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Abstract 
Black women lived in the bottom of the society; they suffered from oppres-
sion of both sexuality and racial discrimination. In Their Eyes Were Watch-
ing God, the writer Zora Neale Hurston creates a positive image Janie who 
seeks for female rights and fulfills herself through her own efforts. In the 
course of Janie’s pilgrimage toward female rights, she goes through three 
stages, that is, Janie’s loss, Janie’s awakening, and Janie’s fulfillment. Janie’s 
struggle expresses black feminist consciousness-awareness, which becomes an 
independent female individual bursting her voices in the male-dominant 
world. 
 

Keywords 
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1. Introduction 

The miserable life of black women has been reflected in many works in Ameri-
can literature. Black women lived in the bottom of the society; they suffered 
from oppression of both sexuality and racial discrimination. Zora Neale Hurs-
ton’s masterpiece, Their Eyes Were Watching God, is taken as one of the black 
Americans literary classics and one of the most outstanding works in modern li-
terature of black feminism which focuses on woman’s quest for rights and dig-
nity.  

Since its publication, American literary and cultural scholars have begun to 
explore the novel’s thematic, ideological, and aesthetic complexity. Some scho-
lars study the realism in this novel; other from some different perspective, 
such as Maria J. Racine explores the voice and Interiority in the novel, point-
ing out “As Janie gains voice, she associates with men who have progressively 
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more voice, or fuller voices. Hurston, however, does not demonize even the 
voiceless men; indeed, she facilitates the reader’s empathy toward them.” (Ra-
cine, 1994: p. 292). Leila Hajjari endeavors to examine the novel and its he-
roine in a romantic context. It is argued that Janie’s personality is subject to a 
tri-partite development (Hajjari, 2016: p. 3552). Sawsan Qashgari studies “Rac-
ism, Feminism and Language”, which focuses on racial conflicts, African Amer-
ican dialect and African American women gender oppression (Qashgari, 2017: 
pp. 32-41). Norman Marín Calderón focuses on how, in Zora Neale Hurston’s 
novel Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937), African American women get no-
ticed through the use of gaze and visual experience. The marginalization African 
American women have experienced over the years makes them produce an al-
ternative communication system based on sight and visual understanding. That 
is, the visual takes over the impossibility of black women to express themselves 
verbally: instead of voice there is sight (Calderón, 2018: pp. 261-269). However, 
this novel suggested Hurston’s own hopes for an equal place in a patriarchal 
world. Chery A. Wall, a specialist studying Hurston’s works, mentioned that 
Hurston is the first real linguistic writer who created and reflected the miserable 
life of black women.  

2. The Oppression Janie Suffered 

Their Eyes were Watching God is regarded as the first African American works 
which describes the awakening of African American women. Black feminist critics 
analyze the works of black female writers from a feminist or political perspective, 
and it is regarded as a practice, a way of reading inscriptions of race, gender, and 
class in modes of cultural expression. The black feminists of the Combahee River 
Collective, in their manifesto of April 1977, declared: 

“The most general statement of our politics at the present time would be that 
we are actively committed to struggling against racial, sexual, heterosexual, and 
class oppression. As Black women we see Black feminism as the logical political 
movement to combat the manifold and simultaneous oppressions that all wom-
en of color face.” (The Combahee River Collective, 2014: p. 271). 

Bell Hooks mentions in Feminist Theory: “From Margin to Center, that Afri-
can American women, with an unusual position, were not only at the very bot-
tom of the occupational ladder collectively, but also the lowest in American so-
cial class”. Obviously, they are oppressed by the pain of sexist, racist, and classist. 

The first pressure is from the Oppression of Racialism. The racial oppression 
impresses readers in many respects in Their Eyes Were Watching God. Janie’s 
grandmother, Nanny, whose experiences show that whites control over every-
thing in the society. They think they are superior to blacks. They can command 
the black to do anything. The miserable and harsh status of blacks can be ex-
posed completely. They have no choice but to listen to whites’ command. Whites 
name them as “negro” and “nigger”, which have a strong discrimination. The 
white mistress in the novel can be regarded as a source of racism as well. The 
mistress always beats Nanny and intimidates her to sell her newborn daughter 
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Leafy. Raped by the white owner and threatened by the white mistress, Nanny 
determines to escape from the plantation. Nanny fears her daughter to be sold to 
other slave owners and live the miserable life as she ever does. She hopes her 
child could live a happy life. Thus she escapes from her slave master with her 
baby and hides in a shabby place until the slavery is abolished. At that time, she 
supposes that there is no oppression and difficulty any more. She sends her 
daughter to school, hoping that one day Leafy could become a school teacher. 
However, the reality breaks her heart again. Leafy is raped and gets pregnant 
when she is only seventeen. The tragic fate occurs to the mother and the daugh-
ter again. After Janie’s birth, Leafy runs away without leaving any words. Be-
sides, whites feel superior to blacks. They show no respect to blacks. The pa-
triarchal society and the oppression of racism have a deep impact on Nanny. She 
is a tragic character and her values about life also change a lot, she experiences 
great sufferings both in body and in mind. These experiences that Nanny goes 
through in the racial and patriarchal society also leave a strong influence on Ja-
nie, which is harmful to her healthy growth. People usually call Janie “Alphabet” 
when she was a little girl, because “so many people had done named me different 
names” (Hurston, 1978: p. 9). Haunted by the miserable memories under the 
oppression of racism, Nanny compelled Janie to marry Logan Killicks, who is an 
old man but wealthy. However, Janie and Logan do not love each other, and this 
marriage does not bloom fully. In a word, both Nanny and Janie turn out to be a 
victim of the racial oppression in American slavery society. Although blacks 
have fought for their equal rights all the time, they are still not treated as equal 
citizens by the society. Blacks couldn’t enjoy equal opportunity for better educa-
tion, nor could they get equal chance for better jobs. They also do not have the 
right to vote or be voted. The severe discrimination from whites results in the 
humblest living situation of black people. Blacks are tortured both in body and 
in spirit.  

The second pressure is from the Oppression of Sexuality. As the feminist critic 
Virginia Woolf in her A Room of one’s own declares that men have and contin-
ue to treat women as inferiors. It is the male who defines what it means to be a 
female (Bressler, 1999: p. 181). Their Eyes Were Watching God not only shows 
men’s absolute domination over women, but also represents the spiritual linking 
between nature and women. Murray Bookchin indicates that “the very idea of 
the domination of nature by man comes from the very real domination of hu-
man by human” (Bookchin, 1998: p. 1). Hurston shows men’s maltreatment to 
women and nature, men’s exploration of nature and men’s domination over 
women in the novel. Simone de Beauvoir also asserts that the female becomes 
“the other”, an object whose existence is defined and interpreted by the male, 
who is the dominant being in society. Always subordinate to the male, the fe-
male finds herself a secondary or nonexistent player in society (Bressler, 1999: p. 
182). Once hurt by men, Janie always identifies herself with the tree, because she 
can get comfort except the tree. We can find that in a particular situation when 
Logan Killicks is indifferent to her, Janie turns to the natural thing—the tree. 
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“Her breath was gusty and short. She knew things that nobody had ever told her; 
for instance, the words of the tree and the wind. She often spoke to falling seeds 
and said, “Ah hope you fall on soft ground, because she had heard seeds saying 
that to each other as they passed … The familiar people and things had failed her 
so she hung over the gate and looked up the road towards way off ” (Hurston, 
1978: p. 25). We can reckon that, nature becomes the medium for women to rad-
ically pursue spirit as well as the subversive deconstruction of the power struc-
tures that enhances man-dominated world itself and patriarchal language in 
Hurston’s novels. In the novel, also some elaborated descriptions can be seen 
about men’s exploitation of nature and the trees. After Joe Starks becomes the 
mayor of the town, “he sent men out to the swamp to cut the finest and straigh-
test cypress post they could find, and kept on sending them back to hunt another 
one until they found one that pleased him” (Hurston, 1978: p. 47). Under the 
influence of patriarchy, Joe Starks exploits anything freely which nature can 
supply. Men’s chopping down trees not only leads to the environmental deteri-
oration but also threatens women’s housework. All in all, Hurston shows men’s 
occupation of the environment through men’s control over women in the pa-
triarchal society. 

The third pressure is from Janie’s Miserable Marriage. Janie went through three 
marriages which differed from one another. This could be seen from Janie’s dif-
ferent ways to deal with her three husbands. Janie identified her husbands’ with 
the pear tree respectively. Janie often visits her grandma’s garden in order to 
search for a key to the world she had dreamed of under the pear tree before 
marrying Logan. She thought that marriage could no longer feel the existence of 
loneliness. However, when she went into Logan’s house, all the hopes and ex-
pectations in her heart were collapsed—unlike the blooming pear tree in Nan-
ny’s garden where there was full of vitality and fragrance, Logan’s house was “a 
lonesome place like a stump in the middle of the woods where nobody had ever 
been”, and it was “absent of flavor, too” (Hurston, 1978: p. 39). She thought that 
“the vision of Logan Killicks was desecrating the pear tree” (Hurston, 1978: p. 
28). Joe Starks came to realize that his world was arranged in hierarchies and he 
didn’t want to be at the bottom. Therefore, he was determined to become the 
master of others. He treated dominance as a way of life. He preferred to control 
everybody who possibly be brought under his control, naturally Janie and other 
blacks of Eatonville included. The only difference was that Janie, like the Mrs. 
Mayor, was not only under his control but also the very symbol of his control. 
Therefore, unlike what Logan did, Joe did not control Janie by forcing her to la-
bor, but by changing her into a thing or his property. Joe restrained Janie from 
many aspects, such as her hairstyle, clothing, freedom of speech and communi-
cation with other townspeople. Gradually that Joe claimed absolute domination 
over Janie further and estranged her from her “pear tree” image and connection 
with the world. As for her second marriage, although Janie became silent, she 
did not give up her self-pursuit and vivid imagination in her inner heart. After 
Joe’s death, she experienced an exclusive period of self-reflection which helped 
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her relive her feelings. Then she continued to looking for the ideal love and 
harmony in her heart. Acquainted with Tea Cake, Janie thought that “He looked 
like the love thoughts of women. He could be a bee to a blossom—a pear tree 
blossom in the spring.” However, Hurston’s bee image had two contrary sides—the 
bee as pleasurable side and painful side. Janie’s relationship with Tea Cake in-
volved much pleasure as well as pain—laughter, joy as well as skepticism, hurt, 
and jealousy. Janie experienced feelings and sensations from her youthful expe-
rience under the pear tree with Tea Cake. Unlike Joe confined Janie to a highly 
organized system with fixed laws and directions, Tea Cake encouraged her spirit 
to blossom and helped Janie to recognize herself just as she really was. Despite 
the affection and affinity of love between them, doubt and conflict also exist. 
Compelled by the patriarchal society, Tea Cake absolutely owned the ideology of 
domination. The activity of killing Tea Cake indicated that Janie’s mental was 
more mature. The trial interpretation of Janie’s ideas about pear trees represented 
her immature sexual mentality, because she only focused on the social meaning 
of marriage at that time. But gradually, she became more mature in her mind 
and had great vision and horizon. 

3. Janie’s Awakening 

Being a black woman, Janie’s rebellion came from the burst of her voice. The out-
burst of Janie’s earsplitting voice relived this anger, and also enhanced the progress 
of self-pilgrimage. It was a process from silence to burst and from inside to out-
side. 

In Their Eyes Were Watching God, Janie discourages her first two marriages 
before she meets “Tea Cake” Vergible Woods. It is important that Tea Cake’s 
first gesture toward Janie is to invite her to play checkers, an invitation that pro-
foundly has an impact on Janie:  

“He set it up and began to show her and she found herself glowing inside. 
Somebody wanted her to play. Somebody thought it natural for her to play.” 
(Hurston, 1978: pp. 91-92). A feeling of freedom strikes Janie, and this expe-
rience continues throughout her relationship with Tea Cake. Hence when that 
evening Tea Cake escorts Janie home from the shop, Janie feels: 

“Maybe this strange man was up to something! … Tea Cake wasn’t strange. 
Seemed as if she had known him all her life” (Hurston, 1978: p. 94). Tea Cake 
succeeds in satisfying Janie’s dream of “a bee for her blossom”. They exhume 
worms at midnight and fish until dawn; they rent automobile and drive to the 
nearby city to watch baseball games. Janie’s blueprint of love and marriage is 
shaping when she watches the perfect combination between the singing bees and 
the pollinated pear tree flowers in her grandmother’s garden. Janie strongly de-
sires for fulfillment through establishment of an ideal relationship with a man, 
and Tea Cake is such a proper person. Tea Cake also helps Janie discard the de-
finition of male/female that Joe has internalized and compelled on her. Tea Cake 
is described as following: 

He looked like the love thoughts of women and a bee to a blossom—a pear 
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tree blossom in the spring (Hurston, 1978: p. 101). The model of masculinity 
employed in the bee can be represented by Tea Cake, encouraging Janie to ex-
press her thoughts. Janie’s life with Tea Cake represents the final decision to 
march toward the pilgrimage, toward self-definition. Tea Cake makes Janie feel 
alive, free, vitally needed, loved, unlimited. 

4. Janie’s Fulfillment 

In the course of Janie’s self-fulfillment is the way to search for self-definition. In 
this process Tea Cake has an ulterior meaning for Janie, because “he done taught 
me the maiden language all over” (Hurston, 1978: p. 13). Tea Cake gives Janie 
the instruments to help her to find her own voice. As Elaine Showalter states that 
to find a perfect voice is “to find a new language, a new way of reading that can 
integrate our intelligence and our experience, our reason and our suffering, our 
skepticism and our vision” (Showalter, 1998: p. 39). So now she can open her 
heart and talks about her ideas in public freely, which symbolizes that she has 
freedom of communication. Besides, she has an equal status and power as men. 

Striking off poverty perhaps is the efficient and quick way to encourage black 
women to change their social and family status, to unite women from various back-
ground and different ethnic groups, and to help them have the proper attitudes 
towards marriage and work. Looking back, Janie’s first marriage is appointed by 
Nanny on the basis of economy. But Janie wants to realize true self-fulfillment. 
At first, she doesn’t know what to do due to her age, so she has to follow Nan-
ny’s arrangements. Even if Janie is not satisfied with Joe, it is still evident that 
she is lucky to meet Joe when she knows nothing about money. When Janie is 
with Tea Cake, she tries her best to make life meaningful and enjoyable. She 
prefers to work in the field with him; at the same time, other women have no 
choice but to work in the field in order to make a living. Janie enjoys the process 
of work while the other women dream that they will someday meet a rich man 
and no longer drudge as a mule. 

5. Conclusion 

This paper analyzes Their Eyes Were Watching God from a perspective of black 
feminism, which portrays the heroine’s journey to become a self-reliance wom-
an. Janie’s pressure, including the oppression of racialism, the oppression of sex-
uality, Janie’s undesirable marriage, Janie’s awakening, Janie’s resistance, Janie’s 
fulfillment, including the independence of personality and the independence of 
economy could be witnessed by time and history, which expresses black feminist 
consciousness. Finally, Janie grows up to an independent woman who bursts her 
voices in the world. After undergoing the repeated failures in her marriages, Ja-
nie eventually has the feminist awareness and becomes independent as a woman. 
Moreover, Hurston’s novel does not only examine racism from a certain pers-
pective as being between blacks and whites, but she also broadens the concept of 
racism. While Hurston not only to discuss the racial issues but goes further to 
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discuss gender, as Sawsan Qashgari states that this novel “celebrates the com-
plexity of African American society and their language, portrays the dark side of 
racism and follows a black female’s search for identity and freedom. It represents 
one woman’s courage to go beyond the luxurious life and to explore the real 
beauty of life and love. It is a story that never ends because ‘there is no end to 
reach’.” (Qashgari, 2017: p. 39).  
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Abstract 
This paper explores the portrayal of motherhood in Kate Drumgoold’s auto-
biography A Slave Girl’s Story (1898). Drumgoold’s narrative stresses her sa-
cred experience partly contributes to its shortage of secular life stories. Drum-
goold constructs a world of love in the narrative. She got love from her white 
mothers, from God, and she got a different type of love from her birth mother. 
Drumgoold might be the first female slave narrative writer who depicts her 
white mistress as her mother. But Drumgoold’s depictions of white maternal 
love partially conceal the violence and suffering that she and her family had 
suffered in slavery. This paper argues that Drumgoold’s narrative demonstrates 
ambivalences in depicting the world of love and the hardships she and her 
family had to overcome. Drumgoold’s helplessness and weakness in slavery 
induce her to turn to God and God’s love, which helps her find an anchor 
in her white mother who might extend kindness to her. But Drumgoold also 
praises her own mother who strived to take care of her children and taught 
them to fight for freedom. This paper also investigates Drumgoold’s thoughts 
of the morality of motherhood as she relates that a mother would be rewarded 
by God when she takes responsibility for mothering work. 
 

Keywords 
Kate Drumgoold, Women’s Slave Narrative, Evangelical Faith, Motherhood 

 

1. Introduction 

Motherhood has been one of the core issues of feminism since the 1960s. For 
African American feminists and women writers, motherhood is attached impor-
tance not only in political dimension but also in daily experience. Black women 
writers have made it a vital literary tradition in contemporary women’s writing. 
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On the portrayal of enslaved mothers in African American slave narratives by 
women, William L. Andrews proposed that “the slave mother, more than the 
female narrator herself, plays the hero’s role in most early black women’s auto-
biographies.” (Andrews, 1989). But can Andrews’s statement be justifiably ap-
plied to all slave narratives by African American women? And can these writings, 
then, be said to be the foundational texts for modern ideas about the importance 
of African American motherhood? Looking at the portrayal of motherhood in 
nineteenth-century women’s slave narratives helps to investigate to what extent 
it actually is of key importance to the self-definition of African American wom-
en in the nineteenth century within this genre. Kate Drumgoold’s narrative A 
Slave Girl’s Story: Being an Autobiography of Kate Drumgoold (1898) is wor-
thy of study since it depicts motherhood in a different way from other women’s 
slave narratives. A study of the portrayal of motherhood in Drumgoold’s narra-
tive will help to enrich the studies of the writing tradition of African American 
women. 

2. Telling Her Own Stories: Kate Drumgoold’s Life Writing 

Kate Drumgoold, in her short autobiography, records her life experience, from 
an enslaved girl to a freed black woman, especially her success in obtaining edu-
cation and eventually becoming a teacher. Drumgoold’s narrative, moreover, of-
fers a portrait of her movement between the highly urbanized New York City and 
the rural South. Drumgoold’s autobiographical story is a postbellum narrative that 
writing reveals more about her religious experience than her secular life. Refer-
ring to Drumgoold’ personal life, some details remain mysterious since the inci-
dents included in the narrative are selective and some blanks are obvious through-
out the narrative. Drumgoold was born into slavery around 1858. There is no 
existing evidence clearly telling Drumgoold’s exact birth date. Drumgoold’s life 
story ended in 1897, when she was about 40 years old, as the narrative was pub-
lished in 1898. It is noted that Drumgoold had been enslaved for about seven 
years when she was emancipated and moved to Brooklyn in 1865. The narrative 
describes Drumgoold as a pious Christian who put her trust in God by detailing 
a number of incidents within a strongly religious context. To some extent, Drum-
goold’s narrative concentrates on demonstrating a former slave woman’s praise 
and gratitude to God rather than an in-depth presentation of her enslaved life or 
her life after emancipation. The stress on sacred experience partly contributes to 
the narrative’s shortage of secular life stories. Moreover, the narrative does not tell 
whether Drumgoold had ever married or whether she had ever had any children.  

Kate Drumgoold was born a slave in Virginia. She perhaps once lived with her 
mother and sisters before her family was separated. But we know nothing about 
her father or whether her father had lived with them. Young Drumgoold might 
have lived a happy life for a period of time since she mentioned that she was not 
troubled during the Civil War period (Drumgoold, 1898). Drumgoold called her 
mistress Mrs. Bettie House her white mother, and she described Mrs. House as a 
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loving mother, who extended love to her (Drumgoold, 1898). To Drumgoold, 
Mrs. House not only satisfied her different needs, like sending her various pre-
sents, but also took care of her when she was sick. Unfortunately, Mrs. Bettie 
House died at the beginning of the war. Drumgoold’s slave mother, after the 
death of Mrs. House, was sold to the South by her master to get money to em-
ploy a poor white man to go to the battle-field in his stead. Drumgoold was 
separated from her mother until three and a half years later when, with the end 
of the Civil War, her mother came back to find her children. With the help of 
Major Bailley, the headman sent by the North to deal with the welfare of the 
newly emancipated negroes of the South, Drumgoold, her mother, and her nine 
sisters reunited and then were sent to Brooklyn in 1865. Drumgoold and her sis-
ters started to work in different homes in the new city. With the work income 
the girls could help their mother and the family survive in the city. Drumgoold 
stressed that she lived in a female family, without a father, and her only brother 
was taken to the war. Drumgoold worked in a number of white families in Brook-
lyn, and she sought for chances to learn to read and write while working. Drum-
goold appreciated that when she lived with the Bailley family, she could be taken 
to church and attend Sunday-schools (Drumgoold, 1898). With the hope of get-
ting formal school education, Drumgoold worked several jobs to save money to 
pay for school fees. In the years afterwards, Drumgoold attended some boarding 
schools in Washington D. C. and Brooklyn (Drumgoold, 1898). She also went to 
the school in Harper’s Ferry and stayed there for four years. But during the years 
of pursuing her education, Drumgoold sometimes had to halt her study to work 
for a while so as to save money to continue her education. Drumgoold some-
times identified herself as a feeble girl because of her sickness. Drumgoold, with 
the belief that she would be of some use to her people, devoted herself to work-
ing as a teacher for nearly eleven years. As a pious evangelist, Drumgoold appre-
ciated her conversion to God, and, working like a preacher, Drumgoold devoted 
herself to helping her mother, her grandmother, and some of her own relatives 
convert to Christianity.  

Generally speaking, critics have examined Drumgoold’s narrative from the per-
spectives of black feminism, black women’s agency, and black women writing 
tradition. Critics have mainly focused on looking at Kate Drumgoold’s rise from 
slavery, family separation, black women’s contributions to racial uplift, and Drum-
goold’s disability. Miya Hunter-Willis investigated slave narratives written by 
Mattie J. Jackson and Kate Drumgoold in her thesis “Writing the Wrongs: A 
Comparison of Two Female Slave Narratives.” Hunter-Willis maintains that both 
narratives depict African American women who successfully challenged the 
system that tried to keep their race enslaved by using their knowledge of white 
society. The two narratives, according to Hunter-Willis, as typical women’s slave 
narratives, challenged the Cult of True Womanhood and formed a legacy of 
the importance of the pursuit of formal education, which enabled them to sur-
vive, to improve their status, and to help others in the racial uplift movement. 
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Hunter-Willis also points out that the affinity between Drumgoold and the white 
people, especially her attachment to Mrs. House, whom Drumgoold called her 
white mother, could be recognized as Drumgoold’s positive efforts to heal the 
trauma caused by forced family separation, especially mother-child separation 
(Hunter-Willis, 2008). Caitlin Hays Black, in “Mothers, Daughters, and ‘Young 
Girl’s Ambition’: the Reconfiguration of Women’s Slave Narratives” maintains 
that in the narrative of Kate Drumgoold, like the narratives of Louisa Picquet, 
Old Elizabeth, Mattie Jackson, Bethany Veney, and Lucy Delaney, the narrator 
portrays herself as a child throughout a significant portion of the narratives. And 
these narratives centre more on the young women narrators who explore op-
portunities and seek for independence after obtaining freedom. These narrators, 
as Black has maintained, usually portray themselves, their mothers, and even 
their white mistresses and, by so doing, these characters move the action of the 
narratives into a distinct female space. Black also points out that the shift from 
depicting a heroic mother to a heroic daughter, “mirrors the narrators’ struggle 
to grapple with the cultural and personal changes that occurred for all freed Af-
rican Americans.” (Black, 2011). African American women’s life writings, like 
the narratives of Sojourner Truth, Harriet Ann Jacobs, Lucy Delaney, Kate Drum-
goold, Angela Davis, as Pradhan Bismita has noted, offer a powerful impetus to 
black female agency, and they strike at the ideological roots of patriarchy. Par-
ticularly, Bismita notices that Kate Drumgoold’s narrative glorifies her mother, a 
matriarchal figure striving to support the family. Kate’s admiration for the gentle 
white folks, especially her white mother is also a highlight of her narrative and is 
associated with her in alienable faith in God. All these former black slave women, 
whether born free or enslaved during the days of slavery, demonstrated anchored 
faith in Christianity (Bismita, 2015). Reviewing H. A. Williams’s book Help Me 
to Find My People: The African American Search for Family Lost in Slavery in 
“The Violence of Family Formation: Enslaved Families and Reproductive Labor 
in the Marketplace”, Kendra Field believes that Williams provides a powerful 
example through introducing Kate Drumgoold’s story of mother-children sepa-
ration to support the concept of “ambiguous loss,” the moments in which en-
slaved individuals had no knowledge of their loved ones’ whereabouts or condi-
tion, life or possible death (Field, 2014). Drumgoold’s separation with her mother 
is an unspeakable loss to her since her mother was sold without warning. Drum-
goold’s reactions to the separation opine that she constructed new worlds out of 
pain as she grappled with the dislocation brought on by her mother’s abrupt 
disappearance (Field, 2014).  

It is noticed that Drumgoold’s narrative is usually studied together with other 
women’s slave narratives so as to compare their similarities and differences on 
certain arguments. Referring to the perspective of motherhood, some critics have 
studied the maternal identity of Drumgoold’s mother, Drumgoold’s relationship 
with her white mother, and mother-children separations under enslavement. But 
more study needs to be done to look at the tensions between Drumgoold’s de-
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scriptions of her white mother and her own black mother, which is a key part of 
Drumgoold’s narrative. Besides, it seems that a mother-daughter relationship is 
used as a trope by Drumgoold to mark the rather satisfying relationship with 
white mistresses. Drumgoold perhaps is the first former slave woman to call a 
white mistress her dear white mother, and she seems to be the first of the few 
black women who claims that they develop a mother-daughter relationship with 
their white women employers. Therefore, it is necessary to examine the com-
plexities of Drumgoold’s depictions of mother-daughter relations. 

3. Obtaining Authentical Voice and Reconstructing  
Evangelical Writing Traditions 

In the narrative, Drumgoold declares her authorship and the autobiographical 
credibility through the testimony that “God knows my heart and He will bless 
the work in my hands, as the writer of this book.” (Drumgoold, 1898). At the 
very beginning of the narrative, Drumgoold reveals her belief that she “[has] 
endeavoured to fill the pages with some of the most interesting thoughts that my 
mind is so full of, and not with something that is dry.” (Drumgoold, 1898). 

Drumgoold seems to have been literate and, as a pious Evangelist, and, at the 
same time, a relatively successful former slave woman, seems to be confident in 
sharing her experience with readers. Besides, as a member of the Baptist Church, 
Drumgoold might have been supported by the church or some religious groups. 
Drumgoold reveals that she was once asked to publish a speech she made by the 
church, and this speech was selected in the narrative. Drumgoold recalls: “A 
speech to a crowded church, in the year of our Lord 1888, in Talcott, Summers Co., 
W. V. I was asked to have this published out there, but I wanted to have it brought 
to my home in Brooklyn. I was into so much work out there, and my people 
were not there to see what the Lord did help me to do.” (Drumgoold, 1898).  

Though we are not sure whether the church took part in the publication of the 
narrative, Drumgoold’s narrative is possibly a very rare narrative in that it does 
not seem to have an editor and comes across as rather unpolished. The narra-
tive’s structure, style, and language contribute to the narrative’s originality. For 
one thing, compared with many popular slave narratives, Drumgoold’s narrative 
demonstrates a series of differences. The narrative contains no appended illus-
trations printed on the title page, like some lines selected from a poem, verses of 
the Scripture, or authorial remarks. Besides, the narrative contains no testimo-
nies, such as a preface written by a celebrity or the editor’s remarks, or any other 
examples of the “apparatus of truth” which usually were put before the main 
part of the narrative. Drumgoold’s narrative begins directly with the body of the 
story. Besides, no appendix, supplementary explanations, or letters of testimony, 
are found in the narrative. Drumgoold’s narrative, in this sense, might have much 
freedom in relating her life stories and demonstrating the dynamics of her values 
and life philosophy, as it seems free from the normal editorial constraints, though 
she is heavily influenced by evangelical discourse.  
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Drumgoold sets up her authority over her narrative with the declaration that 
her narrative is the crystallization of her thoughts on life. “Once a slave girl,” 
Drumgoold recalls, “I have endeavoured to fill the pages with some of the most 
interesting thoughts that my mind is so full of, and not with something that is 
dry.” (Drumgoold, 1898). It seems that Drumgoold had planned her narrative 
and taken charge of selecting incidents which would match her plan. But some-
times it is difficult to understand Drumgoold’s reason for writing. Drumgoold 
argues that “No subject can surely be a more delightful study than the history of 
a slave girl, and the many things that are linked to this life that man may search 
and research in the ages to come, and I do not think there ever can be found any 
that should fill the mind as this book.” (Drumgoold, 1898). This is a rather large 
and somewhat naïve claim. The narrative does point out that it has a moral pur-
pose, though, and a target audience: “This sketch is written for the good of those 
that have written and prayed that the slaves might be a freed people, and have 
schools and books and learn to read and write for themselves.” (Drumgoold, 
1898). At this point, freedom and education in the era of post-emancipation are 
what Drumgoold seems to care about most. 

As an evangelical narrative, Drumgoold’s descriptions of her conversion to 
God and the relationship between her religious belief and her secular life help to 
enrich the writing tradition of slave narratives. Perhaps for the first time in slave 
narrative writing, Drumgoold’s narrative reveals an apparent celebration of a 
love relationship between white people and former black slaves and the love of 
God. Drumgoold’s piety, the emotions of sympathy and sentimentality, and the 
descriptions of intimacy with the whites are stressed. Specifically, the narrative’s 
depictions of love between Drumgoold and her white mistress, her white mother, 
in the words of Drumgoold, might not have been politically acceptable to many 
black readers. To Drumgoold, the recalling of the past, especially her experience 
with white people, is described as a memory full of love and appreciation. Wil-
liam Andrews observes that “The postbellum narrator’s attitude toward the slave 
past, in sum, is remarkably open to the proposition that something positive, some-
thing sustaining, could be gleaned from that past, even from the whites of that 
past.” (Andrews, 1989). For Drumgoold, the enslaved past brings her warmth, 
comfort, and love, which is prominently described in the narrative. Though the 
narrative reveals lingering memories of trauma in slavery through recalling the 
experiences of Drumgoold’s mother and sisters, the positive feelings towards the 
past outweigh the negative ones in the narrative. To this extent, we could say 
that the narrative is unbalanced. Possibly, it is because of Drumgoold’s intention 
to follow her genuine feelings and judgement based on her own experiences. But 
we should not ignore the fact that Drumgoold’s religious piety contributes to 
construct her values of understanding the world and the relationship between 
people. Drumgoold is depicted as a woman to whom love is the primary rule of 
interaction. Indeed, the word “love” appears eighty-two times in the narrative. 
To a large extent, “love”, beginning with the love of God to the love of the white 
mistress, constructs Drumgoold’s world view.  
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Unlike other well-known slave narratives, like the narratives written by Fre-
derick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs, Drumgoold’s narrative cannot be regarded 
as a very sophisticated, especially concerning writing skills. Instead, Drumgoold’s 
narrative is somewhat chaotic. Generally, the narrative is a first-person narra-
tion. As Jennifer Fleischner has noted, the narrative, not entirely chronologically, 
stops and restarts several times (Fleischner, 1994). The narrative line is repeat-
edly interrupted by insertions of different events, which contributes to the inco-
herence of storytelling. To pull readers back to Drumgoold’s stories, the narra-
tive repeatedly uses a number of indicative phrases. Such phrases include “to my 
story of a life of slavery” (Drumgoold, 1898), “well, to my story” (Drumgoold, 
1898), “to my story of child in House’s family” (Drumgoold, 1898), “to my story 
of work in the City of Brooklyn” (Drumgoold, 1898). Though readers’ attention 
might be distracted from time to time, these indicative phrases might demon-
strate features of the tradition of oral storytelling. Drumgoold, possibly without 
compositional training or editorial assistance, composed her narrative following 
her own way of storytelling.  

These indicative sentences work to remind readers to pay attention to her 
story, especially when a transition from a previous part of the narrative to the 
next one is required. Although these remarks indicate the features of oral story-
telling, these “stops and restarts” sometimes interrupt the narration rhythm and 
cause narrative fragments. For instance, the story of Drumgoold’s white mother 
is told in different parts, while among these parts, the narrative inserts the story 
of Drumgoold’s brother. The recurring talk of the white mother reminds readers 
that Drumgoold develops a strong intimacy and affection toward her white mis-
tress as Drumgoold stresses the presence of her white mother. But at the same 
time, Drumgoold might be trying to balance the proportion in the narration of 
white figures and black figures instead of rendering her white mistress as the 
primary figure. But from the perspective of oral tradition, the narration seems 
to follow the stream of human thoughts which sometimes skips and flows spon-
taneously. Moreover, the structure of knitting different figures’ stories together 
responds to Drumgoold’s intention to relate “the most interesting thoughts” 
(Drumgoold, 1898) in her mind.  

Moreover, Drumgoold’s narrative, to some extent, is not a well-written one 
regarding to its grammar, words choice, and its expressions. Sometimes three or 
four sentences expressing different meanings are blended in a long sentence in 
the narrative. It relates: 

When in 1886 I went out for good, that I might be of some use to my own 
people I started in the strength of the Lord, and He did give me the greatest 
victory as a school teacher, for all of the people sought me to take their 
children in my school and give them a start. I had my hands full of work, 
but I let them come in for the Board always sent them to me find out if I 
could find room and time, and I always made the time for when scholars 
find that a teacher loves them they will do any amount of hard studying 
(Drumgoold, 1898). 
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In the first sentence, a bunch of short sentences with different subjects are 
mixed together, juxtaposing the words but blurring the meanings. Referring to 
word choice, the narrative uses a large number of words and phrases with abso-
lute tone, like “all of”, “the greatest”, “always”. Another case in point is that: 

I can call to mind when she the blessed one, that I call my white mother, 
went to get me some shoes and a fine hat, and the one that sold them told 
her, as she looked at a hat I wanted, that its price was twenty dollars, but I 
was not thinking of the prices then as I do now, and I cried to have that hat 
and did not want any of the others, and he told my white mother that was 
too much for to spend on a hat for me, but she told him nothing would cost 
too much for her to get for me, and she got that fine hat for me and he had 
his money; so you can see how much she loved me. And now that dear one 
is gone from me, and it seemed the dearest one on this earth, and I did not 
think then that I could have lived without her whom God had given to me 
for this world, but God, in His wonderful love for me and to me, raised up 
friends for me and helped me to find favor in the sight of all the people, for 
they seemed to love me for her sake, and I did not get well for a long time 
(Drumgoold, 1898). 

Grammatically, some of the sentences in the above part are not properly writ-
ten. Those short sentences are mixed together with frequent changes of subjects, 
which contributes to chaos in writing and reading the narrative. These writing 
defects demonstrated in the narrative possibly help to verify the narrative’s free 
of editorial intervention. 

4. White Mothers, Birth Mother, and Spiritual Love in Kate  
Drumgoold’s Narrative  

4.1. Constructing a World with Love: Evangelical Belief and  
Maternal Affection  

In some postbellum slave narratives, especially those narratives depicting a final 
reunion of former slaves and their masters, some former slaves usually recall 
moments of humanity and kindness from their former mistresses and masters, 
though they do not or choose not to define these relationships as family ties. But 
Drumgoold in her narrative called her white mistress Mrs. House her white 
mother (Drumgoold, 1898). In fact, Drumgoold calls Mrs. House a white mother 
fourteen times in the narrative. Moreover, Drumgoold recalled that some of the 
white mistresses, who employed her as a houseworker, treated her like a mother. 
Referring to a mistress named Mrs. Sarah Potter, Drumgoold tells that “It was 
there that I met Mrs. Sarah Potter. She has been all of a mother to me to give me 
all the encouragement she could bestow on me.” (Drumgoold, 1898). Similarly, 
Drumgoold relates that “Miss C. L. Franklin’s mother, who is a lovely woman 
whom we all love as a mother, for she had many of the students at her house to 
board, like Mrs. William Lovett, and she was so very kind to all of them that 
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she will be remembered by us all, for we love those in our school life that would 
say a kind word to us.” (Drumgoold, 1898). Drumgoold, on another occasion, 
tells that she “learned to love [Mrs. Haseltine, a lady from Boston] as a mother.” 
(Drumgoold, 1898). But we might question the actual strength of these relation-
ships in reality as opposed to them being a rhetorical description. 

In a sense, the white-mother-black-daughter bond depicted in Drumgoold’s 
narrative might be forged on the basis of Drumgoold’s evangelical belief that 
God loves her, and she could love and help others by following God. A promi-
nent feature of Drumgoold’s narrative is that the account of the white maternal 
bond is connected to lines of Evangelical remarks on love. Drumgoold remem-
bers her white mother Mrs. House with her praise of God in the following part. 

The subject [Drumgoold] was only a few years old, when she [Mrs. House] 
saw her heart so fixed that she could not leave me at my mother’s any 
longer, so she took me to be her own dear, loving child, to eat, drink, sleep 
and to go wherever she went, if it was for months, or even years; I had to 
be there as her own and not as a servant, for she did not like that, but I was 
there as her loving child for her to care for me, and everything that I wanted 
I had; truly do I feel grateful to my Heavenly Father for all of those bless-
ings that came to me in the time that I needed so much of love and care 
(Drumgoold, 1898). 

To Drumgoold, God is the one who grants maternal caring to her. Maternal 
love is the embodiment of the love from God. Drumgoold constructs her values 
of living in a world of love based on her belief in God. According to Drumgoold, 
though she expressed her sorrow on the death of her white mistress, she held the 
belief that she did not lose God’s love. Drumgoold reveals: 

And now that dear one is gone from me, and it seemed the dearest one on 
this earth, and I did not think then that I could have lived without her 
whom God had given to me for this world, but God, in His wonderful love 
for me and to me, raised up friends for me and helped me to find favor in 
the sight of all the people, for they seemed to love me for her sake, and I did 
not get well for a long time (Drumgoold, 1898). 

Drumgoold insists that she would be treated well in the world since she had 
been loved by her white mother. It seems that a religious philosophy of finding 
favor in the sight of all the people turns to be Drumgoold’s living priority. 
Drumgoold stressed that “The Lord helped me to find love and favor with all af-
ter my white mother was gone from this earth, when I felt that I would soon fol-
low the darling one to the blessed mansion.” (Drumgoold, 1898). And Drum-
goold did follow her principle of finding love in the people she met. Drumgoold 
also took Mrs. Sarah Potter as a white mother. In detail, Drumgoold relates why 
she calls Mrs. Potter a mother and her appreciation of God’s love: 

She [Mrs. Sarah Potter] has been all of a mother to me to give me all the 
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encouragement she could bestow on me. For all of this kindness I am more 
than grateful to my Heavenly Father, for I know that all goodness comes 
from Him. He surely has shown His love to her in sparing her to see me go 
from her home to Washington to school and spend three years and then go 
to Harper’s Ferry and spend four years, and to see me out in the world 
teaching for eleven years, and to break down while at my post and now at 
home to serve in another way. Is not this not God’s love to me, as a poor, 
humble servant of His? I should never forget to give the love and honour 
due Him (Drumgoold, 1898). 

Drumgoold might have found encouragement, or kindness from Mrs. Potter, 
and she took such kindness as maternal love. Again, this goodness from a white 
woman, and her following experience of pursuing education could all be attrib-
uted to God’s love.  

Moreover, apart from Drumgoold’s depictions of white maternal love, Drum-
goold insists that the two most important issues to former slaves—the emanci-
pation from slavery and the progress in getting education—should also be at-
tributed to God’s blessing and love. “We, as the Negro Race, are the free people,” 
Drumgoold relates, “and God be praised for it.” (Drumgoold, 1898). Also, God 
should be praised for the opportunities that are opened to the race, and “we feel 
like giving God all the praise.” (Drumgoold, 1898), Drumgoold claims this, be-
cause many have done well in trying to get education though “there are many 
that have lost their lives in the far South” in obtaining education. But the narra-
tive reveals that Drumgoold did not just find love from others but was devoted 
to extending her love to others. Drumgoold claims that “I used to feel glad that I, 
although a working girl, could be of some love and comfort to someone, and it 
makes me feel glad to-day that God in His love to me and for me can own such a 
feeble one.” (Drumgoold, 1898). Drumgoold identifies herself as a weak working 
girl and a feeble former slave girl, but she feels proud of herself that she could be 
loved by God. 

On the one hand, it might be reasonable to understand that Drumgoold took 
Mrs. House as her white mother since she lived with Mrs. House up to the age of 
about three when Mrs. House died, and her mother was sold. “I shall always re-
member my dear white mother,” Drumgoold records, “of whom I spoke of in 
the first part, and whom I shall call your attention to in many more pages of this 
little Life Book, and shall always remember her with love and the kindest feel-
ing.” (Drumgoold, 1898). According to the narrative, Drumgoold seems to have 
been taken good care of by Mrs. House. For instance, Drumgoold recalls that 
“She had watched me in my cradle and longed for the day to come when I should 
be able to walk, for she knew that I would follow her everywhere she should go.” 
(Drumgoold, 1898). The narrative reveals that Mrs. House took Drumgoold as 
her own child. In detail, Drumgoold depicted that she was even been spoiled by 
her white mother who took her to the church on a horse back, bought her a 
horse and anything Drumgoold wanted to have. In a sense, the kindness that 
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Drumgoold had experienced might have strengthened her connections to Mrs. 
House.  

But the credibility of Drumgoold’s descriptions of many of these incidents de-
scribing the love of her while might be questioned, especially as memories if the 
first three years of life are highly unreliable. For one thing, it is doubtful whether 
a three-year-old child could pray properly since Drumgoold claims that she would 
“stand and talk and preach for some time for them” (rich white people in the 
neighbourhood) (Drumgoold, 1898). Drumgoold does not reveal how she learned 
to pray as a little slave child since no detail shows that she might have been 
influenced by her family and her family is not described as being religious. To 
some extent, it seems that Drumgoold’s memories are subordinated to the nar-
rative role. Besides, the narrative records some experiences in an exaggerating 
way, which might cause doubt on the credibility of the events. Drumgoold recalls 
her experience with a horse in the following text: 

She [Mrs. House] was a member of the true Methodist Church and was 
never seen by her darling child from the House of God since I could re-
member, for I was with her at all times on the family horse, Kimble, and 
when I got large enough to ride alone she bought me a fine black that had 
all the metal that a horse could have, and his name was Charlie Engrum, 
and she paid a large price for him, and he was the grandest horse I ever saw, 
and it was my delight to be near a horse or horses when I was a child, for I 
did not have any fear of any kind of horse, and I would take a ride the first 
thing in the morning, even before I would have my breakfast, and my dear 
white mother would save it for me as she knew that I would have that ride 
first, for it always made her feel proud to see how well I had learned to ride, 
and she was the one that had taught me how to ride, for she had me on the 
horse when I was three years old and from that time until she went home to 
come out no more forever (Drumgoold, 1898). 

It might be quite rare in the nineteenth century for a white mistress to take a 
black slave girl to church on horse-back, and it might be incredible that a slave 
girl could own an expensive horse bought by her mistress at such a young age. 
Though Drumgoold recalls in detail how she got the horse and learned to ride a 
horse taught by her mistress, it is still hard to believe that a three-year-old girl 
could be given this latitude.  

More details show doubt that Drumgoold might exaggerate her descriptions 
on some of her experience. Drumgoold recalls that “I was three years old when I 
was leaving my own dear mother’s home to go to my new mother’s home, or I 
should say to my white mother’s home, to live with her, and I left my mother’s as 
happy as any child could leave her own home, for this lovely lady was always at 
my mother’s to see me ever since I could remember anything, and she was the 
joy of my little life and I seemed to be all the joy of her sweet life. She had 
learned to love me from the time that I came into the world.” (Drumgoold, 1898). 
Drumgoold, who went to live with Mrs. House at age three, only to return to her 
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mother a few months later when Mrs. House died, and then lost her mother 
shortly afterwards when she was sold, may very well be projecting her adult fan-
tasies of this period onto Mrs. House. Drumgoold might have constructed her 
stories partly based on exaggeration and possibly her own imagination. Another 
case in point is that Drumgoold’s depiction of her family’s move to the city seems 
to go beyond credibility. With the help of Major Bailley, who was appointed by 
the North to look after the welfare of lately emancipated negroes of the South in 
that area, Drumgoold, her mother, and her sisters went to the city. Drumgoold 
tells the story: 

This gentleman’s name was Major Bailley, who was a gentleman of the 
highest type, and it was this loving man that sent my dear mother and her 
ten little girls on to this lovely city, and the same time he informed the peo-
ple of Brooklyn that we were on the way and what time we should reach 
there; and it seemed as though the whole city were out to meet us. And as 
God would have it, six of us had homes on that same day, and the people 
had their carriages there to take us to our new homes (Drumgoold, 1898). 

It is highly unlikely that Mr. Bailley did tell the people of Brooklyn that a for-
mer slave family was heading for the city and that the citizens indeed went out of 
their homes to meet the Drumgoold family. The possibility that people of the 
whole city came to meet the black family is highly questionable, but it fits a vi-
sion of a world governed by universal love. 

4.2. The Paradox of Religious Piety and Secular Dilemma 

As a slave narrative, referring to slavery, Drumgoold’s narrative mainly presents 
her mother and her sisters’ experience in slavery. The narrative reveals their ef-
forts in getting rid of bondage, especially the mother’s determination and sacri-
fice in saving her children from enslavement. The narrative reveals that “for all 
of my mother’s children were like herself in the love of freedom. My mother was 
one that the master could not do anything to make her feel like a slave and she 
would battle with them to the last that she would not recognize them as her lord 
and master and she was right.” (Drumgoold, 1898) to fight against enslavement. 
Drumgoold relates that “mother, not feeling good over the past events, had made 
up her mind that she would take her children to a part of this land where she 
thought that they would never be in bondage any more on this earth.” (Drum-
goold, 1898). About slavery, Drumgoold recalls that she has experienced the sepa-
ration with her mother, the separation of the family, the death of her brother, 
and the hardships of her sisters in obtaining freedom.  

It seems that there should be some conflict in the narrative’s depictions of 
Drumgoold’s faith in the love of God and Drumgoold’s views of slavery. The 
narrative reveals that life under slavery is never easy through her own mother’s 
story. According to Drumgoold’s descriptions, Drumgoold once lived with her 
family, her mother, her mother’s husband, and her sisters. Her mother seemed 
to give birth to seventeen girls and a boy. Drumgoold’s mother was sold at the 
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beginning of the war leaving her children behind. Some of the girls might have 
been hired out and some of them perhaps lived with the House family. Though 
Drumgoold praises God’s help, she still reveals that the family especially the 
seventeen girls had to battle through life. Actually, the narrative sometimes de-
fines the life, both under slavery and after emancipation, as the life of battle 
which required them to fight. Though Drumgoold tells that “I can never tell 
anyone how many happy hours that I had, for the only trial that I had was that 
of sickness, which caused me to be of a great care to her all of her life.” (Drum-
goold, 1898), she on another occasion took the enslaved experience as the trials. 
The sickness which causes Drumgoold to stop working might be a trial, but it 
might not cover all the trials that Drumgoold had experienced. Moreover, the 
narrative reveals that, to Drumgoold and her mother, it was not all love in real 
life but the harsh reality of survival. “My dear mother had four of her children 
called home to heaven within a short time.” (Drumgoold, 1898), Drumgoold re-
calls. Drumgoold did not describe the death of her sisters in detail, but she re-
lates that “Some of them I never saw more after landing in this city, but I shall 
see them and know them when I shall have fought the blessed battle on this 
side.” (Drumgoold, 1898). It seems that to survive hardship is a battle, though 
she might hold the idea that she is loved by God. 

Though Drumgoold depicts herself as a pious evangelist, she is also a fighter 
who could teach another Christian to fight. The narrative reveals Drumgoold’s 
teaching a boy to fight to resist what she believes to be injustice. 

Mrs. Sarah W. Potter was the beloved wife of a sea captain, Mr. William 
Potter, and he owned a ship that sailed the Indian Ocean, and he was 
washed overboard one night while his wife, Mrs. Potter, was sick, and she 
did not know that he had a watery grave until the next day. They had one 
son, who is now married, by the name of Frank, whom I held as an idol, as 
he always called to me when in trouble, for his dear mother taught him the 
love of the Bible, and he would not fight any boy, let them do him as they 
would. He knew that I would go after the boys for blocks, as I was one of 
those soldiers that was not afraid to fight. As he grew older I told him that 
he had to go out into the world to fight his way and I wanted him to begin it 
at once, and he did learn to battle for himself (Drumgoold, 1898).  

Drumgoold was not content that Frank did not fight back based on his reli-
gious belief that he should not be allowed to. Drumgoold identified herself as a 
soldier who was never afraid to fight, and she would fight her way in the world. 
Though the narrative depicts Drumgoold as a pious Evangelist who was loved by 
the whites and sought for love in the world, it also includes traces of Drum-
goold’s fight for life. Drumgoold’s dilemma of living a life both with love and 
conflict, to some extent, elucidates the discrepancy between an idealized evan-
gelical existence and the actual conditions of life.  

Facing the dilemma, it might be Drumgoold’s answer that “Well, I did not 
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know what I should do, so I made up my mind that I had done all that lay in my 
power.” (Drumgoold, 1898). On the one hand, Drumgoold chooses her belief in 
God as she might find love from her belief, and on the other hand, she chooses 
to fight. As she mentioned in her speech “Why should we give up the fight and 
lay our armor by when there is so much for us to do? No, no, we cannot and we 
will not lay the grand old armor down, for the Lord is on our side and we shall 
surely conquer if we look to Him whose arm is so large and strong. Then let us 
take fresh courage and march on until we reach the goal.” (Drumgoold, 1898). 
The state of living with God’s love while not giving up fighting might be the 
proper way of healing oneself and moving forward. 

5. Conclusion 

Even given this conflict, the notion of an idealized, loving motherhood suffuses 
the narrative. It seems that Drumgoold’s conception of ideal motherhood is so 
powerful that even God is gendered as a mother. Motherhood and evangelical 
belief are fused together, and it seems that the events of the narrative need to 
conform to this belief. This may explain why there is a tension between the pa-
cific portrayals of Drumgoold’s white, Christian, mothers, and that of her birth 
mother, who had to battle, but was not a Christian. Drumgoold constructs a 
world of love in the narrative. The love she got from her white mothers, the love 
from God, and a different type of love from her birth mother. In Drumgoold’s 
words, she hopes that her readers would find love depicted in the narrative and 
read it with a love for humanity. Drumgoold might be the first female slave nar-
rative writer who depicted her white mistress as her mother. To some extent, 
thus, Drumgoold’s narrative counteracts the writing traditions of women’s slave 
narrative, which usually depict cruel white mistresses, thus offering a new, evan-
gelic conceptualization of universal motherhood under a God who is both mother 
and father. Drumgoold’s narrative describes warm connections with the white 
women and what she called love from her white mother. But it seems that Drum-
goold’s depictions of white maternal love partially conceal the violence and suf-
fering that she and her family had suffered in slavery. To this extent, Drumgoold’s 
narrative demonstrates ambivalences in depicting the world of love and the hard-
ships she and her family had to overcome. According to the narrative, Drum-
goold’s helplessness and weakness in slavery induce her to turn to God and God’s 
love, which helped Drumgoold find an anchor in her white mother who might 
extend kindness to her. But Drumgoold also praises her own mother who strived 
to take care of her children and taught them to fight for freedom. In a sense, the 
narrative also revealed Drumgoold’s thoughts of the morality of motherhood as 
she relates that a mother would be rewarded by God when she takes responsibil-
ity for mothering work.  
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Abstract 
African Writers gave little importance to the role of women in their literary 
works. The likes of Chinua Achebe and Ayi kwei Armah gave prominence to 
women characters. This is seen in Ayi Kwei Armah’s text Fragments. This 
article therefore examines the important role given by the author of this novel 
to the woman character, Naana. A critical content analysis has been engaged 
in to ascertain her roles in the narrative and thematic developments of the 
story. That is, it studies how Naana is used as a tool to bring about the success 
of the novel. A study of this nature has to do with gender. Thus, the underly-
ing theories of this paper are Marxist feminist criticism and feminist literary 
criticism. 
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1. Introduction 

Sex and gender are very significant to the gender activist. Though the two terms 
can be used interchangeably, sex is said to be biologically driven. Gender how-
ever, marks the social and cultural roles of each of the sexes as indicated by given 
societies. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), “Gender refers 
to the socially constructed characteristics of women and men, such as norms, 
roles, and relationships of and between groups of women and men. It varies 
from society to society and can be changed”. It is therefore through the lenses of 
gender that societies ascribe certain specific roles to the various sexes. 

Women are marginalized worldwide and are given circumscribed status and 
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roles. From Awumbila, women face different and more severe constraints than 
men because of their gender (Awumbila, 2001: p. 57). Similarly, Manona quotes 
M. F. Hirsch who says that “the position of women is backed by creation ac-
counts, both biologically and biblically” (Manona, 1997). Manona further explains 
that man being physically stronger than woman was, right from the stone-age, 
the hunter, forager and the overall defender of the family, that is, the woman and 
the children. The woman having acquiesced in handling the less exacting chores 
therefore, naturally ceded leadership to the man. According to him, woman then 
settled down to taking instructions and directions from man. She also consulted 
him before embarking upon schemes and programmes for the family. From such 
early cession of initiative, he says, grew the practice and acceptance of the man 
as the patriarchal head. 

According to Guerin et al., “Marxist feminist criticism focuses on the relation 
of reading to social realities, refusing to accept the separation of art from life” 
(Guerin et al., 1992: p. 194). In reality, women are globally relegated to the back-
ground, especially in Africa. Moreover, Kumah, as cited by Mibenge in her pub-
lication said, “As a consequence of the male-dominated literary tradition, many 
of the depictions of African women are reductive—perpetuating popular myths 
of female subordination” (Mibenge, 2007).  

From a study of research works on gender issues however, it was realized that, 
issues concerning women in their active years have been given much attention. 
This group includes wives, women-workers and mothers. Issues regarding the 
elderly folk, on the other hand, have not been sufficiently dealt with in both 
written and unwritten forms of media. To this effect, the psychologist, Matlin 
observes that, “elderly women constitute the major proportion of the elderly 
people, yet issues concerning them have been neglected in fiction, movies and on 
television” (Matlin, 1987: p. 481). 

In Ghana, however, it happens that elderly women play very important roles 
as heads of the family, particularly in the traditional home setting. The headship 
roles of elderly women, even in the presence of elderly men, are very significant. 
Thus, when some Ghanaian literary writers employ elderly women as characters 
in their works, they seem to appreciate the valuable status of elderly women. For 
instance, according to Lyell, “Works of fiction have the added benefit of illu-
strating the various processes of aging with portraits of persons who are whole, 
and are thereby more complex than the limited pictures research studies offer” 
(Lyell, 1980: p. iii). The essence of the writers’ use of such characters is empha-
sized by Kramer, who advises that the experiences of the elderly are “not some-
thing we leave behind but something we incorporate in our daily lives” (Kramer, 
1987: p. 114). 

In literary writings, the experiences of elderly women which Lyell says make 
them “less likely than those at other ages to do things that are out of character” 
(Lyell, 1980: p. 206) are made manifest by some Ghanaian writers’ use of them as 
characters in their works. This is when their roles as advisors, as mediators be-
tween the living and the dead, and as custodians of traditions and cultures are 
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highlighted in the works. Moreover, it is common knowledge that the language 
of the elderly in Ghana is full of proverbs, wise sayings and myths. All these fea-
tures together show the richness of their language.  

Rao commends Armah for his capabilities and admirable literary works. He 
agrees with V. U. Ola, another literary critic who maintains that: 

Among African writers, Armah and Ngugi are the two who have demon-
strated the greatest insight and sensitivity as well as rare ability to artistical-
ly portray the problems and fears of the African woman and to delve im-
aginatively deep into the wells of her being. Armah, however, more than 
Ngugi towers above the rest in capturing the enigmatic combination of 
good and evil in her nature (Rao, 1993: p. 72). 

Angmor has done very impressive studies on the works of some major Gha-
naian poets, novelists and playwrights. After commending Armah for his ability 
to relate “life and art” in his work, Angmor observes the qualities of the novel-
ist’s Fragments and comments on his style. Angmor notes that one sees “the 
self-revelation of characters” (Angmor, 1996: p. 90) and the “naturalistic repre-
sentation of life” (Angmor, 1996: p. 91) in the work. It is such characters as the 
elderly woman, Naana, whose character sketch is included in this study that adds 
to Amarh’s “naturalistic representation of life”. 

Rao has also done a very comprehensive evaluation of the role of the elderly 
woman, Naana, in Armah’s Fragments. He explains and sums his thoughts up 
in the following passage: 

The narrative of Fragments is exposed through Naana’s encompassing vi-
sion. In her blindness she is a visionary. The incantatory tone of Naana in 
the first chapter of the novel serves as a prologue…. Naana’s thoughtful 
commentary on the life that has been lived and its future portents in the last 
chapter are like the epilogue which, in turn, is preceded by Joana’s pragmatic 
vision. Both of them represent the significance of feminine principle, lend-
ing structural as well as thematic coherence to the novel (Rao, 1993: p. 57).  

Rao, again observes the indispensable role of the old woman to the develop-
ment of the story. He states that: 

The old-world of Naana, the blind grandmother of the protagonist, under-
lines the opening and closing chapters of the novel providing a mythical 
experience. The significance of the title of the novel and its structural pat-
terns are reflected in the thinking of Naana…in the last chapter (Rao, 1993: 
p. 55). 

The above quotations illustrate how valuable the elderly woman character is in 
the mentioned Ghanaian text. They also point to the need for a further investi-
gation into the presentation of elderly women in some other Ghanaian plays and 
novels. 

From the critical responses on Armah’s writings, Derek Wright gathers the 
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following revelations about Naana’s contribution to the novel from Colmer 
(1980): 

The novel is framed by chapters in which Baako’s grandmother, Naana, re-
flects on “the circular way” (p. 5), as she calls it…Naana’s framing vision 
provides a sane view of the world against which we can measure Baako’s vi-
sion as he moves toward insanity of believing that he is wrong and the 
people who surround him are right. Where Naana and Baako concur in 
dissenting from the common view we can be reasonably sure that their vi-
sion is more valid than that of Baako’s demanding relatives…Naana is a vi-
tal figure in Fragments.  

The comments from Rao and Calmer provide a concrete undertone to this 
study and it is along this line that the researchers chose to investigate the roles of 
old women characters in Ayi Kwei Armahs’s Fragments.  

An essay by Senanu, on Armah’s second novel Fragments, discusses the high 
expectations of the family about Baako’s conformity “to the image of the car-owning, 
consumer-oriented Ghanaian elite”. Baako’s inability to do so however ends in 
his insanity (Senanu, 1972: p. 21). Senanu’s concern here is about the kind of 
character the writer develops in the protagonist. This, however, is not far-fetched 
from the concerns raised in this research since the research seeks to examine the 
roles of his grandmother, Naana, whose life has had so much influence on his 
life. Her life also aids in contrasting the decadence of the present generation with 
the genuineness of the older generation.  

Other literary works on Armah’s Naana gave their general impression about 
how the author presented her as a character and commented on her roles. The 
present study however delves much deeper into the specific roles Naana plays to 
bring about the success of the narrative—Fragments—through a critical study 
and discussion of events in the text. This is also done to study the genuineness of 
the against its setting and background—African, Ghanaian and the Akan tribe 
specifically.  

The purpose of this study is to examine the roles of the elderly woman cha-
racter (Naana) in Armah’s Fragments. That is, it is to find out how she is used 
as a tool to bring about the success of the novel, as set in Ghana.  

The choice of this topic stems from the researchers’ interest in gender issues. 
From a study of research works on gender issues, however, the researchers rea-
lized that issues concerning elderly women have not been sufficiently dealt with 
in both written and unwritten forms of media. To this effect, the psychologist, 
Matlin observes that, “elderly women constitute the major proportion of the el-
derly people, yet issues concerning them have been neglected in fiction, movies 
and on television” (Matlin, 1987: p. 481).  

This study will be expected to demonstrate how the use of the character of 
Naana enriches Armah’s Fragments. It is therefore assumed that the study will 
encourage prospective writers to employ such characters in their literary works.  

https://doi.org/10.4236/als.2020.81003


Z. Ampofo et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/als.2020.81003 27 Advances in Literary Study 
 

2. A Tool of Success 

Richardson describes characterization as the process by which an author creates 
vivid, believable characters in a work of art (Richardson, 2006: p. 30). A charac-
ter’s dimension and purpose in a story are important and the author’s purpose 
for the character determines whether the character will be complex, whether she 
or he will arouse the reader’s sympathy or will repel the reader. 

In Aspects of the Novel, E. M. Forster (1927) identifies character to be either 
major or minor. The major character is often the protagonist. He or she may al-
so be the most sympathetic, arousing the reader’s sympathy and concern re-
gardless of his or her personal response to this character. A minor character of-
ten provides support to and illuminates the protagonist. The degree of impor-
tance of such a character depends on his or her function. Naana in Fragments is 
an example of this type of character.  

Armah’s Fragments provides an example of the phase within the West Afri-
can literary canon which is rooted in oral tradition. In Fragments, the tradition-
al element goes beyond cultural documentation. It actually structures the narra-
tive using the framework of the Akan folktale. Armah’s representation of Naana 
in the novel leaves no doubt whatsoever in the minds of those familiar with the 
Ghanaian scene about the identity of the old woman the author has in mind. 

Naana, the old grandmother of the protagonist, is very crucial in the devel-
opment of the story in Fragments. She is the narrator of the beginning and 
ending of the story. It is also symbolic that the first and last chapters bear the 
same title, “Naana”, which is an indication that both chapters are dedicated to 
her. In effect, she sandwiches and makes the story her own. She weaves herself 
through the plot and has so much influence on the protagonist. Rao (1993) for 
example appreciates the old woman’s efforts in the development of the story and 
says: 

The narrative of Fragments is exposed through Naana’s encompassing vi-
sion (Rao, 1993: p. 57). 

The old-world wisdom of Naana, the blind grandmother of the protagonist, 
underlines the opening and closing chapters of the novel providing a mythical 
experience. The significance of the title of the novel and its structural patterns 
are reflected in the thinking of Naana in the last chapter (Rao, 1993: p. 55). 

Rao’s appreciation is a comprehensive report on Naana’s contribution to the 
novel. Her presentations in both the prologue and the epilogue demonstrate the 
cyclical nature of events as well as life itself: “That is the way everything goes and 
turns round…. All that goes returns” (Armah, 1989: p. 1). Naana believes not 
only that those who go away return, but also that there is a continuity of life in 
death, and contact with the dead must be maintained. This ideology of hers em-
phasizes the circular “structural patterns” of the novel. It is this ideology she 
celebrates in the prologue, and also recounts events of the farewell ceremony the 
family have for the departing son to “the opposite lands, lands of the ghosts, 
alone in the white man’s land” (Armah, 1989: p. 6). Thus, against everybody’s 
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hopelessness, Naana is assured that “He will come back. He will be changed, but 
we shall welcome him as the same. That is the circle” (Armah, 1989: p. 3).  

Armed with this ideology, Naana “attempt[s] to come to terms with values of 
a modern age which has not only overtaken her but has also destroyed her 
grandson, who should have been better equipped to deal with it” (Gikandi, 1987: 
p. 85). This is what the story centres on until the end when, like her grandson, 
she realizes her cherished values are not accepted by the current generation. That 
is, both her family and people of the larger society. With mission unaccomplished, 
Naana feels neglected and “useless” and so thinks she is “ready to go”. According 
to her, “When there is no use, the spirit in us yearns for the world of the spirit”. 
Hence, her readiness to go back to the spirit world would not have come “if this 
world has room and use for [her]” (Armah, 1989: p. 195). 

In the prologue, Naana is made to skillfully introduce the other prominent 
characters from the family. These are Efua, “a human mother”; Baako, “a travel-
er”; Araba, “the eager sister and the eager mother”; and “His uncle, Foli, [who] 
has always been one to have a spirit flawed by the heaviness of flesh too often 
listened to” (Armah, 1989: pp. 2-3). The old woman introduces these characters 
in connection with their “dreams against the coming of “the traveler”. She does 
it so expertly and thus enhances the beauty of the prologue as a whole.  

This is a technique of the author. He uses her to introduce other characters to 
effect certain aspects of his writing. That is, she is made to use instances to in-
troduce the characters. It illustrates a creative use of Naana’s character. That is to 
say, in creating the work of fiction, the author of Fragments adapts this tech-
nique and her importance lies in the creation of certain devices such as suspense 
and satire. 

Nana summarizes all issues raised in the story in her reflections in the epilo-
gue. She also concludes the story by giving her final impression about events. For 
instance, she expresses the effect of social decadence exhibited by people around 
her and how it has heightened her wish for the “long crossing” to the other world:  

Things have passed which I have never seen whole, only broken and twisted 
against themselves. What remains of my days will be filled with more bro-
ken things. Had I not given up trying to understand, to gather all this con-
fusion together in my spirit and to see which way it was going, my blind-
ness would have been insufficient pain for me, and to it would have added 
my own madness (Armah, 1989: p. 196).  

Structurally, the story of Fragments may be divided into three parts. These 
are the introduction, the body of the narrative and the conclusion. There is a 
distinct connection between the introduction and the conclusion. This is typical 
of Akan traditional folktale in which the end of the narrative is also contained in 
the introduction. An example is Naana’s repeated insistence on Baako’s return 
and her prediction that “He will be changed, but we shall welcome him as the 
same” (Armah, 1989: p. 3). Right in the prologue again, Naana hints the reader 
that though to the rest of the family, the hope of Baako’s return is bleak yet for 
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their wishful thinking of gaining material things from it, they have high hopes 
and “wish” for his return: “Their wishes are the closest thing they have to the 
beauty of long peaceful dreams, and in their wishing they too want his return” 
(Armah, 1989: p. 2). For instance, Naana thinks Efua’s “dreams” of acquiring 
material things from her son is outrageous for even cats have learnt to restrain 
themselves from devouring their young ones out of hunger:  

Two such dreams I have heard from the mouth of Efua herself. Oh great 
friend a human mother should not have such dreams against the coming of 
her own flesh and her loved one’s soul. Even cats have learned to turn the 
hunger of the newly born against their own entrails (Armah, 1989: p. 2)…. 
And Araba too. I have heard of the dreams she has had to welcome her re-
turning brother.” (Armah, 1989: p. 3).  

On this note, Naana is afraid for her grandson because of “The things they 
want [his return] for…those are other things to load my soul with fear” (Armah, 
1989: p. 2). And she indicates that these are the very things that will destroy the 
traveller in the end: “But these have been woven of such heavy earth that they 
will load his spirit down and after they have touched him it will never fly again” 
(Armah, 1989: p. 2). 

The analysis above illustrates how the end of the story is contained in the be-
ginning. That is, in the introduction, Naana is made to provide a summary of the 
conflict which is the family and societal expectations of the “traveller”. And she 
also gives a gist of the resolution which is Baako’s destruction. 

Some of Naana’s symbolic movements, actions and gestures enhance the tra-
ditional flavour of the story. Examples of these are her frequent sun baths “I had 
only come to take in this heat of the sun” (Armah, 1989: p. 1). Like Nana in Ai-
doo (1982)’s The Dilemma of a Ghost, Naana dozes off even in the mist of the 
hullabaloo which accompanies Baako’s departure: “And I slept because when I 
woke up there were many people and terrible hurry all around me and a mad 
blowing of many horns from people’s cars outside” (Armah, 1989: p. 9). 

Naana is disdainful about the kind of show off Araba and her mother put up 
at the outdooring ceremony. She spits her disgust “over the low wall” and asks: 
“What do they want with this wind machine?” What she is sure of is that they 
have turned on “the wind” on the child to boast of their wealth and prestige. 

All these movements, actions and gestures are very characteristic of African 
elderly women. For Ba (1989)’s protagonist, Ramatoulaye’s grandmother, for 
example, portrays such characteristics in So Long a Letter. Armah’s introduc-
tion of such characteristics into the novel, like his colleague writers Aidoo and 
Ba, situates the story in its traditional setting. 

The theme of Fragments is captured in the opening passage of the novel deli-
vered by Naana: 

Each thing that goes away returns and nothing in the end is lost. The great 
friend throws all things apart and brings all things together again. That is 
the way everything goes and turns round. That is how all living things come 
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back after long absences, and in the whole great world all things are living 
things. All that goes returns. He will return (Armah, 1989: p. 1). 

This passage examines how the hero, Baako, is frustrated by his family and the 
larger Ghanaian society because of the values he stands for, which are abhorred 
by both family and society. Baako returns home after his education in New York 
for five years, to work as a scriptwriter for Ghanavission. However, he is disillu-
sioned as “He finds the flashy tastes and expectations of his relations and friends 
unreasonable, and priorities at Ghanavision thwarting his initiative” (Angmor, 
1996: p. 81). For example, as Naana predicts in the prologue, the family’s high 
expectations of the “Osagyefo” the “saviour of the family’s fortunes” (Rao, 1993: 
p. 57), coupled with Baako’s disappointments at the workplace, “load his spirit 
down” (Armah, 1989: p. 2) and finally lands him in an asylum as a result of a 
psychological breakdown.  

Hence, in the novel, Armah examines the alienation of Ghanaian individuals 
who returned from western countries to be disillusioned by the western-inspired 
materialism and moral decadence of the post-colonial era of the nation, Ghana. 
Though it is one unusual case and not common in recent times, Armah creates 
this story to illustrate the general norm of the time. Rao also thinks this story is 
about how “The impact of the shattering of ‘the larger meaning’ of the social or-
der and moral vision is felt by individuals who wish to restore order and a sense 
of justice” (Rao, 1993: p. 56). This appropriately fits for the theme of Armah’s 
Fragments. 

In the prologue, Naana bemoans her own frustrations about the old cherished 
values which are neglected by the destructive modern society. She stresses the 
fact that, like the “sun”, the long held values she and Baako share have not changed. 
It is only the people who live in “changing historical circumstances” (Gikandi, 
1987: p. 86) that have changed. In the end, when there is a breakdown of her spi-
ritual companions, Baako—psychologically, and the new child—physically, she 
wishes for her own death, in the epilogue: 

My spirit is straining for another beginning in a place where there will be 
new eyes and where the farewells that will remain unsaid here will turn to 
glad welcome and my ghost will find the beginning that will be known here 
as my end (Armah, 1989: p. 196) … 

The little one is gone; soon he will be the elder of his grandmother there. The 
return of the traveler also—in all that noise I thought he would surely die… 
(Armah, 1989: p. 199). 

What is noteworthy from the above lines is that the old woman believes that 
the ultimate peace for her now is death. 

Through the prologue, Naana provides a preview of the story to the reader. 
She also sets the tone of the story. That is, she comes in as a mediator to calm 
down the anxiety of both readers and family members about the sure return of 
the protagonist: “One thing I will continue to tell them over and over again: he 
will return” (Armah, 1989: p. 2). 
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Like Old Woman in Aidoo (1984)’s Anowa, Naana admits she is “a mouth 
that continues to eat pepper and taste salt” (Armah, 1989: p. 2). This means she 
shares her views on everything that she sees which makes her a commentator. As 
a commentator, Naana is there to evaluate the deeds of the other characters, es-
pecially those of her relations. Knowing her members very well, and to the extent 
of introducing them to the reader, Naana takes the actions of each one of them 
into account and either commends or criticizes appropriately. For example, she 
assesses Uncle Foli’s performance of the libation and says that “And the words 
took me away into a past that filled me with satisfaction because everything in it 
was full of understanding (Armah, 1989: p. 4)…. Perfect words, with nothing miss-
ing and nothing added that should not have been added” (Armah, 1989: p. 5). 

Naana however disapproves of Foli’s way of pouring out the drink which he 
holds “in those hands of his which hate so much to let hot drinks escape” (Ar-
mah, 1989: p. 5). Naana appropriately describes this action in the following lines: 
“Slyly like a thief he was measuring the bottle in his soul. The less he poured out 
to end the thirst of the ghost the more the bottom would hold for his own dry 
mouth” (Armah, 1989: p. 5). 

The numerous roles Naana plays in the thematic development of the story add 
credibility and reality to the story. 

3. Conclusion  

This paper sought to do a content analysis of the contributions of the elderly 
woman character in Armah’s Fragments. The aim was to investigate the roles 
Naana played towards the narrative and thematic developments of the novel. At 
the end of the investigation, Naana’s invaluable narrative roles to the develop-
ment of the story included her being used as the narrator of the beginning and 
ending of the story. Symbolically, the first and last chapters bear the same title, 
“Naana”, which indicates that both chapters are dedicated to her. This point is 
typical of Akan traditional folktale in which the end of the narrative is also con-
tained in the introduction. And this is also a style that enhances the aesthetic ef-
fect of the story. Naana is also made to introduce the other characters in the sto-
ry. And because she knows them so well, she is able to provide the reader with a 
vivid description of both characters and events in the story and thereby gives the 
story that touch of verisimilitude. 

Thematically, Naana is used to present the prologue and epilogue of the story. 
That is, her opening address captures the theme of the story. Acting as a social 
commentator in the story therefore, she presents and gives insight into the main 
theme and the associated ideas to the reader. These include: societal decadence, 
alienation of the individual from the society, modernism verses traditionalism 
and the cyclical nature of the universe. Also, as a confidant to Baako, she is a 
trusted friend in whom the suffering protagonist confides his innermost though-
ts and feelings. As the custodian of her people’s customs and traditions, she su-
pervises traditional practices like the naming of the child and the performance of 
the libation to see Baako off.  
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It is recognized from the above discussion that, Armah’s presentation of Naa-
na’s qualities in his Fragments is unique and for that matter, not overempha-
sized. The character contributes immensely to the success of the story as part of 
the didactic Akan folktales which teach many moral lessons on the one hand, 
and to the success of the writer’s choice of an elderly woman who plays a major 
character role, almost equal to the protagonist in the story, on another hand. 

Finally, the outcome of the study indicates that the overall portrayal of Naana, 
as an elderly woman character, is very significant as it authenticates the work 
and makes it more interesting and attractive to read. In effect, the topic and the 
methodology (qualitative) for this study, the significance of Naana’s character in 
Armah’s Fragments becomes important as it serves as a case study of the inva-
luable outcome of the presentation of elderly women in Ghanaian literary texts.  
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