Mrs. Billing said. My mum laughed. 'Come on,
Bertha, they do have their uses now, don't they? Mrs. B's turn to laugh. (126)
Because of these women's sudden empowerment by Bertha I argue that Harriet's Daughter
as the title implies is a feminist work and offers a narrative of resistance by virtue of the
cohesion of determined mothers, although contained within a framework of male domination.
Though, this novel is not set in the Third World, life in parts of the Caribbean are like
Third World conditions due to the poverty, the illiteracy, and the burden on women to nurture
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their families. Mohanty stresses that "dependency relationships, based upon race, sex and
class, are being perpetuated through social, educational, and economic institutions" (56-8). In
light of this, some Black feminist theorists have posited that the best and fastest strategy of
resisting these negative stereotypes and the formulation of a positive Black female authority
is through education, as well as an improvement in socioeconomic status of women in the
affected areas. It is certain that educational empowerment is paramount to the emancipation
of Black women. Philip in Harriet's Daughter like the other authors in this coipus also
portrays an understanding of the importance of education. Portraying Bertha as an educated
and financially independent woman as against the other mothers in the text is possibly the
reason why Bertha could access information easily about the unhappiness of Margaret and
Zulma due to their fathers' autocratic natures, even though Bertha has no motherhood
experience (101). Bertha is a very brave and a fearless woman. She is very different from the
other mothers in terms of her understanding and approach to sexism. The young girls see her
as the hero that can save them from the hands of their autocratic fathers. Margaret declares
her confidence in Bertha thus: "Since our kitchen conversation, I felt closer to her [her
mother], but she was an adult and I didn't, with the exception of Mrs. B [Bertha], trust adults
much (121).
In Harriet's Daughter, Philip identifies divergent views and three levels of Black
male-female interaction as regards motherhood and mothering. These three levels can be
classified as; the educated couples, the educated man with an uneducated wife, and
uneducated couples. In her character portrayal based on different hierarchies, Cruickshank is
an educated father; therefore, he claims to know everything concerning his family. He
provides and takes care of the needs of the members of his family, but abuses them
emotionally and psychologically at the same time, making Tina believe that a good wife
listens and carries out the instructions of her husband. With the conviction that the duty of a
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good father is to provide financially for his family and after that, control their emotional and
psychological feelings, Cruickshank exercises his authority over them by dictating how they
ought to behave. Cruickshank does not perpetuate physical abuse like Mr. Clarke, Zulma's
stepfather. It is clear that from the way they use language Mr. and Mrs. Clarke do not have a
good education (134), this does not mean that educated couples do not commit domestic
violence. Mr. Clarke manipulates and controls his wife's body and mind by abusing her
physically, mentally and financially. Zulma could not help but narrate her ordeal to Margaret
on how she confronts her stepfather for beating her mother over money: "He hit me mother
you know [...]. Me run out to the living room [...]. Me gran always say, never let no man
hit you, else he going want try it again. Me say to he [her stepfather]:"Hit me, hit me, see if
me don't call police for you" (57). He treats his stepdaughter with hatred. He frowns at
feminist efforts at enlightenment in Canada: "Every day you turn on the T.V. is somebody
else talking about how women have to have they rights [...] (134). On the other hand, Mr.
and Mrs. Billings both have a considerable level of education and respect each other's views
and feelings (ibid, 126). Perhaps, this is the reason why they understand the behaviour of
children better than the other characters in the world of the text even though they have no
children of their own. However, educated people do experience and commit domestic
violence, though perhaps at slightly lower levels than uneducated people. Philip's portrayal
of these characters seems to suggest that-the literacy level of Black couples determines and
controls the level of conflict that ensues among them, nevertheless, not without exception.
In portraying the cultural work performed by these determined mothers in the world
of the literary text, Philip uses different narrative techniques such as intertextual references,
for example, Harriet Tubman and the Underground Railroad movement during the era of
slavery, Harriet Blewchamp who escaped from a concentration camp, Mata Hari a strip
dancer, executed for alleged espionage during World War I, and Black freedom fighter
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Angela Davis. These women have their names written in the sands of time due to their strong
will and determination to survive. Other intertextual references are; "The Jewish war" (20-4),
"Peter Tosh's and Bob Marley's reggae songs" (40), and "The Cosby show" (3), identifying
thus with her Black heritage. Philip also employed other devices such as the use of secret
codes-"The brown cow needs milking, means that it wasn't safe for them and me to get
together" (46). Margaret, in her bid to be great, plays Harriet Tubman in the world of the text.
Margaret passes these codes to her supposed slaves who want to escape to Canada as a land
of freedom. Though, the girls plan to run away South inverts the direction of the
Underground Railroad and the trip North to freedom
By portraying brave Black women such as Tubman, Davis, and others, Philip
invariably seems to imply that Black mothers can emulate these brave women by being
fearless and determined mothers in the face of patriarchal challenges. Hence, the title
Harriet's Daughter implies that daughters often replicate their mothers in the discharge of
their mothering roles. Philip aptly concurs with theorist like De Beauvoir and Chodorow that
the mere fact of being mothered by a woman is enough to transmit the mothering instincts.
Yet, the novel is mothering women as it writes back through the mothers and provides role
models to women readers through the empowering legacies and stories of the foremothers.
In telling the story of the need for determined mothering, Philip translates the
proverbs, interprets the conversations, and renders the poetic language and rhythm of the
Barbadian culture. For example; "Man dat was close,' [...] we hear dem slave-owners and
dogs coming, and all we crawl under dese cars, man we was scared for so, but dey didn't see
we. When dey gone, we come out and put foot to 'Freedom'" (2). "Look at dat! [... ] It is
just like dose [...] me want make one too" (5). "Me? Never! Me never going lose me accent.
I'se a Tobagonian and I'se proud of it" (10). Tina, Margaret and especially Zulma appear to
be very comfortable with the Caribbean accent and the Local English as it is a sign of
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closeness to their cultural heritage and the empowering stories of Zulma's grandmother.
Philip plays with language as she opposes Standard English through her use of Local Black
English. Due to this play with language, the novel is a little difficult to read, and the language
barrier might discourage many readers.
Philip's critique of Standard English through her use of Local Black English is not
peculiar to Harriet's Daughter. Elizabeth Groeneveld and Doris Karen Wolf in separate M.A.
studies of Philip's works: Exploring Silences (Marlene Nourbese Philip, Trinidad and
Tobago, Jane Campion, New Zealand, Paul Heredia) and Imag(in)ing the Marginal as
Frontiers: Race, Gender in the Writing of Marlene Nourbese Philip studied Discourse on the
Logic of Language, "Meditations on the Declension of Beauty by Girls with the Flying
Cheek-bones," Looking for Livingstone and others, mentioned and found that Philip's reason
for the use of language play between Local Black English and Standard English could be
because the English language was imposed in many colonial contexts and because Philip, as a
colonized person, must use English as a primary language to express ideas within a dominant
society. To Groeneveld, Philip's critique of Standard English points towards the limitations
of Standard English as a means of expression for many colonized people. She writes that
Philip plays with English as a way of subverting the colonialist discourse (Groeneveld 20).
Hence, in Harriet's Daughter, this use of Local Black English as against Standard English
could be a strategy of resistance employed by these fictional mothers to resist their oppressive
husbands in the world of the text: since after colonization, the Black male appears to have
transformed himself to master and lord ruling over his female counterpart, replacing the
colonial masters in spite of their shared colonial history with women (Harriet's Daughter
136-7). These fictional mothers fight back with Local Black English, breaking their silence
with presumably the best possible means of making their voices heard. Browen Levy writes
in Kunapipi that: "Language is both source and womb of creativity, a means of giving birth to
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new stories, new myths, of telling the stories of women that have previously been silenced; it
can also become a major site of contest, a revolutionary struggle" (170). This illustrates that
Philip employs language at least in two ways in Harriet's Daughter: first as a site of
resistance to patriarchal domination and second as a means to challenge colonization and
racial hierarchy.
According to Ashcroft et al. in The Empire Writes Back. "We need to distinguish
between what is proposed as a standard code, English and the linguistic code, Local English,
which has been transformed into several distinctive Local varieties throughout the universe"
(8) by the colonized. These examples illustrate Philip's use of Local Black English as a
I

means of resistance to "Standard English." Philip in "The Absence of Writing" gives
credence to the place of language in the definition of one's voice: "it is impossible for any
language that inherently denies the essence of any group or people, to be truly capable of
giving voice to the images of experiences of that group, without tremendous and fundamental
changes within the language itself' (Nasta, 275). In Harriet's Daughter, Philip subverts the
colonizers discourse as she portrays Zulma to be very proud of her Caribbean accent and
Local Black English. Margaret, the protagonist, is portrayed as craving to learn how to speak
this Local Black English as it serves as part of her Caribbean legacy and identity and a means
of sustaining the Caribbean culture even in Canada.
Philip also uses "Local Black English" against "Standard English" as a means to
reject change as regards society's stance on the issue of Black mothers. Traditional male
writers, like the colonial masters, have seemingly refused to accept the fact that the Black
mother has acquired a reasonable educational standing in society, hence, she is continually
given stereotypic roles and characteristics such as: backwardness, sexual utility, lack of selfwill and lack of common sense. Philip in Harriet's Daughter portrays this stance in Mr.
Clarke. As a male chauvinist, Mr. Clarke refuses to accept the fact that his wife, with a sense
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of empowerment from Bertha, has grown into a determined mother, who is ready to protect
herself and her daughter against his abuse. Mrs. Clarke finally shows a sense of
understanding—first through an understanding of and resistance to her husband's domination.
Mr. Clarke blames this new development on the unending publicity on the radio and
television in Canada on women's rights and equality. Unable to withstand the change his wife
exhibits as a determined mother, he laments painfully as he critiques "Standard English" with
"Local Black English" by way of resisting the abrupt:
Is this country I tell you sir, it full up they head with all this feminist
talk and make them feel woman is boss. Every day you turn on the
T.V. is somebody else talking about how women have to have they
rights; they want to wear pants and run man life, and time again I have
to tell my wife that two man-rat can't live in one hole [...] Woman
have to know their place, don't it sir? (134)
Philip's narrative points to Canada's past history as a place of freedom and safety for
the ex-slaves from the United-States. Philip freely plays with languagfe (Local Black English),
which she believes is the living legacy of an experience, of a group trying hard to give voice
to their story in the best and sometimes the only way possible. This is portrayed in the telling
of the story of the resistant mother in Harriet's Daughter. For instance, Tina, the mother of
the protagonist reacted vehemently to her husband's oppressive attitude using Local Black
English to show her displeasure to her husband; "Is since when you care about this thing you
calling West Indian culture? The only culture you value is the one you come and meet in this
country [Canada] [...]. Cuthbert, this is a hard thing to say to you-is twenty-five years I
living with you, but if you could change your skin I think you would" (136-7). This quote
suggests that Tina uses local patois as a way of staying connected to her cultural heritage and
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at the same time resists her husband's assimilation into dominant white society while he is
planning to send his daughter to Barbados to his mother's for a traditional upbringing
(25).Thus, Philip uses the rich Local Black English from the Caribbean, combined with
Standard English, quoting poems and verses as well, and reflecting a Caribbean sensibility.
Nasta in Motherlands: Women's Writing from Africa, the Caribbean and South Asia
quotes Philip as saying that "English" for women writers from the Caribbean can be both a
'mother tongue' and a 'foreign language/l/anguish.' Nasta stresses that, in a post-colonial
context, whether African, Caribbean or South Asian, this language carries with it a whole
history of patriarchal myths and symbols, whether originally instituted by the colonial power
or later by primarily male-dominated movements towards nationalism and independence
(xiii). These determined mothers appear to give voice to their story in a language that best
describes their experience and how they feel.
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CHAPTER THREE
Othennothering in a Traditional African Community in Efuru
This chapter explores a woman's experience in mothering in a traditional African
setting as depicted in a novel by the Nigerian writer, Flora Nwapa. The strength exerted by
the determined mother in this novel can be referred to as othermothering, due to the
protagonist's eventual childlessness, her raising of non-biological children as well as her
community role. The protagonist takes on the role of "othermother" in spite of herself in the
face of abandonment and the errant display of male infidelity. 'Othermothering,' as
mentioned in the Introduction, is a concept often associated with traditional African societies,
mostly as a result of the prevalence of polygamy and poverty. Mothers that cannot mother
biological children, and especially male children to propagate their husbands' lineages, often
become complicit with patriarchy by accepting polygamy to have a voice in the matrimonial
home by playing the role of othermother to their co-wife's child/children.
According to Jane Bryce-Okunlola, the discourse of having children or not having
children "is more than a culturally induced insecurity [...]" (201). Because the woman is
insecure and voiceless as long as she remains childless even if she is good-natured and plays
the role of the breadwinner in the family. Efuru, the protagonist, not only accepts polygamy,
but also subjects herself to genital mutilation early in the marriage. In most African societies
the superstition was that babies would be still-born as a result of the mother's failure to
undergo genital mutilation and this was a strong popular superstition that mothers had to
contend with at the time the novel appeared in 1966. Though, this may still be a problem in
some African communities, for example, in a recent study in Nigeria, "thirty-four percent of
women were found to have some type of female genital mutilation. Type I and Type II
procedures were the most common. Fifty-five percent of women were unaware they had
female genital mutilation and sixty-two percent with female genital mutilation did not know
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the reason. Twenty-one percent of women said they were going to have female genital
mutilation on their daughters." Thus, it appears female genital mutilation is still a problem in
most growing nations.
Efuru explicitly exposes the ills of patriarchal tradition against the African woman
through realistic representation of practices like circumcision and polygamy. According to
Beatrice Stegeman, "in traditional African societies, the role of [mothers] is to perpetuate the
status quo, to assume continuity of the clan, to work within tradition" (Stegeman qtd. in
Frank 19). Efuru does not abhor tradition to the letter; but she does not uphold every atom of
tradition. Rather, she seems to accept tradition in some aspects of her life as a means to an
end but not an end itself. Evident, however, is the fact that as a determined mother her actions
aim towards self-realization and fulfillment directly or indirectly as a mother. For instance, as
she cannot have her own biological children, she gears her energy towards that same goal by
raising other peoples' children (90-91). Efuru craves and finds it by a new role by playing
othermother to the community with a desire to empower both herself and her community.
Thus she moves beyond the negative stereotypical depiction of childless women in novels
and by extension in lived reality. She adopts a self-sufficient posture and distances herself
from further male abuse as she resorts to divorce in her second marriage. This action of hers
is a resistant posture one would say in the sixties when culture in traditional African
communities arrogated most of the power to the man, thus keeping the woman oftentimes at
the mercy of the unfaithful husband.
Efuru is an ethnographic narrative that depicts the culture and way of life of the Ibo
people of Eastern Nigeria. It is a novel that narrates the traditional intrigues within the Ibo
cultural, historical and sociological context as regards women in motherhood, mothering and
wifehood. Efuru, the protagonist of the novel, is portrayed as a very beautiful, independent
and self-reliant woman in a rural setting. She is generous to a fault, good-natured and loved
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by almost all in the world of the text, except her husbands. Both her marriages fail because
they were founded on sexist principles.
The novel opens with Efuru running off to marry Adizua, her first husband, without
the consent of her father, in spite of the fact that Adizua is from a different class background
and cannot pay the traditional bride price initially. In traditional African societies especially
among the Ibo people of Eastern Nigeria, marriages are not sanctioned unless the traditional
bride-price (female dowry) is paid, without which the man cannot exercise any authority over
the woman. Oftentimes this bride-price system reduces the woman to the status of a chattel
whose price is negotiated, reducing her originally to a subordinate homemaker saddled with
the task of childbearing due to her biological function in reproduction. In addition, this brideprice system makes some Africans see women as one of the items of property bought in the
home that can be put into any use as it appeals to them. Simone de Beauvoir asserts in her
writing that:
marriage has always been a very different thing for man and for woman. The two
sexes are necessary to each other [however] a man is socially an independent
and complete individual [while] the reproductive and domestic role to which woman
is confined has not guaranteed her an equal dignity. (476)
Within traditional African society, the relationship of marriage between the man and
the woman is often seen as one of king and subject. The man is most times treated as the lord
of the home while the woman is often at his disposal. Efuru refuses to allow the bride-price to
come in between Adizua and her, seeing that he is unable to pay her female dowry. "They
were going to proclaim themselves married and that was all" (Efuru, 7). In traditional African
society, women's oppression was institutionalized with the Native Marriage Ordinance,
which reaffirmed customary law by relegating a woman to the status of minor undo* the
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control of her father, guardian, or husband (see Cindy Courville "Re-Examining Patriarchy
as a Mode of Production:..."). Within the traditional village life depicted in Efuru, a man and
a woman can only agree to be husband and wife with the consent and approval of both
families. The choice of a husband for a girl is the sole responsibility of her family. It is
considered a violation of traditional law if a couple decides to marry without the consent of
their families. Faced with this dilemma, Efuru brazenly flouts the law by running off to marry
Adizua. She refuses to conform to the dictates of tradition, knowing folly well that Adizua
would not meet with her people's approval for he was from a poor family. In her act of
defiance, she disregards her father's status and dignity as well as the pain and humiliation her
action would bring upon him. Her people note, "Efuru has run away to a young man. It is a
shame. Our enemies will glory in this. This young man is nobody. His family is not known.
Efuru has brought shame on us. Something must be done immediately to get her back" (9).
Taiwo observes that by eloping with Adizua, Efuru and Adizua "have made light of custom
by agreeing to be husband and wife without involving the two families and the community in
their arrangement" (2). This behavior attests to Efuru's independent and assertive nature in a
rural setting.
In the traditional village setting of Efuru, the village appears to function as a family
unity where the affair of each individual interests the next person positively or negatively.
Class distinction features prominently in this traditional setting as well; hence, Efuru's family
becomes worried when all efforts to get her back fail as she blatantly refuses to return. In this
first marriage, Eforu is subjected to circumcision (genital mutilation). Thus Efuru's motherinlaw prepares her for the process referred to by the local people as having her "bath," a
blatant example of euphemism.
Efuru's husband returned home and was told about his wife's
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circumcision. [...]. 'Let's not leave it until she gets pregnant' [...
. ]. You know Nwakaego's daughter? [...]. 'She did not have her
Bath [circumcision] before she had that baby who died after that
dreadful flood.' Foolish girl. She had a foolish mother, their folly
cost them a good son [. ..]. The dibia [diviner] had already told them
that the baby died because she did not have her bath. (11-14)
After the circumcision ordeal, Efuru battles with the issue of childlessness, but after much
anxiety and tension, she finally gives birth to a baby girl. Hence, Efuru is filled with the joys
of motherhood though this is short-lived since her husband abandons her and their baby for
another woman, and the baby also dies much later. Efuru is initially confused when Adizua
abandons her, and she does not know whether to stay on in his home or not. With the death of
the only child of the marriage, however, Efuru does not hesitate in making up her mind to
leave for her father's house. Being abandoned does not deter Efuru from living a happy life.
After much deliberation and consideration, she remarries again. In contrast to Efuru's first
husband, Gilbert promptly pays the bride-price, which earns him the respect of her family:
"You have done like a man [...]" (135), Efuru's father praises him.
Her second marriage to Gilbert, her childhood friend, is childless, which eventually
pushes Efuru to accept polygamy as a means of mothering children through her co-wife. To
the village, the experience of motherhood is the ultimate ideal in any marriage, no matter how
compatible the couples appear to be (137). Hence, the village plays the role of a watchdog to
the community, pointing out those things that are bad and commenting as well on the areas
that seem good, according to the belief system of the community. Unfortunately, in this
second marriage, Efuru is once again faced with abandonment as her husband wanders about
and has a child out of wedlock. He is jailed for months in the big city for whatever offense no
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one knows and he himself refuses to disclose. The marriage suffers from sexism and double
standards and Efuru leaves for her father's house a second time when her husband wrongly
accuses her of infidelity in spite of her efforts to make the marriage work. Finally, a diviner
divines that because she is chosen by Uhamiri, the water goddess, as one of her worshippers,
she cannot mother children of her own and this is why both her marriages failed. Uhamiri is
believed by tradition to be the controlling power of Efuru's life because Uhamiri is known
not to share her worshippers with other earthly companions. Despite Efuru's submissive,
industrious and loving nature, the marriages could not stand the test of time because this
goddess is the controlling force of her life. Efuru disobeys her family by marrying Adizua
without their consent, but the progress of the union is hindered by Uhamiri, which Efuru
appears to be ignorant of at first and realises only much later in the novel. However, her
second marriage to Gilbert is characterized by childlessness, her acceptance of patriarchal
values and the eventual dissolution of the marriage when the sexism in this marriage becomes
too much for her to bear as well. Efuru ends up in her father's house where she begins her
sojourn, to continue her mothering roles in the community as a determined mother. Thus, the
irony of it all is that, at the end of the novel, Efuru ends up in her father's house to continue
her mothering role. The novel is basically about Efuru's difficult experiences in her marriages
and how she is able to transform childlessness into a thing of joy by playing the role of
othermother to her stepchild, Ogea and other people in the community.
Flora Nwapa is a visionary and down-to-earth writer who depicts the plight of the
traditional African woman in a sexist society. Nwapa also resists and transforms the negative
stereotypic roles that define the African mother/wife by representing different types of
women who are more realistic and more resistant. Yet this resistance is very limited within
the strict and sometimes abusive practices of traditional African patriarchy.
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Mother of modern African literature, and Nigeria's first published female novelist,
Nwapa was born in 1931 and died in 1993. After her early education in Port Harcourt,
Nigeria, Nwapa proceeded to Lagos, the University of Ibadan in Nigeria, and then to
Edinburgh University, London. She was a teacher and an administrator. Among her works are
Idu (1970), This is Lagos and Other Stories (1971), The Miracle Kittens (1980), Adventures
Of Deke (1980), Journey to Space (1980), Wives at War and Other Stories (1980), Never
Again (1975), Emeka-Driver's Guard (1972), One is Enough (1981), and Women are
Different (1986), (Oladele Taiwo, 1987). Most of these works, like Efuru and Idu are
dedicated to portraying the plight of the African woman in the face of tradition, social
pressure and the desire for change. In pursuit of change in the status of women, Nwapa has
had a great impact on the traditional literary scene through her works that some critics have
viewed as the collective feminine voice in the traditional African context. It is pertinent to
note, according to Taiwo in Female Novelists of Modern Africa that earlier critics were more
focused on Nwapa's creative quality, her methods and approaches to narrative style and
characterization, rather than the content or theme of the novels, which I believe gave rise to a
wide-spread in-depth analysis of her works. As a result, this has led to comparisons between
Nwapa's works and the works of mostly her male counterparts such as the works of Elechi
Amadi and Chinua Achebe. It is only lately that critics have started analysing Nwapa's
novels in terms of their content and themes. Among such critics are Taiwo Oladele, Yemi
Mojola, Ernest Emenyonu, Chikwenye Ogunyemi, Katherine Frank, Charles Nnolim and
others (Taiwo, 1987).
Mojola recognises three main ideas running through Nwapa's novels; barrenness in
marriage, the economic independence of women and the role of destiny. He views the theme
of barrenness in Nwapa's novels as primordial. The emphasis on the importance of children
in marriage is a recurring leitmotif in Nwapa's novels as evidenced in Efuru and One is
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Enough. Hence, Mojola advocates for a radical change of attitude to this problem on the part
of society. While Ogunyemi observes in Efuru that Nwapa has shifted emphasis from the
traditional to the urban milieu where Nwapa created "a new woman, human, economically
independent and with a female culture" (61), with the powerful goddess Uhamiri serving as a
mentor and an example to victimized womankind. In agreement with Mojola, Nnolim sees
Nwapa as subverting her stance that women have a choice open to them by portraying Rose,
the protagonist of One is Enough, as an unhappy spinster. Nnolim concludes that
childlessness and spinsterhood as presented by Nwapa are un-enviable ways of life for
women. For his part, Ernest Emenyonu sees Nwapa as a novelist who writes with "a peculiar
realism" (33). It is this realism which enables her to bring a womanly touch, that is, from a
feminist perspective. Therefore, to appreciate better Nwapa's Efuru, according to Emenyonu,
one would have to understand the language of the novel, which incorporates her Ibo
sensibilities, as well as the manner in which the characters discharge their given roles.
Among these and other varied critical responses to Nwapa's Efuru, none has actually touched
on the theme of the 'othermother.'
Nwapa's female characters create a positive self-image as they become assertive and
independent, seeking their fulfillment by carefully negotiating a place within patriarchy
where they can resist and still earn respect within the traditional community. Nwapa's Efuru
displays a high level of independence, given the limitations of village life (Efuru 61-2).
Nevertheless, Efuru never outrightly plays down or ignores her male counterparts; she
appears to exhibit her feminist stance cautiously. For instance, tradition demands that she join
her husband on the farm as it is his source of livelihood, but she subtly tells Adizua, her first
husband, when asked to join him: "I am not cut out for farm work, I am going to trade" (10).
The narrator intimates: "[t]hat year the man went to the farm while his wife remained in the
town" (10). Efuru subtly resists the notion that often times women have no say in the affairs
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of the home. Bearing in mind that feminism is contextual (that is, it is tied to the conditions of
women in a given environment), it is evident that the feminist ideology which Nwapa
projects in her novels, especially Efuru, takes its meaning from the African context and
becomes what Boyce-Davies refers to in Ngambika: Studies of Women in African Literature
as "African feminism [. . .]" (9), an ideology which looks at tradition and contemporary
avenues of choice for women in African society.
In "A House Divided" Nnolim asserts Nwapa's focused determination to "redeem and
correct the disparaged and debased image of African women as depicted by some sexist male
writers [...]" (53) as she creates characters like Efuru in most of her works. It is true that
Efuru succumbs to genital mutilation and male polygamy because she wants to experience
motherhood at all cost; nevertheless, I partially disagree with him when he argues that,
Nwapa's feminism is "tentative and faltering" (53). This implies that Nwapa is not certain
and confident of her feminism. According to him, Nwapa creates heroines who are
"superwomen" (53) but who are invariably bound by traps that will never free them from
dependence on patriarchy: traps in the form of marriage, children, love and the dictates of the
traditional society. Though Efuru is not always assertive and accepts genital mutilation and
polygamy, and still lives in a community that has its norms, I do not consider Nwapa's
feminism as "tentative or faltering" because Efuru is portrayed as an independent rural
woman breaking out of the bounds of conventional norms that trap not only her sense of
judgment, but also her psychological balance due to childlessness. For instance, after two
unfulfilled marriages, Efuru could be seen as enveloped with joy, and not regret, in returning
to her father's house to continue to be the strong woman she has been even in her husbands'
respective homes. When Difu the Doctor asks her to go back to her second husband after
been accused of adultery by him, she jokingly tells Difu to ask her to go back to her first
husband as well. Thus, the narrator intimates that after making the decision not to return to
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her husband "Efuru slept soundly that night" (220-221). Whether Nwapa's feminism is
"tentative or faltering" to some and even to Western feminists, she still shows determined
mothering and resistance by bringing the challenges of women in her time and place to light.
The novel was written in 1966 well ahead of the philosophies and ideologies of Black
and Third World feminist theorists such as Mohanty, hooks, Walker, Johnson-Odim, Gilliam
and others on the dangers of marriages set on sexist principles.10 The danger of sexism in
marriage is evident in Efuru, yet, the danger there seems to be no editorial criticism on
sexism; its representation in the novel mirrors sexist acts through realism and exposes
ethnographic details by showing the proverbs and dialogue among community members. For
example, the whole community appears to support the genital mutilation of Efuru shortly
after her first marriage and the community members often praise her for being a good woman
when she submits to sexism, like agreeing to marry a second wife for her husband in order to
mother children through her co-wife. Part of the novel's feminism lies in its exposure of
community values in traditional African patriarchy and Efuru's resistance is limited
accordingly. As a mother whose actions are determined by the social context, Efuru desires
motherhood by any means, which makes her accept genital mutilation and polygamy and thus
succumb to the dictates of the community. Whereas the character may falter in her
independence, the novel is feminist in showing her entrapment. Efuru notes that it is allowed
by tradition that a man strays from his matrimonial home and has more than one wife. The
wife has no choice because, according to the ideology of the society, "it is only a bad woman
who wants her husband to herself' (Efuru 53). However, Nwapa deploys her female

See bell hooks Feminism isfor Everybody: Passionate Politics. Cambridge: South End Press, 2000. p.84
See also Third World Women and the Politics of Feminism. Bloomington and Indianapolis: University Press,
1991. p. 315 - 327. See as well the introduction of The Womanist Reader. New Yoik and London: Routledge,
2006 on sexism in marriages.
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characters to establish meaningful inter-sexual relationships in spite of the fact that the
limited struggle for emancipation by Black women is apparent in the narrative.
Efuru is portrayed as an emancipated woman with an independent mind, a strong
willed character, one could say. This portrait of Efuru established a new landmark in Black
women's narratives in Africa in the sixties when the novel was written (1966). The question
might arise how does the portrait of walking out of two bad marriages in which her husbands
deserted her, cheated on her, or falsely accused her of adultery establish a new landmark?
Most African women of the time had flo moral right to divorce their husbands (Efuru, 218);
no matter how bad the marriage might be, since at the time the decision to divorce was solely
male-oriented. Therefore, Efuru could be seen as outstanding for taking this bold initiative to
end her oppression in the hands of sexist partners. However, Efuru seems to accept some of
these traditional norms such as polygamy and female genital mutilation to be accepted by the
community and her husband, and the novel gives voice to her story and her limited
possibilities for resistance. Due to the prevailing dictates that a childless woman is voiceless
in her matrimonial home, Efuru accepts these sexist acts. Thus, she limits her feminist stance
in some ways, given her social context, but this does not diminish the strength she gains
through othermothering (174).
Ojo-Ade throws light on the cultural misconceptions and taboos that abound in
African society. He writes, "it is believed that women must keep quiet when men are talking.
Woman is woman, mother, child bearer, supporter of man. If woman talks too much, she is
considered uncouth, uncivilized. If she is educated, she is classified as a weird specimen"
(African Literature Today, 157). In other words, the high level of sexism in African society
effectively makes it "a man's world" since power is given to men to such an extent that they
control conventions and community values. The society often generates myths that would
continually keep women in a less privileged position. The irony is that women are often
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complicit. They not only commit themselves to bear children, but also hope to bear male
children to propagate their husbands' lineages as demanded by tradition. In the end, mothers
submit to sexism in their desire for social approval, love, domestic harmony and so on.
Mothering as viewed by Mohanty, Leira and others is a contextual ideology that
cannot be divorced from its cultural, historical and traditional background because what is
obtainable by women in one society differs from what is obtainable in another society, as
mentioned elsewhere in this study. For instance, in the African context, oftentimes both men
and women describe the issue of "othermother and community othermother"11 as an African
phenomenon because of the traditional acceptance of male polygamy. Eustace Palmer
remarks in "The Feminist Point of View: Buchi Emecheta's The Joys of Motherhood'' that:
[t]he received African wisdom seems to be that polygamy has distinct
social and economic advantages, that its practice in the traditional milieu
does not necessarily result in the erosion of the status and dignity of the
woman, and that it is perfectly accepted and welcomed by both men and
women. (44)
Due to Efuru's inability to bear children in her second marriage, pressure mounts not just
from her matrimonial home, but also from the community. In her determination to raise
children as a mother, Efuru suggests to her husband: "If we get another wife, a young girl,
she will have children for you and I will love the children because they are your own
children" (174).

11 See James, Stanlie M. "Mothering: A Possible Black Feminist Link to Social Transformation?" Theorizing
Black Feminisms: The Visionary Pragmatism oJBlack Women. London and New York: Rout-ledge, 1993. 44 5.
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The African culture, and specifically Ibo culture in this case, permits a woman to
"marry" a wife/wives for her husband with his consent. Because of Efuru's childlessness in
her second marriage, she marries another wife along with her husband in order to raise
children through that woman. Otherwise, as a childless woman, Efuru would not have a voice
in her matrimonial home. The silencing of her voice becomes even more painful as she
provides for the upkeep of the family due to her industrious nature. Efuru as a determined
mother turns her attention to the role of othermother in the family and the community as she
transforms her traditionally assigned role of voicelessness into a beautiful thing. She works
hard to care for her stepchild and Nkoyeni her co-wife, while she also cares for the helpless in
the community. Thus, Efuru plays the dual role of mother and breadwinner to both young and
old. Stanlie James defines 'othermother' "as those who assist blood mothers in the
responsibilities of childcare for short-to long-term periods, in informal or formal
arrangements. They can be, but are not confined always to such blood relatives as
grandmothers, sisters, aunts, cousins or supportive fictive kin" (44). Women in traditionally
polygamous relationships who have no biological children, like Efuru, often share the care of
children as a means of fulfilling their mothering roles (Efuru 207, 213). Stanlie posits that
they do not only serve to relieve some of the burdens that might occur in the intimate daily
relationship of mothers and children, but they can also provide multiple role models for
children as these children are raised as their biological issues. Stanlie defines 'community
othermother' as a "woman in a community who takes care of other people that are not
necessarily blood relatives" (45).
I pointed out in the Introduction of this study that resistance on the part of the
determined mother may be successful depending on the particular situation. By re-inscribing
the patriarchal manipulation in her determination to mother children, Efuru becomes an
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accomplice in the very system she seeks to resist. Hence, I agree with Yemi Mojola's view
with respect to Efuru, in Perspectives on Nigerian Literature: 1700 to the Present that:
[a] woman should give her utmost to preserve a happy marriage, but
a marriage which has gone sour and in which a woman is oppressed
need not be tolerated. If the woman can have children for somebody else
once she has left the matrimonial home, all well and good. What is
important is to have children and be economically independent. If,
however, she eventually has no children, she should continue, like Efuru,
to serve mankind and thereby attain fulfillment. (123)
Efuru as a determined mother does everything within her power to keep the marriage going,
even to the point of succumbing to open polygamy and accepting male infidelity despite her
assertive stance in a rural setting, where women are often timid and more complicit with
patriarchy.
It is this strong desire to mother in the traditional African milieu, according to Ohaeto,
that "signals social acceptance, proof of one's fecundity, the ability to ensure the continuity
of one's husband's lineage with male children, as well as the power to ensure one's position
in her matrimonial home" (229). Ohaeto's position suggests that, in the traditional setting,
motherhood is not only a test of maturity and responsibility, of a fulfilled life for a Black
woman as painted by some feminist and non-feminist writers, rather it is also a means of
empowerment in one's matrimonial home. It is only through motherhood, mothering or
othermothering in the traditional setting that a woman will be looked upon by the community
as a central figure in the home so that the children and other family members rally round her
often for advice and solutions to their problems. As the novel says, Efuru is "[a] mother who
is more than all mothers. A good mother in the real sense of goodness" (69). Ironically,
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however, all these qualities of Black mothers do not enhance their status in a male dominated
setting. Thus, no matter how the story of the Black mother is glossed over, the ills cannot be
hidden, because, like Efuru, these mothers are treated as chattel. This is in spite of the fact
that mothers are seen as the center of the home, yet they are treated as a piece of property in
the home, spouses, and one that is put to use in any way he chooses.
In Efuru, Nwapa clearly captures the place and role of women in traditional society as
daughters to be given out to the highest bidders for the welfare and education of the male
children, as wives to assuage husbands' sexual desires and as mothers to fend for the home
and the upkeep of the children. Against this traditional background, the plight of women is
portrayed through various female characters. Subtly, Nwapa places the characters in various
situations in which each character faces a dilemma peculiar to the African woman in her
experience of motherhood, mothering or wifehood.
In traditional African society, as mentioned earlier, a woman is recognized mostly for
her ability to bear children. Christie Achebe writes that "the Nigerian woman's externally
designed primary role is procreation-the making of babies, babies and more babies in her
womb" (4). The importance of motherhood is emphasized through Efuru's two marriages.
When after a year she does not conceive in her first marriage, she wonders: "surely God
cannot deny me the joys of motherhood" (24). The trouble with African society is that, no
matter how happy a marriage is, it is still perceived as incomplete without children as the
community echoes in the novel:
Marriage must be fruitful. Of what use is it if it is not fruitful? Of what
use is it if your husband licks your body, worships you and buys everything in the market for you and you are not productive? [...]. It was a
curse not to have children. Her people did not take it as one of the
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numerous accidents of nature. It was regarded as a failure. (Efuru 137-8)
This quote illustrates the gravity of childlessness in marriage; it can be more than
frustrating at times because Efuru's social acceptance, marriage and identity depend on it.
When Efuru eventually conceives and has a baby girl in her first marriage, Efuru's joy knows
no bounds for it is a test of her womanhood: "Is it really true that I have had a baby that I am
a woman after all" (31). Yet Efuru is faced with another problem after the experience of
motherhood in her first marriage, the dilemma of not producing a male child as the
propagator of her husband's lineage. Helen Chukwuma writes, "having male children
becomes the single achievement through which she [a wife] can raise her head high and feel a
sense of success and fulfillment" (4). Due to the discrimination over the gender of children,
preferential treatment is given to male children to the detriment of the female children. Efuru
becomes extremely happy when her co-wife (her husband's second wife) eventually gives
birth to a male child in her second marriage (206-7).
The experience of motherhood makes most traditional African mothers tolerate or
worse still accept wrongs in the oppressive marriages. Often, determined mothers find it
difficult to liberate themselves from their sexist husbands, and they would prefer to remain in
the marriage to see their children grow up rather than to escape the union. They believe that if
they leave the marriage, their children would suffer at the hands of stepmothers or other
family relatives. Hence, as mothers who are determined, it is often preferable to remain in the
oppressive marriage to raise the children themselves, to make the children have a real sense
of belonging (88). Efuru is able to tolerate Adizua's display of sexism for the sake of the
child, but as soon as the baby dies, Efiiru decides to leave. Motherhood in essence plays a
very great role in the objectification of the traditional woman in the African context, though,
not without exception.
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In spite of Efuru's strong will, confidence and her quest for self-fulfillment, her
determination and love for her child hold her spell bound in her first marriage, though not for
too long. She cannot make an immediate decision about what to do initially in the face of
abandonment. As a determined mother, Efuru is subdued and humbled since she has
mothered a child in the marriage, and even though her husband finally deserts her for another
woman. According to hooks; "[m]ore than any factor the feminist critique of mothering as the
sole satisfying purpose of a woman's life changed the nature of marriage and long-time
partnerships" (81). However in the face of male promiscuity and abandonment, Efuru refuses
to make such a sacrifice, unlike her mother-in-law who, in her time, resigns herself to her
husband's desertion because of her determination to raise her son, Adizua, in his father's
house. To Efuru, "[t]o suffer for a truant husband, an irresponsible husband like Adizua is to
debase suffering. My own suffering will be noble" (61-2). However, after the death of her
child, Efuru does not hesitate to leave him. This is to illustrate the importance of motherhood
and mothering in African marriages. Ajanopu, Efuru's sister in-law, further stresses this view
as she laments that Efuru has no cause to remain in her husband's house with the death of the
only child of the marriage. Ajanopu notes that if "Efuru's daughter were alive, one would
have said don't go, stay for your daughter's sake. But Ogonim is no more and one does not
know how to persuade Efuru to stay" (88). Nwapa portrays the death of Efuru's child in this
novel to show the gravity of sexist oppression which mothers are ready to comply with when
children are involved. This is because motherhood is often believed to be, on the one hand,
the only source of empowerment in one's matrimonial home, and on the other hand, the
reason for tolerating sexist marriages by mothers who are determined to raise their
child/children themselves in the father's house. The novel mirrors Efuru's complicity to
traditional African patriarchy throughout her life and yet also shows Efuru's ability to resist
in the end in order to save her dignity.
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When compared to other women, Efuru is outstanding, a strong woman. From her
actions, one sees a gradual movement from tradition to modernism. Efuru makes her
decisions independently despite what anyone thinks of her, like the feminist who suddenly
realizes that she can make decisions and be responsible for her actions in the shaping of her
identity as she seeks fulfillment in life. Although one can see Efuru as a soft-hearted person;
she is disciplined in the way she carries herself and firm in her actions. She does not go back
on her word no matter who is involved. When she makes the decision to leave her first
husband's house, nobody could persuade her to stay, not even the pitiful sight of Adizua's
mother could stop her from leaving. In addition, when she decides to divorce her second
husband, Gilbert after he accuses her of infidelity, even Difu, her childhood friend cannot
deter her from actualizing her plan (221). Efuru's outstanding nature also manifests in her
business sense. Whereas other wives in the novel join their spouses in their choice of
livelihood, Efuru bluntly tells Adizua that she is not cut out for.farm work. She decided to
trade and due to her industrious nature, she becomes very successful and eventually turns out
to be the bread-winner in both her marriages.
The toleration of male infidelity by women in the novel is alarming. Gilbert begins to
wander about and eventually has a child out of wedlock (196). This discourse is a recurring
element in many Black women's writing such as Marianna Ba's So Long A Letter, Nwapa's
One is Enough and Idu, Emecheta's Joys of Motherhood, Second Class Citizen, and even
Agnant's La Dot de Sara. According to hooks, the feminist movement began to challenge the
double standard around sexuality in sexist marriages as it is viewed as a violation of the rights
of women. "From the onset the movement challenged the double standard in relationship to
sexuality which condemned females who were not virgins or faithful lovers and spouses
while allowing men the space to do whatever they desired sexually and have their behavior
condoned" (hooks 78). However, Gilbert's actions did not deter the love Efuru has for him
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and members of the extended family, especially as a determined othermother with the arrival
of a baby boy bome by Efuru's co-wife. Even though Gilbert is jailed and released for
whatever crime no one knows (209), Efuru continues to stand by him. Her loyalty becomes
ironic when Gilbert turns around and accuses her of adultery. At this point, Efuru resists
vehemently with the help of Ajanopu a strong female voice in the novel (216-7). Courville
writes that, "[b]y 1916, African women's sexuality was legally subjected to making adultery
a criminal offense in which women were the principal offenders" (38). Efuru defies
convention by walking out of the marriage, thereby refusing the silencing of her voice by
patriarchal domination in spite of society's inscriptions and restrictions on her. However, this
does not deter Efuru from being a determined mother. For example, as a determined mother,
Efuru is able to care for and transform Ogea, the maid's, life that was very raw when she
came from the farm to live with her, as Ajanopu could not help but notes: "What do you
expect from a girl who has lived all her life in the farm? I am glad she is improving" (81).
Efuru's mother in-law testifies as well that: "She is taking great care of my son and Nkoyeni
[her co-wife]" (195).
In Efuru, motherhood is portrayed contextually as a two-edged sword—but primarily
as a selfish male-controlled phenomenon and ideology to the detriment of women but
motherhood is portrayed as an empowerment for the African woman. Backed up by tradition,
men often, subtly place on their spouses values that profit men mostly, for instance, the
propagation of the lineage through male children, ignoring whatever it may cost the woman
even if it means giving birth to more than ten children in the search for a male heir.
Moreover, some traditional women seem to be complicit in this act as the only means of
acceptance into their husband's families. This negative discourse runs across Second Class
Citizen (8-9), Harriet's Daughter (34), and La Dot de Sara (18). In contrast, a positive
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discourse on mothering also runs across the novels viewing it as a source of strength in the
face of difficulty and challenges in the matrimonial home.
Moreover, motherhood in the African setting seems to be the uniting factor of the
family. Oyeronke Oyewumi writes in Signs that:
[i]n all African family arrangements, the most important ties within
the family flow from the mother, whatever the norms of the marriage
residence. These ties link the mother to the child and connect the
children of the same mother in bonds that are conceived as natural
and unbreakable [...]. The idea that mothers are powerful is very
much a defining characteristic of the institution and its place in society.
(1097)
This suggests the.psychological effects that childlessness may cause in most African settings,
since motherhood is deceptively perceived as a source of empowerment to African women.
Moreover, as mothers are said to be the uniting factor, the source of identity and continuity in
the larger family circle, it might be considered that some Black women desire motherhood
with great intensity as a result of the belief that motherhood is empowering and not just
disempowering in the African context. This tendency to idealize motherhood within
patriarchy could be due to lack of education. However our fictional Efuru never embraces
tradition in its entirety even if she has no formal education to aid her in accessing information
easily.
To Nwapa, education is a liberating factor for the Black mother. This is evident in her
portrayal ofNkoyeni, Efuru's co-wife. Nkoyeni is fast in accessing information, and she is a
no- nonsense person, which could be because of the little education she acquires (197,214).
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However, the novel was set in a period when much emphasis was laid on the boy-child
education in most African countries. The girl-child during this period is treated as a chattel to
be sold to the highest bidder in marriage for the education of the boy-child and the upkeep of
the family (191). Lack of girl-child education was another factor militating against the Black
woman during this period. Efuru and Ajanopu appear to be contemplating and regretting their
inability to acquire a sound education due to their late realisation of the importance of
education.
The story of Efuru is narrated from the third-person perspective otherwise known as
the omniscient-narrator's point of view. Nwapa recounts the story from an engage point of
view, freely commenting on it as the story of Efuru could be said to be the story of many
African women at the time the novel was written, though there is no editorial comment to this
effect. Hence, Nwapa narrates the story with a certain amount of passion and realism. The
language is quite simple; the novel is flooded with Ibo words and sentences such as:
"nchakirikpo" (17), "Nkwo day" (18), "Eke day' (21), "Afo day" (25), "Ochia, Mazi,
Ogbukea" (22), "Nwaononaku" (27), Ise (34), etc. According to Mojola, these words and
sentences cannot be translated or worse still their effect cannot be properly communicated by
equivalents in the English language (26). This illustrates Nwapa's effective use of setting in
giving the ethnographic account of the story of the Ibo woman. Superstitious beliefs and
expressions such as "if she [a pregnant woman] eats snails, her baby will have plenty of
saliva" (29). If alligator pepper is not put in a newly bom baby's mouth, "the baby will be
deaf and dumb" (33). In addition, she uses a rich variety of dialects from the Ibo culture, and
quotes proverbs, employing the traditional story-telling method thus, displaying the rich
African oral tradition. For example, proverbs such as; "Because if an old woman falls twice,
we count all she has in her basket" (17); "Your daughter's face is good" (19); meaning your
daughter has good luck. "[T]wo men do not live together" (24); "Does your body
86

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

communicate anything to you?" (28). "A goat sucked your breast" (25); "If you don't lick
your mouth, the harmattan will lick it for you" (33) and others. To highlight the beauty of
/

African tradition, the novel is colored with African artefacts, such as; "a mud-bench" (25)
"[clay water] pots" (43) "owu festival, [Masquerade's] mask" (47), "calabash" (26) and Ibo
songs such as:
Kpeturu kpeturu, fenato
Fenato na mgashi mee.
Mgashi mee uwa bi cro
Uwa bia cro
Tiringo ringo, tiringongo-iyo [. . .]. (115-6)
This song and others are sung while playing in the moonlight and listening to stories in form
of legends told by adults.
The children most times assemble round Efuru for these stories. Nwapa further
portrays Efuru's love and care for children during these story-telling sessions as othermother,
who also cares for and feeds these children at times (101). Efuru tells them to wash their
hands properly before eating and after eating, thus highlighting her othermother role. This
oral tradition is however viewed as "a metaphor for [Nwapa's] creative process itself, and
points to the source of [her] creativity in the communal story-telling tradition of [her]
foremothers" (Okunlola 201). This story-telling tradition is by way of passing down
information from generation to generation as a means of preserving the family's or
community's history and educating the younger generation as well. Other songs such as:
Uhamiri please
Uhamiri please
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Uhamiri the goddess, please
Uhamiri the goddess, please
Uhamiri the thunder, please
Uhamiri the kind, please
Uhamiri the beautiful, please. (147)
are sung as a mark of respect and worship for the legendary water goddess, Uhamiri, the
controlling power of Efuru's destiny (147). She is the central force in the novel as she is
believed to be directing the destinies of the women whom she has chosen to worship her,
such as the protagonist.
Uhamiri empowers these women with beauty, riches, wisdom, and economic
independence, but does not allow them the experience of the joys of motherhood and a stable
marriage. However, they can experience mothering by mothering other people's children and
playing the role of othermother and community othermother like Efuru. The legendary
Uhamiri herself is believed to have neither husband nor children (146-7). Uhamiri is a
powerful goddess that serves as a role model and an example to victimized womankind.
Savory Fido writes that, "[the] legendary 'Mammy Water' figure is not only beautiful, [...]
but also an ideal of the independent, talented woman who has difficulty submitting to the
confines of conventional marriage and motherhood" (341).
From the analysis of Efuru it can be deduced that Nwapa's portrayal of mothering in
the context of traditional African patriarchy can be both complicit and determined; as we see
through the earlier choices made by Efuru in her desperate need for motherhood and the
mothering experience and her later choices to divorce her husband and take on the
othermother role. Hence, the narrative disputes the traditional African belief that the
experience of motherhood is the only source of empowerment to women. Efuru gives voice
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to her story as she works with determination to embrace mothering in the discharge of her
duties as othermother and community othermother. This is why I agree with Mojola that the
message of Efuru is that "[a] woman can live a life of fulfillment through selfless service to
others, [as Efuru, the protagonist plays the role of othermother]" (23). Despite the chain of
women in the community who appear to either aid her or thwart her from achieving her goals
as a determined mother in a male-dominated society.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Generations of Mothering as Resistance in La Dot de Sara
This chapter examines the determined mother in her quest to empower herself
economically through hard work, to protect her offspring and provide them and possibly
herself with food, shelter, clothing and sound education in the face of male abandonment,
patriarchal domination and the challenges of abject poverty. La Dot de Sara portrays Haitian
society as one where there is a high prevalence of sexism, where men often take women for
granted. In this novel Haitian women are portrayed as sexual tools, and as soon as pregnancy
comes about, the men oftentimes disappear into thin air, thereby increasing the high rate of
single motherhood in the Caribbean. Due to the nonchalant attitude of these men, most
mothers adopt a self-sufficient posture in order to avoid further male abuse like our fictional
Marianna in La Dot de Sara, many Haitian mothers migrate to places like Canada and
elsewhere, either through the invitation of their daughters or of their own accord. But things
rarely go the way they expect in their bid to free themselves from patriarchal domination and
poverty.
Carol Boyce-Davies' account of her personal experience and the general plight of the
Caribbean mother in {Out of the Kumbla: Caribbean Women and Literature, 1990) throw
more light on the experience of mothers. She explains the numerous signs of the conditions of
mothers in the Caribbean which were depressing: street insult, verbal abuse and physical
beating from men; mothers with scores of children who were forced to beg the 'children's
father' for support at his workplace on payday before the money was spent; girls of promise
getting pregnant and thereby losing all the brilliance that they had previously shown, sinking
into the role of baby-making machines for men who saw sex as recreation and women as
conquests; according to her all these are crowned by an oral culture which endorsed this
behaviour (preface xiv). Conversely, Elaine Savory Fido highlights the honorability of
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Caribbean women as determined mothers who fight for their families. She stresses that these
mothers are often extremely industrious, strong, tolerant and capable of immense 'grace
under pressure.' According to Fido since 1980, her personal development has been
encouraged and guided by Caribbean women friends, and from them she has learnt how to
survive, how to support and raise a child all alone, how to deal with an innately sexist society,
how to maintain self-respect and self-sufficiency in the face of difficulties. Thus, Fido
attributes the strength of these determined mothers as being propelled by necessity, from their
inability to walk away from being left to raise the children all alone (Out of the Kumbla...,
preface xiv-xv). This shows the crucial role motherhood and mothering play in Haitian
society: the mother or the grandmother are often at the center of the family. The mother or the
grandmother like our fictional Marianna and her four generations sees to the growth,
wellbeing and progress of the children and grandchildren. This self-sufficient attitude as
depicted by Fido does not exempt Haitian society from patriarchal rancour. Rather, one is
forced to believe that it is the sexist nature of the society that shifts responsibility to the
mothers in spite of themselves as Boyce-Davies remarks: "Often women's attitude of selfsufficiency perpetuates male peripherality and sometimes irresponsibility" (xiv). This attitude
could be born out of the desire to prevent their children from replicating their own lives and
at the same time reproducing poverty, by providing for the children materially with basic
amenities and mentally with a sound education despite the constraints posed by society. This
burdensome shifting of power to the mother in the family does not exempt her from
patriarchal manipulation. Marie Celie Agnant's novel shows the maternal function of single
mothers and self-sufficient mothers in Haitian society as encouraging patriarchal dominance:
"les enfants, c'est plut6t l'affaire des femmes" (LaDot. AS). The mothers in the novel seek
short-cuts to a pressing problem by working hard to provide for the welfare of the children
(32). Thus as a result, strong matriarchs paradoxically resist and comply to patriarchy by
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often accepting sole responsibility for pregnancy and childcare. With determination as a
strategy of resistance, the mothers in the novel do all sorts of menial jobs to provide for their
children. Boyce-Davies claims that:
the issues of women's emancipation become critical to the understanding
of the total liberation. Caribbean societies are not engaged in such struggle.
But, this does not mean that there is no need for feminist discourse in the
Caribbean. Women seem to have great freedom in Caribbean societies,
yet we know that women suffer great inequalities within them, (emphasis
added, x)
I agree with Boyce-Davies because the apparent 'great freedom' Caribbean women appear to
enjoy could be termed painful. It is possible that in the mothers' inability to challenge or
resist sexism, they take solace in the pretext of self-sufficiency, feeling the pain and pressure
of bringing up children all alone. From Boyce-Davies' account, it appears that there is a lack
of responsible fathering in Caribbean society, though not without exception (La Dot..., 106).
Fido testifies to her own concern about a lack of fathering in her personal accounts of
Caribbean society.
As the mother of a son growing up in the Caribbean, I worry about
the inadequacy of much fathering here, despite the evidence that there
are some staunchly different men amidst the general lack of fathers caring
for children. But there is still too much of a division between the level of
domestic responsibility accepted by men and that accepted by women
[... ] I worry that my son has to pick and choose carefully to find
male role models who will teach him a balanced way of coping with
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emotional commitment and public and private responsibility, (xvi)
Marianna in La Dot de Sara appears to be a voice for Haitian mothers in their struggle to
give their children the best they can as determined mothers, to help them live beyond their
cultural roles; "Nous voulions pour nos enfants une part de tout ce que la vie nous avait
refuse [....]. Guerrieres, survivantes, c'etait cela notre destin" (34-5). This is a voice full of
stress, but never relinquished; of hurt, but never weary; of struggle, but never vanquished.
Marie-C^lie Agnant is a prolific writer whose works depict mostly the plight of
Haitian women in Haiti and Canada. La Dot de Sara, written in 1995, is a realist novel which
depicts the pains and ills of patriarchal dominance, marital abandonment and the high
prevalence of poverty in Haiti that propel its young ones to migrate to Canada or elsewhere in
search of survival. Realism is basically the truthful presentation of material as it appears.
According to William Dean Howells in Harper's New Monthly Magazine 1989, the realist
novel focuses primarily on faithfulness to facts in its representation in the text, painting
oftentimes the true situation and detailed happenings of everyday life, and the general issues
that often happen daily. From Howells' view, oftentimes it is the glaring details such as the
daily "ups and downs" of mothers' struggles, common actions like patriarchal dominance,
and the minor intricacies of family life that seemed to be the major issues treated in the realist
novel. Agnant's acknowledgement and dedication and Verena Haldermann's postface point
to the realist and mimetic nature of La Dot de Sara. The novel is said to be a transformation
of research on elderly women from Haiti done by Haldermann and others (La Dot..., 179).
Agnant was born in 1953 at Port au Prince, Haiti and has been living in Quebec
province in Canada since 1970. She taught French and worked for years as a translator and an
interpreter of French, Spanish, English and the Creole languages. She has also been a liaison
agent and an intercultural consultant to schools in Montreal. Her works include Balafres
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(1994) a collection of poems; Le Silence comme un sang (1997); Alexis d'Haiti (1999); Le
Noel de Maite (1999); Alexis Fils de Raphael (2000); Vingt Petits Par Vers Maria (2001); Le
Livre d 'Emma (2001); L 'Oranger magique. Conte d'Haiti (2003); Le Legende du poisson
amoureux (2003) and Le Roque d'Antheron (2004). Her works have been inscribed in the
corpus of contemporary Quebecois literature and are mostly analysed by French critics such
as: Patrice J. Proulx, Winfried Siemerling, Christiane Ndiaye, Lucie Lequin, Silvie Bernier,
Francoise Naudillon and others.
Set between Haiti and Montreal in Canada, La Dotde Sara successfully depicts the
historical and sociological intricacies of the different phases of Black motherhood and
mothering experience in Haiti and Canada. Agnant's first novel narrates the story of
Marianna, whose mother dies at the age of twenty while giving birth to her, without
disclosing the identity of the father of her baby. Thus Marianna, as a child, comes under the
care of her grandmother, Aida, who sends her to a private school, for which she pays by
virtue of hard work in order to fulfill the wish of Man Clarisse (18), Marianna's mother, on
her death bed. Her grandmother also sends Marianna to a home economics school where she
is taught to be a tailor. As Marianna intimates: "A l'epoque, c'etait un grand pas, comme on
dit, car les petite filles-et croyez-moi, cela n'a pas beaucoup change-on les gardait surtout
pour aider a la maison ou a faire marcher le commerce" (18). However, despite the society's
aversion to girl-children, Man Clarisse wants her daughter be sent to school, a duty which the
grandmother fulfills with pride. In the process of getting an education, Marianna as a young
adult meets Alphonse, who takes advantage ofher innocence. According to her,
des que je commen$ai a sentir dans mon ventre la bouleverse
qu'il y avait semee, [il] etait parti sans bruit, sans comptes. Je
sus des lorsque les hommes, sur cette terre du moins, avaient
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tout comme les loups-garous le don de disparaltre quand bon
leur semblait. (22)
This leads to Marianna becoming a mother at the very tender age of seventeen, younger than
her own mother when she had her.
After Marianna has her baby, she leaves her grandmother who lives in the rural area
and moves to the city with her daughter, Giselle. As a young mother, Marianna works very
hard to raise Giselle, like most of the other single mothers around her, for example MarieAnge. Marie Ange's plight appears even worse than Marianna's because she is widowed at
the age of twenty-six with three children (23). Marianna protects her daughter and herself
from further male abuse, not wanting Giselle to replicate her life as she has replicated her
own mother's. But Giselle, as a growing child, is never pleased with her mother's life of
struggle due to the abject poverty on the island. Giselle never seems to appreciate her
mother's efforts to provide her with food, shelter and education, and therefore, oftentimes
"distances herself' from her mother. Giselle stays on her own, avoiding her mother due to
Marianna's humble background. This act of Giselle's hurts Marianna as she laments: "Je
revais, comme jadis grand-mere Aida, de tout ce qu'il y a de meilleur pour ma fille" (30),
only to get the reverse from Giselle (33). Hence, it is not surprising when Giselle leaves her
little island Haiti to come to Montreal, Canada in search of a better livelihood and probably
of a life of happiness and marital fulfillment different from her mother's experience. Little
did she realize that men's behavior, whether in Haiti or abroad can be chauvinistic and
egotistical. Giselle eventually gets a job as a teacher in Canada, marries and has a baby. But
Giselle, too, is eventually abused by her husband physically and financially and ends up
being abandoned with her only daughter like her mother. Marianna migrates to Montreal, like
most other grandmothers from the island with the birth of her granddaughter Sara.
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On arrival in Canada, Marianna feels displaced due to the change in climate,
smallness of the living space and the individualistic lifestyle of Canadians. More importantly,
Marianna is displeased with the way Black mothers work hard to make ends meet and
virtually raise their children without male support due to problems of abandonment and abuse
in Canada just like in Haiti. Though Marianna seeks happiness and peace by adopting the role
of a storyteller to her granddaughter Sara, the emptiness created by the displacement is still
there. At one point, Marianna seems to have a semblance of happiness and inner peace when
she eventually meets with other Haitian grandmothers in Canada (La Dot.. p.105) which I
call the "colored women's club," where mothers and grandmothers gather to share their
personal experiences. "Colored women's club" is a term I adopt from Mairuth Sarsfield's No
Crystal Stair to read Agnant's novel. But this appearance of inner peace does not last long as
this group of Haitian grandmothers begins to disperse because of ill health and death. Thus,
towards the end of the novel, Marianna returns to her roots in Haiti to take solace in her
motherland amidst worries of what life holds for Sara and where Sara is going to make her
baby/babies. Hence, La Dot de Sara is a four-generation tale about the Haitian woman's
experiences with motherhood and mothering despite the challenges of poverty and patriarchal
dominance. Marianna's story could be viewed as the story of many Caribbean women (La
Dot..., Remerciements). The language of the novel is quite simple, embellished with the
Creole language as a device by grandmothers to draw the grandchildren in Canada closer to
their maternal roots and value system.
Within contemporary times feminism has alerted women to the politics of
motherhood and mothering, be it in the African, Caribbean, or Canadian society, through a
series of enlightenment campaigns and this is explicitly reflected in La Dot de Sara which
has a feminist theme. According to Marie-Dominique le Rumeur, "Si forte et equilibree la
femme ne s'averre plus la muse des romanciers par contre fragile, desemparee, problematique
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elle devient dans le cas Haitien source d'inspiration" (8). This consciousness of strong
mothers manifests itself greatly in the protagonist of La Dot de Sara, Marianna, and in most
of the women in the text such as Chimene, Francine, Ita etc. Evidently, this new
consciousness leads to the emergence of new identities which shape the ideals of the
protagonist and the other mothers, and enable them to handle the challenges of motherhood
and mothering they face in spite of themselves in the world of the text.
Mothering, as mentioned previously, cannot be analyzed in isolation from its
contexts; "[mjothering occurs within specific social contexts that vary in terms of material
and cultural resources and constraints" (Glenn 3). In Agnant's La Dot de Sara, conflicts
between mothers and daughters, poverty, aging, economic exploitation and gender bias
profoundly shape the mothering context, not only for Black mothers in the Caribbean, but
also for Black mothers in Canada. Agnant portrays two phases of the motherhood and
mothering context in Haiti. These mothers are portrayed as determined in their desire to raise
their children to be responsible in life; as a result, they are very industrious, but vulnerable to
abuse. They are also vulnerable to the melancholy, the disappointment, and hurt they face in
old age due to the carefree attitude and ingratitude of the daughters towards their mothers.
Thus, Ita narrates her ordeal of raising children: "Regarde mes mains, tous ces plis, toutes ces
bosses, ce sont mes heures et mes journees de misere qui y sont gravees. Regarde mes
poignets, ils sont presque disloques, a force d'avoir tordu ces uniformes faits de toile dure"
(124). This is to say that these mothers are portrayed in two lights: on the one hand, a positive
light as regards maternal faithfulness towards the care, up-bringing, education and future
well-being of their children as determined mothers; on the other hand, the mothers' are
portrayed in a negative light whereby the plight of mothers seems to be a result of the
indifference and insensitive attitude of the daughters towards the mothers in old age. Ita
laments how hurtful it is to be denied by her daughter; "Finalement, je suis partie. J'ai ete
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avec ma fille faire une demande d'aide a l'Etat Elle a du mentir, pretendre que je n'etais
qu'une connaissance, sinon je n'aurais rien re?u. Cela m'a fendu le coeur" (128).
Marianna is represented like the other mothers in this corpus, in her determined stance
as a hard-working mother. Yet she appears to be repeating the stereotype with which longsuffering Black mothers are associated while she struggles to resist poverty and the
dissolution of the family, by working extremely hard to sustain her daughter in a good school
and to raise the child all alone without male support in a bid to keep her daughter and herself
safe from further abuse after her bitter experience with Alphonse. This very act impels one to
question the extraordinary power and strength of mothering to turn painful experience into a
strategy of resistance and survival. Thus, Marianna works really hard with an old sewing
machine she inherits from her grandmother, Ai'da, to give Giselle a sound education.
Marianna, like Aida and most of the mothers of her time, is compared to warlords that must
conquer at all cost in the battle front of child- care.
C'etait une guerriere. Elle avait empoigne la vie comme seules les
femmes de ce temps, faiseuses de miracles, savaient le faire. Ai'da
etait de celles qui avaient le don, croyez-moi, de transformer les
roches en pain et battre l'eau jusqu'a en faire du beurre. Dieu! Ce
qu'elles savaient faire, les femmes de ce temps-la pour elever une
armee d'enfants. Elle en a eu dix, Ai'da. (15)
In her detailed narration of Haitian mothers' abandonment by their spouses and their staunch
maternal stance, Agnant suggests that what women experience in their relationships with the
fathers of their children has greatly influenced their mothering, as well as the way they see
life in general. Hence, mothers see life as a "do-or-die" affair in their bid to do all within
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their powers to reshape the lives of their offspring. Ita, one of the mothers in the text laments
bitterly:
J'ai remue ciel et terre pour son education [. ..]. J'ai travaille chez
les grandes dames des hauts quartiers: elles m'ont insultee, m'ont
traitee de voleuse, j'ai ete giflee par la femme d'un colonel [...].
Je ne savais jamais quand je me couchais ni quand je me levais. J'ai
l'impression d'avoir travaille toute ma vie nuit et jour pour les enfants.
Je n'ai jamais ete a l'ecole, moi, pourtant je me suis esquintee pour
mettre quelque chose dans leur tete en pensant: «Ils ne doivent pas etre
comme moi, c'est mon devoir de le faire pour eux.» (126-7)
In their determination to raise their children to be successful, with or without male support,
they do all sorts of unthinkable menial jobs. These mothers strategize resistance by fiercely
adopting independent positions.
Thus, "[f]eminist scholarship undertakes the dual task of transforming predominantly
male cultural paradigms and transforming a female perspective and experience in an effort to
change the tradition that has silenced and marginalized us" (Gayle Greene and Coppelia
Kahn qtd in Out of the Kumbla.. xviii). In her portrayal of these mothers, Agnant adopts
Layli Philips' position that for these mothers resistance to male domination could not come
through direct confrontation as this could only lead to further physical abuse and alienation
from their male counterparts. As a determined act of defiance, most of these mothers migrate
to Canada or elsewhere, as the case may be in the world of the text, either through the
invitation of their daughters or on their own personal accord as a means to escape from
poverty and patriarchal dominance. Some of these fictional mothers "migrated in order to
make a better life since the Caribbean did not then have the opportunities" (Boyce-Davies
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xiv). With time, these mothers create a female-centered world with their creation of "the
colored women's club" where they share their personal stories by way of sisterhood as a
strategy of resistance and empowerment (Agnant 105-11).
Women such as Giselle, Francine and others see migration as the best means of
freeing themselves from patriarchal tyrants (107). Thus, Agnant introduces us to another
context of motherhood and mothering in Canada where these mothers tactically abandon their
sexist spouses who could not cope with the demands of the new life in Canada and, therefore,
had to remain in Haiti or return to Haiti under the pretext that they cannot stand the winter.
As Marianna puts it:
qu'ils ne peuvent pas supporter les rigueurs de 1'hiver. Mais ce n'est
qu'un pretexte, crois-moi. La vrai raison est qu'ils ne peuvent pas jouer
au coq. lis ne parviennent pas a satisfaire ce besoin qu'ils ont, tu le sais,
meme lorsqu'ils ne peuvent plus marcher qu'accompagnes d'un baton, de
courir a droite et a gauche, girouettes qui s'agitent des qu'ils aper^oivent
des jupons. Ici c'est plus difficile pour eux de courir les femmes. (107)
However, the question is, if this means of resistance actually transforms the women's
predicament as they are still faced with the dilemma of mothering (alone and in old age),
when they are confined due to the smallness of their new living and working space. They also
suffer problems of adaptation, abandonment by children in Canada, and conflicts between
mothers and daughters.
Mary J. Green in "Structures of Liberation: Female Experience and Autobiographical
Form in Quebec" traces a trend of abandonment, resistance and transformation in CaribbeanCanadian women's writing from Quebec due to the socio/economic struggles. These
determined mothers in the world of the text move to Canada because they want to flee from
100

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

their devastating island life with its gender barriers, consuming poverty, economic repression,
patriarchal dominance and alienating values. The narrator in La Dot de Sara explains "Pour
elles c'est une bonne fa^on de se debarrasser d'un tyran! [...]. Mais ces messieurs, il faut les
servir. Comme ils ne font pas grand-choses dans une maison, alors ils ennuient" (La Dot...,
107). However, it soon becomes apparent that the journey to Canada is not what it was
promised to be. Marianna, like most of the Haitian migrant mothers in Canada in the world of
the text, begins to struggle with the realities of life in their small apartment/living space.
According to Patrice Proulx, the narrator (Marianna) is cut off from the bonds of any larger
community, and the physical and psychological alienation she suffers in this new urban space
of Montreal leads to a loss of grounding and to a questioning of her identity. Proulx further
states that the feelings of uselessness Marianna suffers as a consequence can be seen in her
metaphorization of self as "un Moulin fou [qui] tourne tout le jour" (128). I argue that this
metaphorization of self in Canada could ironically be likened to the process of suffering she
went through as a young mother in Haiti, which she desperately seeks to forget as a means of
resistance. However, it keeps coming back to her due to the confinement in which she finds
herself. In Canada as she puts it, "[j]e n'avais pas l'habitude de vivre ainsi, du matin au soir
entre les quarter murs blancs d'une cage" (27). This confinement is not too different from her
life of struggle in Haiti. As she recalls,
Je menais k la capitale [Haiti] une vie de recluse. Les frais pour P6cole
de la petite absorbaient plus de la moitie de l'argent que me rapportait
ma couture [...]. II m'arrivait de coudre pendant seize heures d'affilee
et mes moyens ne me permettaient pas d'engager une aide. Je ne
mangeais souvent qu'un bol d'acassan [...]. (31-2)

101

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Due to the poverty in the island, Marianna spends the greater part of her time indoors,
engaged in her sewing work in order to meet the demands of fees and other basic amenities.
While in Canada, as a result of the individualistic lifestyle, the cold, and the smallness of the
living space, Marianna finds herself cut off which reminds her of her days of struggle in
Haiti.
Mothers in La Dot de Sara resist their social construction by migrating to Canada,
determined to be free from sexist men, and a life of servitude and poverty. How successful is
this resistance? Lucie Lequin in, "Une ecriture sous influence: I'ethique du travail et de
l'effort chez France Theoret et Marie-C61ie Agnant" explains that it is the ethics of work that
Marianna in La Dot de Sara employs as a means to fight against poverty (205). Lequin
demonstrates how Marianna moves from nothing to a position of comfort with her realization
of the importance of the work ethic: "...le travail, cette servitude acceptee, represente avant
tout la seule issue a leur portee pour setailler une place dans le monde, pour atteindre la
dignite convoitee, c'est-a-dire devenir un etre accompli, responsable et capable de se projeter
dans le temps et espace" (205). As single mothers with no assistance in a poverty-stricken
society, Agnant's Caribbean-Canadian mothers have to be determined to work hard to avoid
the reproduction of poverty in the lives of their offspring and secure a place for themselves in
the society. Lequin argues that Marianna is successful in her resistant move as she is able to
buy a small house as well as successfully send her daughter to a good school by dint of hard
work (205-6). Marianna's success is an exceptional case as compared to the general plight of
mothers in the world of the text.
Agnant portrays the plight of the Black mother in La Dot de Sara as one of seclusion
and confusion in Haiti and Canada. According to Elizabeth Wilson in '"Le Voyage et
L'espace Clos'-Island and Journey as Metaphor..." These mothers are often tragically limited
and their efforts at resistance are next to failure (47). Agnant's portrayal of the lives of these
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determined mothers reflect in general a pattern of abandonment, resistance, and attempts at
transformation, followed by deeper pain due to unsuccessful attempts at resistance, as Giselle
laments:
[II] m'arrive tant de fois d'observer les gens et etre surprise de constater
combien leur visage n'a presque plus rien d'humain parcequ'ils savent
plus se revolter, meme contre leur propre condition. Elles ont voyage,
elles ont traverse l'ocean, mais la misere est restee collee a elles
comme une seconde identity. Elles passent la journee dans ces cubes
[... ] sur les piles des vetements qu'il leur faut coudre a toute vitesse
[... ] pour gagner de quoi manger et en envoyer a ceux qui, restes labas, attendent tout d'elles. (La Dot....160)
These determined mothers find themselves at a "cul-de-sac" in their bid tofulfilltheir
traditionally assigned roles of single-handedly providing basic necessities for their offspring.
Their migration to Canada as a strategy of resistance, of running to freedom and better jobs to
liberate themselves and their children from poverty and male chauvinism instead turns out to
be a momentary place of abode in confining spaces such as small apartments and work
cubicles. This predicament Elizabeth Wilson states: "is expressed metaphorically in terms of
clearly delineated and closed spaces: a boat, a cabin, windows, mirrors, rooms, houses,
prisons-structures which isolate and alienate the woman from herself and from others" (47).
In spite of the fact that Marianna appears to be successful as a determined mother due to her
hard work, she still finds herself in a dilemma with her move to Canada. Enclosed in a small
apartment Marianna laments bitterly the individualistic life style of the Canadians and the
isolation from others (27). For Marianna, the apartment becomes a sort of confinement from
which she seeks an escape, while for the other mothers, the factories where they work turn
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out to be their confinement. They do not know how to escape their work places because they
do not want to go back to Haiti as they perceive life there to be even worse than in Canada.
However, even if their resistance is not entirely successful, they are persistent and resist
silencing as they push forward with determination to provide basic amenities for their
children and loved ones.
In Marianna's lowliness, she resorts to the role of educator in the form of a traditional
raconteur,12 to her granddaughter Sara. Marianna reflects back on her early life in Haiti,
which also once seemed like a cul-de-sac, but which now comes to her mind's eye, due to her
confinement in the small living space, like a haven of peace as she narrates her generational
stories and stories about Haiti to Sara. Hence, Marianna as a determined mother manipulates
her confinement to function generally as both a positive and a negative device: positive in the
sense that Marianna assumes the role of storytelling as a means of self-liberation from a
situation that appears useless according to Proulx, and as a source of information to Sara
about her maternal roots. Thus as a determined mother, playing the role of an educator to
Sara, Agnant transfers this storytelling tradition like an oral raconteur from Haiti to Canada.
Yet Marianna appears unhappy with life in Canada, hence the serious urge and desire to go
back to Haiti, because to her, motherhood and the mothering experience appear quite similar
in both places. This is because of the fact that whether in Haiti or in Canada, the Black
mother as a determined mother has her role dictated by the social system. She often works

l2According to Ogede

Ode; a Griot in the African context is a traditional raconteur who usually tells the story of
a family, a community, a tribe an individual such as a hero or heroine, etc, usually before an audience which is a
living presence before the artist The Griot or performer establishes a rapport by engaging die audience asboth
observers and participants in the narration. In other words, the griot is known as die sage of the community. See
"Oral Echoes in Armah's Short Stories," Orature in African Literature Today. 18 (1992), p. 74-5. In this case
Marianna narrates her generational stories and the stories of her homeland to her granddaughter as a means of
forgetting the predicament (the trap or temporary confinement) she finds herself in. See Proulx
Patrice, "Migration and Memory in Marie-C61ie Agnant's La Dot de Sara and Alda Farhoud's le bonheur a la
queue glissante." Textualizing The Immigrant Experience in Contemporary Quebec. Eds. Susan Ireland and
Patrice J. Proulx. Westpoint, Connecticut London; 2004. 127 - 136.
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extremely hard, often doing menial jobs such as cleaning toilets, dressing hotel beds, factory
jobs, etc, to provide for her loved ones (75).
The storytelling employed by Agnant as a narrative technique dates back to the precolonial and colonial history of most third-world people. According to Eldred Jones before
colonialism and even today (Orature in African Literature Today, 1), third-world countries
are identified by their multiple linguistic groups. For instance, Nigeria alone has about four
hundred language groups.13 Eldred further states that writing was quite impossible as there
was no central unifying language with which to produce literatures. As such, oral tradition
became the order of the day, in passing down personal, family, cultural, traditional, ethnic
and tribal histories from generation to generation. Traces of oral tradition are found in
Nwapa's Efuru, Emecheta's Second Class Citizen and Philips' Harriet's Daughter such as
tales by moonlight, family histories, ethnic and tribal histories etc. Agnant, Nwapa, Philip and
Emecheta adopt this oral tradition in the telling of the story of the determined mother as she
seeks to arm her child/children with the "do's and don'ts" of their maternal culture and
tradition. In addition, this oral tradition is explored by these determined mothers to create
intimacy with their offspring and also educate the younger generation. Marianna's
confinement within an alien culture thus functions ironically, as a form of empowerment as it
propels her to share her knowledge with Sara by way of educating and informing Sara about
her cultural and traditional heritage. In addition this story telling helps Marianna to relieve
her boredom. Conversely, Marianna's confinement functions negatively in that it reminds her
of her poverty-stricken life back in Haiti, in the sense that, the reflection on her past and on
Haiti remind her of the pain and struggle she passed through in her early life. The little
apartments function metaphorically as a confinement and a trap (Wilson, 47); nevertheless,

13

See, Hansford et al., An Index of Nigerian Languages (Accra; Summer Institute of Linguistics, 1976).
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these mothers prefer to remain in Canada to do self-sacrificing jobs to assist their helpless
children.
Agnant portrays a situation where even sisterhood empowerment could not aid the
resistance strategy employed by Marianna and the other mothers due to ill health and demise
of some of these mothers. According to Proulx, Marianna's discovery of the wider circle of
Haitian grandmothers elevates her spirit, though not for too long, as they begin to narrate and
compare their motherhood and mothering experiences back in Haiti and in Canada. However,
this too comes with its consequences as "the colored women's club" gradually winds up due
to ill health and death of some of its members (128-9). Moreover, for grandmothers like Ita
and Chimene, their happiness becomes blurred as a result of ingratitude and callousness on
the part of the children for whom they have toiled so hard to give a good education. Ita recalls
how she toiled hard to give her daughter a sound education as a determined mother, "J'ai
remue ciel et terre pour son education. Elle est toujours allee a l'ecole privee. Ils ne doivent
pas etre comme moi, c'est mon devoir de le faire pour eux" (La Dot...126-7). The life of
these mothers is like a vicious circle in their attempts as determined mothers, they seem to
journey backwards. This is because these mothers "rarely live for themselves; they rarely
struggle without thinking of others" (Wade-Gayles, 145-6). Yet what some of these mothers
get from their loved ones is dejection and denial of shelter, food and any form of happiness in
Canada. Ita narrates her experience and that of some other mothers in Canada: "En plein
hiver, sa fille 1'avait mise k la porte" (La Dot... 128-10).
Out of all the determined mothers in my corpus, Giselle appears to be the most tragic
in her attempts at conforming to the North American way of life and in her rejection of her
traditional Caribbean values. The dictates of patriarchy, sexism and North American culture
push her to the margins of both cultures. However, "It is not the center that determines the
periphery, but the periphery that, in its boundedness, determines the center"(Mohanty, 74).
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Giselle's story shows that it is she who ends up giving voice to her story in her own way.
Giselle refuses to identify with her mother's generational stories and the stories about her
motherland, Haiti, as a means of finding solace in a strange land. Giselle appears relaxed
unlike all the other mothers in Canada because she decides to accept life's challenges in
Canada as her lot; she finds peace by locking herself up in her room after the day's work
(55). Giselle's migration to Canada as a means to escape to a better livelihood and become a
better mother than Marianna's experience of being poverty-stricken and abandoned in Haiti is
however, unsuccessful. Giselle's escape turns out to be a trap, which makes her face reality.
She could no longer run away from reality in Canada as she did in Haiti. Her reality is painful
to endure as she appears to fail her daughter, Sara who escapes her mother's control (91).
Faced with male abuse and abandonment just like the mothers in Haiti, Giselle's migration
becomes a confinement, which she has no choice but to accept and transform by an effort of
her imagination into an acceptable refuge. Hoping to escape from the waywardness and
nonchalant attitude of sexist males and the generally hard life in Haiti, Giselle finds her life in
Canada replicates her mother's in Haiti. Giselle faces the same problems of abandonment and
abuse from her husband in Canada. For instance, her husband abuses her physically,
mentally, emotionally, even financially (36-46) with his claim of unendingly going to school
and his untimely abandoning her with their daughter. Like the mothers in Haiti, Giselle ends
up working hard to raise her daughter with the help of her mother, Marianna Marianna could
not help but remark on the attitudes of men even in Canada: "Avec tristesse je pensais que,
la-bas [Le Canada] aussi, ils [les hommes] continuaient avec leurs habitudes de
vagabondages" (37). Giselle deliberately confines herself to her room where she escapes into
her own world. She struggles to escape the pain at first, sliding into 'hallucination,' desiring
to re-identify with her roots; but realizing it is too late, she abandons herself to her fate
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willingly as she proclaims: "Nous ne sommes pas tous doues de 1' equilibre necessaire pour
cheminer sur deux routes a la fois" (165).
Hence, she has no choice but to make the best use of her known world. She decides to
remain in Canada to face life as it comes her way even if her voice is marginal or appears
silent. Agnant seems to suggest here through the character's thoughts that, mothers who are
not content to limit themselves to their known world are heading for failure. "Tout ce que tu
ignores est plus grand que toi et il faut avoir la sagesse de le respecter" (16). However,
towards the end of the novel Giselle questions the reason for the replication of their lives over
and over, from grandmother Ai'da, to mother Marianna, from mother Marianna to daughter
Giselle and eventually, if care is not taken, to granddaughter Sara in spite of their determined
stance and effort to reject and step beyond these stereotypic roles. At this point it is worth
mentioning that, the two types of determination that is; motherly determination on the part of
individuals and social determination on the part of society are at odds. The latter makes them
repeat patterns of defeat even when the former attempts to liberate them. However, the novel
shows characters doubting themselves and the effect of their mothering roles as Giselle
questions and doubts their worth in the discharge of their maternal functions. She wonders if
Ai'da-Marianna and their descendants as mothers failed in their mothering roles from one
generation to the other as she remarks: "Devons-nous, de m&re en fille, refaire sans cesse le
meme chemin? Avons-nous rate le bateau toutes les deux? Qu'est-ce que nous aurions du
faire et que nous n'avons pas faire?" (91-8). Although still not fully emancipated within the
confines of her 'strange world, Giselle overcomes her situation by her astute self-discipline
and her ironic distance from any form of further male-female relationship after her husband
finally abandons her. Here the mother and daughter mirror each other since Marianna also
rejected male-female relationships in her days for fear of further abuse by men. Nevertheless,
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towards the end of the narrative in the midst of these questions, Marianna finally returns to
Haiti, despite worries over Sara's destiny, as a means of taking solace in her roots.
In conclusion, in Agnant's presentation of mothering and generations of mothers, the
relationship between mothers and daughters is farther encapsulated in the way she plays with
language. The language of the novel is quite simple even though it is often colored here and
there with the Creole language, which is a combination of the French and the Haitian local
dialect. I believe Agnant employed this technique to bring the grand-children in Canada
closer to their maternal roots and value system, as grand-mothers often speak the Creole
language. For example; "Ti mafi" means - my little daughter (17), "soloba du soir" meaning
soup of the poor (17). We have also: "cric, crac"- onomatopoeia use for introduction in
storytelling and riddles in informal gatherings (20), " jouons a lago" - hide and seek game
(20), taillent leur banda - to appear important (24) etc. The beauty of this melange de langue
is that Agnant takes her time to translate every bit of it, which makes the novel all the more
interesting to read as one sees a clearer picture of the relationship between mothers and
daughters. Agnant further plays with language in her use of proverbs (though not all the
proverbs are Haitian) to embellish and add color to the work as proverbs are characterized
with coded language by way of exhibiting the wisdom of foremothers. For example: "Tu ce
que tu ignores est plus grand que toi et il faut avoir la sagesse de le respecter" meaning, what
you do not know is bigger than you, hence be wise to respect it (16), "Ce qui est chez le
voisin reste chez le voisin. Et sache bien que ce qui est a toi, rien ne peut te le ravir. Ni
tempetes, ni orages" that is, what belongs to your neighbour, remains your neighbour's, but
what belongs to you, don't forget that nobody can take it away from you, not even
thunderstorm or tempest (25), "ce que les yeux ne voient pas ne r6vulsent point le Coeur"
implies that, what the eyes do not see is not repulsive to the mind (35), "qui aime bien chatie
bien" meaning, True love disciplines as a corrective measure (38) etc. The use of proverbs
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further cements the mother-daughter relationship as grand-children in Canada adopt Haitian
behavioral values due to grand-mothers' imparting of wisdom to them (143-51).
The novel is flooded with stereotypes, for instance, menial and stressful jobs are
portrayed as the only jobs these mothers can do to put food on the table. The strategy of hard
work is also portrayed, (often times, this is assumed as an attribute of Black mothers) as
Black mothers search for possible means of survival and resistance. As one of the determined
mothers in Ixi Dot de Sara puts it: "lis [les enfants] ne doivent pas etre comme moi, c'est
mon devoir de le faire pour eux" (127). Therefore these fictional determined mothers work
hard to achieve the singular goal of positive child empowerment, but all the while their
efforts are limited by socially determined contexts.
La Dot de Sara, the story of AYda-Marianna and Giselle-Sara, a four-generation tale
of motherhood and mothering experience in Haiti and Canada is a metonymy of Caribbean
women's stories. A tale where poverty roams the land like a wanderer, La Dot de Sara
depicts two cultures and traditions that have caused Black mothers to use determination as a
strategy of resistance in the raising of their children. Mothers in the novel therefore assume a
self-sufficient posture to avoid further male abuse, oftentimes, as a reaction against the
chauvinistic and egotistical nature of the male characters in both Haiti and Canada, though
not without exception. It is also a tale where many fathers see no wrong in abandoning their
wives/partners and their children. Agnant gives voice to Haitian women's story by bringing
to light the ills meted out against mothers and children.

110

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

CONCLUSION
Different Contexts of Black Mothering in Novels from Britain, Canada and Nigeria
Though, quite different in setting, narrative style, tone and time, the four novels under
study depict determined mothering in specific contexts and challenge the social construction
of Black women. From my reading of these novels, determined mothering is provoked not
just by will, but also by social context. Furthermore, determined mothering is not only
viewed as the obstinate desire of a mother to give her best in terms of the provision of basic
amenities for her children and for herself. Determined mothering is also defined as the astute
desire of a woman to mother children at all cost, thereby sometimes leading to the role of
othermothering. In the face of abandonment we see determined mothering adopting a selfsufficient posture as a means to avoid further male abuse. Finally, determined mothering is
also portrayed in these novels as the strong desire for white collar jobs in spite of unfavorable
conditions such as intra-racial squabbles, color and gender barriers to earning a reasonable
pay.
These female characters are similar in their struggle to mother well beyond the limits
imposed by each society and they are different in the context of their specific struggles. In
spite of prevailing circumstances each mother builds an acceptable future—either through
hard work aimed at providing sound education for her children and herself, and or through
empowering sisterhood as in Philip's Harriet's Daughter, Nwapa's Efuru, and Agnant's La
Dot de Sara, or even without sisterhood as in Emecheta's Second Class Citizen.
Black mothers are sometimes viewed as incompetent or conversely, they are idealized
and seen as self-sacrificing martyrs. However, Black mothers desire happiness and
satisfaction in spite of the aura of poverty that often appears to follow them around. As
determined mothers they often have to put the desires of others first, especially those of their
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children and oftentimes their husbands to the detriment of their health and well-being—social,
economic and psychological well-being. According to Leira Halldis: "A mother who loves
her child adopts a certain strategy towards patriarchal power, when this power represents a
threat to [the well-being of] her child" (86). That is to say that the Black mother adopts
survival strategies to shape her child's destiny outside the stereotypic forms of mothering
attributed to Black mothers. For instance, Philip Wylie in Generation of Vipers calls Mom
"the American pope" (195), claiming that mothers psychologically discourage their [children]
from undertaking exploits themselves far from the mothers' watchful eyes. He further views
the self-sacrificing determination of mothers in the discharge of their mothering roles as selfserving, domineering and hypocritical. Wylie and others like Sebald emphatically praised the
courage of De Beauvoir in The Second Sex for broaching the topic of harmful aspects of
mothering.
Through the works of these theorists and the roles played by some of the characters in
my corpus, 1 have come to realise that the myth of mothering is criticized and portrayed
negatively oftentimes by children and adults alike and even by those who have had good
mothering and protection, for instance, Margaret and Zulma in Harriet's Daughter and
Giselle in La Dot de Sara. In the world of the texts, these children are well protected by their
mothers who end up not wanting to replicate their own mothers. Some of these children
appear to view mothering as often putting others first, while others view it as domineering,
overprotective and overbearing just like Wylie's, Sebald's and De Beauvoir's depictions of
mothering as a result of mothers' determination to shape a positive destiny for the children.
Conversely, children and adults alike that lacked good mothering in their childhood tend to
idealize motherhood and mothering in the lives of their offspring by working hard to provide
for their own children, like some of the fictional mothers in this corpus, such as Adah in
Second Class Citizen, Marianna in La Dot de Sara and Tina in Harriet's Daughter. However,
112

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

traditional views of motherhood and mothering cannot be enacted as if they are the object of
universal acceptance; mothering cannot be read in isolation from its cultural, ideological, and
sociological contexts as no two mothers, can mother their child/children in the same way
because no two societies have the same belief system and no two mothers undergo the same
patriarchal manipulations. Hence mothering could be viewed as a contextual ideology as
theorized by Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Patricia Hills Collins, Leira and others.
In my study of the Black mother and her resistant strategies, I found critics such as
mentioned above and others to be very dynamic in articulating how the Black mother is
portrayed. Angela Gilliam calls for the education of the girl-child to enable her to access
information easily in order not to be turned into a baby making-machine. Because with the
right form of education, the girl-child can make her voice heard when and where necessary
and also fight for her rights. According to Gilliam, "sex is often an instrument of oppression"
(229), hence young ladies are admonished to go on studying so that they would be better
positioned to participate in the revolutionary process. Gilliam also gives a very vital view on
the discourse of "passing" as many Black women see it as a means of acceptability into the
dominant white culture. Some therefore alter their phenotype by seeking whitening while
others try to alter their accent in order to speak like white women, like our fictional Adah in
Second Class Citizen. Gilliam further calls on the western feminist movements to look
beyond gender and class to incorporate in their struggle discourses such as imperialism,
economic and political issues which are the major setbacks for Black mothers and not just
focus on genital mutilation whether in Africa, in Asia (Caribbean), in South America or
Europe, in order to incorporate all women in our common struggle. For their part, Mohanty,
Hills, Evelyn Nakano Glenn and Leira emphasize the ideology of mothering as a contextual
phenomenon. Hence, there is no acceptable universal pattern of mothering because mothers
face different challenges peculiar to each mother's situation, particularly if it affects the well113
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being of their offspring. Some mothers face economic and patriarchal challenges, others face
challenges of abandonment and childcare all alone and yet some others face challenges of
insecurity due to childlessness that leads sometimes to othermothering, and the acceptance of
male infidelity in some societies. I therefore agree with Glenn as she debunks the view of any
form of universal mothering, bell hooks decries the reasons and effects of early marriages
and early divorces when the inequalities in the marriage becomes unbearable as a result of
sexism. Rich and Chodorow, like De Beauvoir independently views the struggles of
motherhood as limiting from a meaningful social life outside their mothering roles, however,
Chodorow supports the idea of shared child raising, (which I refer to as othermothering in
this study) in order for biological mothers to have a breath of fresh air in the over embedded
mother /child relationship. While Julia Kristeva admonishes women on the need to view
motherhood with some amount of love in them, as it is the most beautiful aspect of creation,
rather than approach such sensitive issues with aggression. This is exactly the approach
adopted by mothers in La Dot de Sara, as they completely avoid any form of confrontation
with their male counterparts, rather decided to accept total responsibility. I will not fail to
commend Williams on how she traced the origin of the problems of Black women as being
tied to their slave past. This is viewed as the genesis of othermothering due to slavery and
poverty. Some of these critics and others not mentioned in this conclusion and the authors of
the four texts testify to the empowering stories of Black mothers in their struggle for
satisfactory livelihood in spite of the challenges.
Though Emecheta's, Philip's, Nwapa's, and Agnant's representations of motherhood
and mothering differ, all four authors step beyond traditional stereotypes of Black
motherhood and mothering experience geared towards redefining new roles for themselves
and their children and to avoid the reproduction of poverty in the lives of their children.
Hence, the roles played by these determined mothers show that the depiction of the "strong
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mother" is a means to an end and not an end in itself. In each of the novels, the mother deals
with this containment and in each instance, her journey involves a confrontation with the
limits that bind her. Some of these mothers in the world of the texts persevere and manage to
break with the cultural mores that bind them such as Adah, Marinna, Efuru, Tina and Mrs.
Clarke
To be successful as a determined mother, Adah in Second Class Citizen adopts hard
work in London as a means of emancipation in spite of society's inscription on her sex and
her color. She sees 'hard work and determination (the strong mother stereotype) as a strategy
of resistance to patriarchal domination' as a valuable option available for the reshaping of her
children's future from mediocrity and poverty to accepted standards in the society. As a
determined mother, Adah is able to transform a positive self-image by acquiring a good
education for her children and herself in London. She resists her ascribed role as a wife
saddled with all the responsibilities of the family and yet abused by her husband by walking
out of her sexist marriage and moving far away from a Black community that has a phobia of
success. Her husband and the Black community ostracize Adah from the community because
of her obstinate desire to succeed in London in spite of the on-going boundaries inscribed by
white society. Hence, patriarchal power and her Black community push her to the boundary,
forcing her to reshape a new social status by resisting the norms that confine her and her
children as she gives voice to her story by working hard to be successful in her struggles as a
determined mother. Adah is isolated from other mothers, finding little solidarity in her Black
community not only because she refuses to do the menial jobs they see as their lot as Blacks
in London, but she also refuses to foster out her children to a white mother (44-50).
Nevertheless, her voice set her apart from dominant representations of Black mothers in
fiction and by extension lived reality in London when the novel was written in the seventies.
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Adah is not only strong but outstanding as she passes her library examinations while
having five children in her custody, coupled with a full-time job and a newly found interest in
writing (48). Education as identified in Emecheta's works is the most important means for
women's liberation from traditional and patriarchal values and the alleviation from abject
poverty that vehemently retard Black women's freedom. For Emecheta, like her surrogate
Adah, hard work and education became her salvaging grace in the face of patriarchal and
intra-racial challenges.
Tina's mothering experience is quite different; she understands what it means to
experience poverty and rejection in childhood. She has no mother, no father, no sister or
brother to turn to. Tina is everything to herself (138). Her childhood is tagged with abject
poverty; at times she uses sugared water for wont of food (48). Therefore, Tina is determined
to be there for her children. This she does by buying all sorts of things for the children,
whether they have need of them or not, just to compensate for her poverty-stricken childhood
experience (6). However, the patriarchal power Tina has to contend with is much different
from the other mothers' in this study. In African and West Indian families, tradition places
the man as the head of the affairs of the family (Ojo-Ade, 161). Cruickshank is capable of
providing financially for his family and he appears to control their lives like a king over his
followers. For her part, Tina is represented as a humble, unquestioning and submissive wife
and mother who is rendered powerless before her husband's sexist attitude. As a result, Tina
is unable to protect herself and her daughter, Margaret, from the father's autocratic
tendencies at the beginning of the novel.
Thus, we see in Harriet's Daughter, daughters looking for role models in foremothers
and activist women, and by extension, daughters mothering their biological mothers at the
beginning of the novel. Nevertheless, Tina with a positive empowerment from Bertha, who
educates her on her rights and the need to challenge her husband's autocratic decisions,
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stands up to face her husband squarely. Tina resists her assigned role by ordering her husband
to listen while she talks as he usually does (136-7). By shouting down on Cruickshank as he
used to shout down on her, Tina gives voice to her story. Thus, Michelle Rosaldo asserts that;
"the very symbolic and social conceptions that appear to set women apart and to circumscribe
their activities may be used by the women as a basis for female solidarity [...]" (qtd in Elaine
Showalter, 95). As these women come together, Bertha is able to psychologically reframe
Tina's mind on the modus operandi of sexism. Armed with Bertha's lectures, Tina adopts
determination as a strategy of resistance and transforms her story by standing up for her
daughter and herself towards the end of the novel. Thus, as a result of feminist cohesion in a
male dominated world, Tina like Mrs. Clarke is able to give voice to her story (Philip.122-7).
However, Philip, in showing an understanding of the importance of education to the Black
mother, portrays Bertha, the most assertive female voice in the novel, as an educated woman.
This is possibly why Bertha understands better the children's desire to run away if nothing is
done to stop their fathers from implementing their plans than their unlettered mothers (101).
Similarly, Efuru in Efuru is portrayed as an independent woman who sustains her
family by dint of hard work. The Afro/Caribbean tradition places on mothers' norms and
ideologies they must obey to live in these societies. Such norms and ideologies as: the choice
of a husband for a young girl, motherhood and mothering as a compulsory journey for all
married women, and especially the male-child phenomenon all mothers have to put up with.
Polygamy, genital mutilation and abandonment of wives, and children's welfare often left in
the hands of mothers are treated like ideal ideologies. All these Afro/Caribbean myths stem
from patriarchal manipulated frames just to imprison women in these societies. Efuru accepts
polygamy and genital mutilation due to pressures from the community, but is able to resist
and transform a positive self-image for herself and those around her when falsely accused of
infidelity. For instance, in the face of abandonment in her first marriage, Efuru bravely walks
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out of the marriage. While in her second marriage, as discussed in Chapter Three of this
study, when Efuru could not experience the joys of motherhood, she resorts to the role of
othermother in the family and the community as a means of acquiring fulfillment.
Nwapa's portrayal of mothering in the context of traditional African patriarchy can be
both complicit and determined; as we see through the earlier choices made by Efuru in her
desperate need for motherhood and the mothering experience and her later choices to divorce
her husband and take on the othermother role. Hence, the narrative disputes the traditional
African belief that the experience of motherhood is the only source of empowerment to
women. Efuru gives voice to her story as she works hard with determination to embrace
mothering in the discharge of her duties as othermother and community othermother in spite
of the societal constraints that try to silence her as a worshiper of Uhamiri the water goddess.
Similarly, La Dot de Sara is a narrative that portrays mothering as a self-sufficient act
in the face of male abandonment. Marianna in her Caribbean milieu is portrayed as a strong
mother who metamorphoses into a successful mother as she appears to make herself
invulnerable to further male abuse and eventual abandonment as she adopts a self-sufficient
posture. Marianna resists every appearance of patriarchal manipulation by working really
hard as a result of the abject poverty in the Island to raise a child all alone. Agnant's
Marianna having been to a formal school and a home economics school through the help of
Ai'da her grandmother, identifies education as the major means of female emancipation.,
socially, economically, intellectually, and physically. Hence, she laments; "J'avais jure de
mourir s'il le fallait, agrippee a cette machine a coudre, plutot que de retirer Giselle du
pensionnat. Que deviendra-t-elle, je me demandais, si elle ne peut recevoir une bonne
education? Je n'ai rien d'autre a lui donner" (32). This ideology is echoed throughout La Dot
de Sara.
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Giselle, as an abandoned wife and a single mother in Canada, also struggles hard to
raise Sara with the help of her mother. Despite running away from Haiti in order not to
replicate traditional mothering in the poverty stricken-Island with its high level of sexism,
Giselle ends up replicating her mother even in Canada. Nevertheless, mothering in Haiti is
fulfilling in terms of maternal faithfulness and dedication in the up-bringing of their children
on one hand, and pain and bitter regrets on the other hand due to the nonchalant attitude of
daughters to their mothers in old age. However, from the presentation of mothering in La Dot
de Sara, Haiti can be viewed as a matrilineal society in the world of the text.
The question is how successful are these strong mothers in their strategies of
resistance. Are these strategies feasible means in which to push at the boundaries of sexist
and patriarchal manipulations? Given that acts of resistance are always to some degree, at
risk of re-inscribing the same manipulations of power that are being opposed, resistance may
never be fully achieved. The mothers appear to react vehemently to the challenges of
patriarchy in the face of abject poverty and oppression. This resistance may not always be
successful, but the most important issue is that there is a continuous sustenance of livelihood.
For instance, Efuru with all her modern values eventually accepts polygamy and female
genital mutilation in order to experience motherhood, thus, becoming complicit with
patriarchal values. By attempting to be independent and assertive in certain aspects, Nwapa
creates a new landmark in the struggle over the Black woman's emancipation in Nigeria
(Africa) in the early sixties when the novel was written (1966). This is the reason I did not
hesitate to disagree partially with Nnolim that Nwapa's feminism cannot be viewed
completely as "tentative and faltering" because resistance is not always successful, but rather
could bring to light the issue resisted against.
However, as the values of society form and shape the philosophies of writers.
Emecheta, Philip, Agnant and Nwapa are from societies in which the existence of women
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(Black) is considered as subordinate in human existence. The question I ask is whether the
negative stereotypic image of the Black mother is the same in Africa, the Caribbean, Canada,
and in Britain? In spite of the fact that different particularities depict these mothers'
experiences, the mothers of these works all grow up in traditional milieus; they all have firsthand knowledge of the sexist and patriarchal structures of their societies and the challenges of
poverty, and struggle to step beyond the stereotypic roles assigned them by the society.
Although Tina, Adah and Marianna experience sexism and patriarchy contested in different
levels due to the inscription of intra-racial and class barriers in Britain and Canada, their
survival strategies are related to what respective possibilities that are available to them to
realize their affirmations of motherly love. As determined mothers, in their overall assertion,
they appear to acquire certain knowledge through their experience, and their experiences as
wives/partners abandoned with their children are translated into counter hegemonic roles.
Hence, in their zeal to resist these roles by working hard to make ends meet, they are depicted
as strong mothers.
In conclusion, one of the main differences among the novels is that determined
mothering is not just an act of will; it is also determined by context. For instance, the novels
portray how the limits of mothers' freedom is determined by various contexts throughout the
diaspora, whether in traditional African village life where female mutilation and polygamy
are practiced in Efuru or in Canada where the practice of a disciplined up-bringing for
Caribbean-Canadian girls consists in threats of sending them back to the Caribbean in
Harriet's Daughter, or in La Dot de Sara where we are presented with a society where
abandonment is normalized and results in a self-sufficient acts in the face of abject poverty.
While in Second Class Citizen we see a determined mother who refuses to do menial jobs like
her compatriots as the order of the day, but seeks white collar jobs in spite of the societal and
the Black community's inscription of a more subservient role.
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In my research, I have realized that the traditional power of Black mothers as
determined mothers in child upbringing whether in Africa, the Caribbean, Britain or Canada
has an economic and ideological basis, and this is derived from the sacred and divine
importance accorded to motherhood and mothering. What is important about the selected
texts for this study is that they have Black mothers that metamorphosed into subjects of their
own stories, stories that speak through the Black mother about her own experiences. Eforu
does not fit the stereotype of a Black mother. She is represented as a wealthy, industrious,
beautiful woman, endowed with an independent mind. She is an assertive, though traditional,
determined mother in spite of her childlessness, a concerned mother who breaks the bounds
of convention. These pluralities create a character outside the usual representation of Black
mothers in African novels in the sixties. By narrating these experiences, Nwapa is offering a
counter-narrative to Black mothers who read these experiences. These four novels offer
counter-hegemonic narratives that help to shift the societal "dos and don'ts" of the different
countries they represent.
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