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Résumé  
Notre article propose l’analyse d’un corpus recueilli par rapport au thème de la 

maternité (perçu à la fois comme pouvoir et comme force effaçant la volonté d’une femme). 
Nous allons utiliser pour ce faire l’interprétation antonymique proposée par Adrienne Rich 
dans Of Woman Born; c’est-à-dire la déclinaison de la maternité comme une institution 
oppressive normative (“motherhood”) versus la maternité comme expérience 
(“mothering”), soulignant la maternité comme source de pouvoir et d’énergie positive, 
mais aussi comme processus qui suppose un large éventail de sentiments (la plupart du 
temps contradictoires). Nous allons expliciter dans ce texte le choix du corpus constitué 
d’une collection de pièces de théâtre regroupées d’après les deux sens du sujet, écrites par 
des auteures blanches (Susan Glaspell, Marsha Norman, Tina Howe, Karen Malpede, 
Megan Terry, Susan Griffin) et des auteures afro-américaines (Angelina Grimke, Adrienne 
Kennedy, Alice Childress, Lorraine Hansberry, Ntozake Shange), afin de souligner tant le 
caractère unique que les points communs entre les auteures dramatiques mentionnées, en 
transcendant la couleur, la culture et l’éducation. 

Keywords: motherhood, mothering, corpus, African-American, stereotypes 
 

 
Feminism evolved from its first political purpose linked to the women‟s right 

to vote to the rise of awareness concerning the exclusion of women from the 
cultural, social, sexual, political and intellectual canon and its main purposes have 
been to criticize and reevaluate the woman‟s status and condition, seen and judged 
as an outsider. Although the first American playwright, Mrs. Mercy Otis Warren, 
has been mentioned since 1773 (she started writing drama in order to support and 
encourage the American revolutionaries, yet her plays have never been played) and 
although there have existed a few feminine voices in the American theatre, the 
American feminist drama sets itself apart as a distinct genre only at the end of the 
1960s when a clear division between the presence of women in the theatre and 
feminist drama is made, the latter insisting on bringing a radical change as far as 
the presence and manner of treating women is concerned, aspects dealt with in the 
most important phases of feminism: liberal, cultural or radical, and socialist or 
materialist, each one representing a different critical vision on issues concerning 
the exclusion of the feminine voice. 

Around the same time, African-American women playwrights had started 
claiming their position as well, rejecting the typical images propagated by then. 
The plays written by them reinforce the link between the theatre and the African 
American individual‟s consciousness, as they become a mirror of a complicated 
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double consciousness through which the world is seen both from a woman‟s 
perspective and from a racial one. Even from the beginning of African-American 
Feminist Theatre (the 1950s) there has been a constant attempt to create and 
embody on stage new worlds in which diverse voices and distinct visions or 
stereotypes collide, asserting and celebrating polyphony in which dance, music, 
visual images and multiple (re)transformations were techniques used aggressively 
at some point. 

The topic of my PhD paper includes a theoretical approach of motherhood 

and a textual analysis, based on the close-reading of a few representative plays for 

the purpose of identifying and emphasizing the way in which psychoanalytical, 

psychological and also biological issues (pregnancy, mother-daughter relationship, 

mother-son relationship, etc.) are reevaluated and transformed into these texts. 

In what concerns the body of the paper, it refers to two important topics, 

underscored by Adrienne Rich in Of Woman Born: motherhood seen as a 

normative oppressive institution versus mothering, or motherhood as experience, 

emphasizing maternity as a source of power and good energy, but also as a process 

that supposes a wide range of feelings (contradictory most of the time). The corpus 

is made up of a collection of plays, written in the twentieth century, by both white 

playwrights (Susan Glaspell, Marsha Norman, Tina Howe, Karen Malpede, Megan 

Terry, Susan Griffin) and African American ones (Angelina Grimke, Adrienne 

Kennedy, Alice Childress, Lorraine Hansberry, Ntozake Shange), the aim being 

that of bringing to light the uniqueness of each and every perspective of the authors 

mentioned above, but also the universality of the perception of motherhood. Thus 

motherhood receives, as I am going to prove, various connotations in American 

and African-American culture, despite the fact that there are a few characteristics 

that transcend culture and skin color, such as the pressure of the society women 

live in and, in fact, of the predominantly male universe, on their psyche, body and 

decisions, as well as the rooted beliefs that dictate their so-called normal, cyclic 

destiny. 

The theoretical approach will rely on general references to the American 

drama written by women playwrights in the twentieth century, identifying recurrent 

topics and motifs. However, in doing this the aim is to frame the issue of 

motherhood in the specific context of the last century and introduce a few 

theoretical debates round such crucial notions particular for this concept: 

motherhood, mothering, othermothering, community mothers, defining and 

deconstructing myths (the Oedipal myth or the Electra complex), by examining, 

from a feminist point of view, the relationships existent in a family. Therefore, I 

will use the theoretical corpus (Rebecca Jo Plant‟s Mom: The Transformation of 

Motherhood in Modern America, Petrina Brown‟s Eve: Sex, Childbirth and 

Motherhood Through the Ages, and Susan J. Douglas and Meredith Michaels‟ The 

Mommy Myth: The Idealization of Motherhood and How It Has Undermined 

Women, just to mention a few) to go back in history in order to follow tracks of 

women and, especially, of mothers during the emancipation process, over different 

periods of time, aiming at deconstructing some of the most popular stereotypes in 

male-written literature and then promulgated by social and cultural practices, as: 
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the altruist mother, the good mother, the innocent mother, the matriarch. For a 

better understanding of the demythologization of these types, I will refer to both 

contrast and complementarity to be noticed between the white mother and the 

mother of color through the lenses specific to the African American culture 

(othermothering, community mothers) and also through the generally accepted 

perspective of the mother-daughter/son relationship. Finally, motherhood and 

mothering will be examined from a critical point of view, starting with Adrienne 

Rich‟s essays, which creates an antithesis between the two terms and continuing 

with Nancy Chodorow, who highlights the mother-daughter/son relationship from a 

feminist point of view (deconstructing Freud‟s and Lacan‟s approaches) and 

Patricia Hill Collins, who brings the African American perception on this topic. 

The critical corpus will stay at the basis of the analytical approach that will 

materialize through the practical study of the plays written by the playwrights 

mentioned, highlighting the question of motherhood with the help of the themes, 

motifs and concepts previously discussed. Therefore, the analytical part is going to 

illustrate the theoretical part by examining a number of literary creations that 

mirror both maternal figures within the canon controlled by the male macrocosm, 

and (pre)feminist hypostases of the concepts of motherhood and mothering. The 

aim is that of underlining the uniqueness of the angle from which motherhood is 

reflected in each play and also that of calling attention to the common ground that 

the playwrights point out and develop in their attempt to create a general, common 

dialogue between women, in spite of class, race, age, social, economic, and 

political differences. 

Starting from the opposition introduced by Adrienne Rich, I intend to 

analyze and spotlight this perspective in plays written by women in the twentieth 

century, by subdividing my literary corpus according to it. In the former category, 

Angelina Grimke‟s Rachel will be discussed from the barren woman concept, but 

also the challenges of the African American in what concerns bringing children to 

this world, children who will later become victims of discrimination, while Susan 

Glaspell‟s The Verge will be examined through the lenses of the rejection of the 

maternal responsibility. Getting Out and ‟night, Mother, by Marsha Norman, 

underscore a series of dysfunctional issues from the mother-daughter relationship 

that has as a consequence a sinuous journey towards the discovery of the self. 

Adrienne Kennedy‟s plays (Funny House of a Negro, The Owl Answers, A Movie 

Star Has to Star in Black and White) will be analyzed from the angle of identity 

problems of the mulatto as a daughter who does not manage to identify with her 

mother (Clara has a white mother, Sarah has a mother of color) and who tries to 

find herself by redefining her relationship with her father. Mother-son relationship 

will be examined in Birth and After Birth, by Tina Howe, which will also bring to 

light the polarity motherhood-career and will illustrate the modern mother type, the 

perfect mother, who sacrifices her own needs for the benefit of her husband and 

son (“intensive mothering”). Two of the chosen plays will explore motherhood as a 

source of pain: for colored girls who have considered suicide/when the rainbow is 

enuf, by Ntozake Shange, in which Crystal sees her children killed without being 
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able to intervene, and The Beekeeper’s Daughter, by Karen Malpede, in which 

Amira‟s pregnancy is the result of rape. 

In the latter category, the second element of Rich‟s opposition: motherhood 

as experience, perceived holistically, as power generator, I will focus on the 

mother‟s attitudes, including at some point, feelings and emotions considered to be 

less “maternal”. I shall emphasize the attempts to redefine the role and status of the 

mother and to perceive differently the mother–daughter relationship or the ties 

between a potential pregnancy and the female body. The pregnancy experience and 

its mirroring in the natural cycles appear in Karen Malpede‟s A Monster Has Stolen 

the Sun, while the experience of being born (the act of receiving birth being 

presented by the daughter, the one that is given birth, and not by the one giving 

birth, customary) and daughterhood are at the heart of Daughters, a part of the 

trilogy The Daughters Cycle, by Coss, Segal and Sklar. Mother-daughter 

relationship will be brought up in the analysis of Voices, by Susan Griffin, a play 

that, through the five monologues looking like one (they follow one another and 

repeat one another as an echo), highlights the universality of the feminine 

experiences through their uniqueness, but is also an attempt to revive the 

connection with the ancestral maternal figure. Calm Down Mother, by Megan 

Terry, completes the series of the mother-daughter hypostases by reaffirming the 

feminine body as a symbol for motherhood, contesting at the same time indirectly 

the pragmatic and utilitarian perspective over the connection between the woman‟s 

body and motherhood. Last but not the least, the loving mother type will be 

investigated in Alice Childress‟ Florence and Lorraine Hansberry‟s A Raisin in the 

Sun, which deconstruct the stereotype of the matriarch and emphasize a specific 

characteristic of the African American culture, that is the maternal love as a means 

of fighting against discrimination. 

All in all, life began with a Mother. However, on the basis of her condition 

as a giver of birth, the maternal function has mistakenly been either taken for 

granted or considered a god-like power, which thereby has locked women into an 

ideal of being everything, ignoring their adult being. This pressure of an ideal 

model is revealed through demands impossible to satisfy, as if writing the 

directions on how all mothers should mother, what they should feel and do, as if 

they were one and the same. Therefore, even if different, they have been expected 

to mother in the same way.  

 Beyond the “shoulds” of institutionalized motherhood and the “musts” of 

institutionalized racism, mothers, irrespective of race or colour, have been 

struggling to be good mothers. Thus, my purpose is to emphasize the diverse ways 

of mothering but also the unity that transcends diversity, embracing motherhood as 

a collective process. In conclusion, the main hypothesis of my research is that 

motherhood has represented an important direction of the feminist movement, 

attempting to reinterpret and to fight against some rooted beliefs of the society, 

supporting the mythical image of the mother as a generator of energy and creation. 

Consequently, numerous links between feminism in various areas of research and 

the feminist theatre can be established, both forming eventually a common ground 

in order to bring forward voices that have been neglected or kept muted. 
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