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Abstract: Toni Morrison’s God Help the Child (2015) explores the boundaries and potential of motherhood within a society
shaped by race, colorism, and trauma. Although the novel initially appears to illustrate the shortcomings of maternal care—
especially through Sweetness’s emotionally detached parenting—it also introduces a nuanced concept of what this paper refers
to as extensive mothering: a shared, communal, and rehabilitative approach to caregiving that transcends biological
motherhood. This article examines how Morrison conceals this extensive mothering through narrative fragmentation, trauma
discourse, and symbolic depictions of race and embodiment. Utilizing Black feminist thought, trauma theory, and literary
criticism, the study reveals how the novel redefines motherhood from a static biological role to an ethical, relational, and
reparative practice. In conclusion, the paper contends that God Help the Child promotes a reimagined maternal efficacy that
arises not from traditional forms of motherhood, but through nonlinear, collective, and transgressive acts of care.
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L. INTRODUCTION

Toni Morrison’s later work, God Help the Child, revisits one of the author’s primary themes: the ability of mothering to influence or
distort the experiences of Black childhood. The novel opens with a startling admission—Sweetness revealing her relief that her
newborn daughter is "so black she scared me" (Morrison 1)—which highlights the trauma associated with colorism and its effects
across generations. However, Morrison complicates a straightforward narrative of maternal failure. Within the text lies a more
nuanced pattern: characters offer care through unconventional, indirect, or delayed methods. This article identifies this phenomenon
as extensive mothering, which refers to caregiving that transcends the traditional nuclear family framework and flows through
social, emational, and symbolic networks. The aim of this study is to examine how the novel promotes the effectiveness of
extensive mothering, even when it is obscured by portrayals of neglect, trauma, and emotional detachment. Although Sweetness’s
parenting appears harmful, Morrison portrays her actions as attempts—albeit flawed—to shield her daughter from racialized harm.
At the same time, Bride’s subsequent interactions with Booker, Queen, Sofia Huxley, Rain, and others demonstrate that mothering
is not solely a maternal role but rather a shared, reparative practice.

This paper contends that Morrison ultimately endorses extensive mothering as a means through which individuals can heal and
communities can be redefined. Through meticulous textual analysis and engagement with Black feminist theoretical perspectives,
this study reveals how God Help the Child broadens the understanding of motherhood and recontextualizes its effectiveness.

1. LITERATURE REVIEW
Scholarship regarding God Help the Child is still developing in comparison to Morrison’s earlier works; however, several critical
trends shed light on its thematic exploration of motherhood:

A. Motherhood, Colorism, and the Black Female Body

Critics such as Hendrix and Spaulding contend that the novel critiques the historical regulation of Black women’s bodies and the
internalization of colorist hierarchies. Bride’s "blue-black™ skin serves as both a site of trauma and a symbol of beauty reclaimed
through self-determination [10].

B. Trauma and Memory

The fragmented narrative of the novel reflects the nonlinear nature of trauma. Trauma returns in unexpected ways, showing that it is
not fully known at the moment it happens [1]. Scholars like Wyatt, Otten, and Page propose that Morrison connects individual
trauma with collective memory, illustrating how childhood wounds endure into adulthood unless addressed within relational
contexts. Morrison’s late novels show characters rebuilding identity through confronting fragmented memories [8].
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C. Posthumanism and Transformation

Wyatt highlight the novel’s incorporation of magical realism and corporeal transformation—Bride’s body diminishing and losing
sexual maturity—as symbolic processes through which identity is redefined. Such interpretations underscore Morrison’s allegorical
approach to healing [11].

D. Rethinking Motherhood in Morrison’s Canon

Throughout Beloved, Sula, and A Mercy, Morrison examines motherhood as both a source of violence and a potential avenue for
liberation. Scholars observe that Morrison frequently complicates maternal roles, revealing the ethical dimensions of motherhood.
God Help the Child continues this trajectory, albeit through a contemporary perspective.

Significantly, much scholarship lacks a thorough investigation into how Morrison conceptualizes extensive mothering—a form of
caregiving that is distributed across relationships, time, and communities. This article aims to address that gap.

I1l. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
The analysis is based on three main frameworks:

A. Black Feminist Theory

Black feminist theory offers a vital basis for comprehending the communal care structures that Morrison illustrates in God Help the
Child. Scholars like Patricia Hill Collins, bell hooks, and Saidiya Hartman have consistently maintained that Black motherhood
should be understood within the historical, political, and economic contexts that influence the lives of Black women. Black
women’s knowledge emerges from lived experience and challenges systems of oppression [2]. In contrast to conventional Western
feminist narratives that prioritize individual autonomy and nuclear family models, Black feminist perspectives emphasize
interdependence, collective survival, and shared responsibility as fundamental aspects of Black communal existence.

Patricia Hill Collins, in her work Black Feminist Thought, highlights the practice of "othermothering” as a key characteristic of
African diasporic communities. This type of caregiving transcends biological motherhood, encompassing grandmothers, aunts,
neighbors, teachers, and community elders—women who have historically nurtured children amidst systemic oppression that often
disrupted biological families [2]. The notion of the "othermother” challenges Eurocentric beliefs that regard the nuclear family as
the natural or ideal caregiving unit. Rather, it presents care as a collective endeavor—a means of survival in the face of slavery,
segregation, and ongoing racial inequality [4]

Bell hooks expands on this concept by portraying love—especially maternal love—as a radical, political act within Black
communities [6]. For hooks, love transcends mere emotional experience; it embodies an ethical obligation grounded in care,
commitment, and justice. In her writings, such as Salvation, hooks asserts that nurturing within Black communities should be
recognized as a proactive form of resistance against a society designed to undermine and dehumanize Black existence. Love is a
political force capable of transforming Black communities and resisting domination [6]. Consequently, Black mothering is both a
personal and political act, intimate yet communal. What arises from this historical context is not a lack but rather a creative
reconfiguration of family connections, envisioning kinship as adaptable, relational, and frequently improvisational.

When we apply Black feminist theory to God Help the Child, it becomes evident how Morrison situates her characters within a rich
heritage of communal caregiving practices. Sweetness’s strict commitment to respectability politics and the ideal of the nuclear
family reveals her absorption of white middle-class values—values that Black feminist theorists contend have historically been
unattainable and harmful to Black communities [6]. Conversely, characters such as Queen and Rain exemplify the practice of
othermothering, providing care that is non-biological, spontaneous, and profoundly relational. These forms of care demonstrate how
Morrison associates maternal effectiveness not with biological connections but with the ethical work of nurturing.

Consequently, Black feminist theory offers the theoretical foundation for the concept of extensive mothering. It places Morrison’s
narrative within a wider intellectual lineage that perceives mothering as a collective, communal endeavor—one that opposes
prevailing family narratives and urges readers to acknowledge the political aspects of care in the lives of Black women [6].

B. Trauma Theory

Trauma theory, as defined by Judith Herman and Cathy Caruth, provides a framework for comprehending the psychological and
narrative constructs that influence Morrison’s characters. Trauma is characterized not just as a distressing event but as an
overwhelming experience that defies complete cognitive assimilation [1].
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Herman posits that trauma fragments memory, alters temporality, and disrupts the sense of self; it is an experience that cannot be
integrated into existing mental frameworks [5]. Caruth further notes that trauma frequently resurfaces in the form of haunting—
manifesting through flashbacks, compulsions, or reenactments until it is recognized within a relational context [1].

At the core of trauma theory is the notion of relational witnessing—the belief that trauma cannot be healed in solitude [5]. Herman
contends that recovery necessitates a witness: another individual who can listen, validate, and assist in contextualizing the traumatic
experience. Caruth similarly underscores that trauma is inherently relational because it arises from a rupture in meaning and can
only be transformed through connection and narrative reconstruction [1].

In God Help the Child, Morrison crafts a narrative that clearly embodies these theoretical perspectives. The novel’s fragmented
structure reflects the cyclical nature of trauma’s temporality. Characters express themselves through first-person fragments,
nonlinear memories, and emotionally charged confessions. Bride’s physical regression—losing the markers of adulthood—
represents trauma’s ability to halt development, drawing the survivor back into an unresolved past [7]. Her diminishment is less a
magical transformation and more a physical representation of Herman’s assertion that trauma disrupts the integration of selfhood.
Moreover, Morrison’s characters consistently reenact past traumas in their efforts to process them. Bride’s obsession with beauty
and hyper-femininity serves as a compensatory mechanism, concealing the unresolved wounds from her childhood rejection.
Booker’s retreat is influenced by the lingering sorrow of his brother’s loss. The novel uses cycles of loss and return to explore how
characters seek reconnection [9]. Sweetness’s strict emotional detachment arises from her own childhood encounters with colorism
and shame. These behaviors correspond with Caruth’s assertion that trauma frequently manifests through repetition rather than
through conscious memory.

Relational witnessing emerges as a key theme in the novel. Healing is achieved not through solitary contemplation but through the
interactions among characters—Bride’s confrontation with Sofia Huxley, Booker’s sincere acknowledgment of Adam’s death,
Queen’s gentle caregiving, and Rain’s surprising empathy. Healing from trauma requires safety, remembering, and reconnection
with others [5].Each relationship serves as a venue for narrative reconstruction, offering the relational context essential for
characters to express and reframe their traumas. Thus, Morrison illustrates the fundamental principle of trauma theory: that healing
necessitates both recognition and connection. This framework also sheds light on the concealed aspects of extensive mothering.
Since trauma disrupts the capacity to trust or accept care, the maternal relationships depicted in the novel are often characterized by
ambivalence, indirectness, or delay. Characters find it challenging to give and receive love, not due to a lack of love, but because
trauma clouds its expression. Childhood wounds linger into adulthood, shaping how people give and receive love [7]. Consequently,
Morrison’s work exemplifies a trauma-informed perspective on mothering—one that recognizes ruptures, silences, and nonlinear
healing as vital components of the maternal experience.

C. Ethics of Care

The ethics of care tradition, established by scholars like Carol Gilligan and Joan Tronto, offers a crucial perspective for interpreting
the maternal relationships depicted in Morrison’s novel. This ethical framework challenges prevailing moral philosophies—
especially Kantian and utilitarian approaches—that emphasize universal principles, autonomy, and rationality [3]. Instead, it posits
that ethical existence is rooted in relationships, interdependence, attentiveness, and contextual understanding.

Carol Gilligan’s groundbreaking work highlighted that moral reasoning based on care involves addressing the needs of others,
acknowledging vulnerability, and fostering connection. This perspective does not regard morality as an abstract judgment but as
tangible engagement with specific individuals in particular circumstances. Within Gilligan’s framework, care represents an ethical
position that prioritizes empathy, responsiveness, and relational responsibility.

Joan Tronto further develops this concept by defining care as a multi-faceted process that includes attentiveness, responsibility,
competence, and responsiveness. Tronto contends that care is not merely an emotion but a form of labor—often undervalued due to
its gendered, racialized, and privatized nature. Consequently, the ethics of care reveals the social structures that render caregiving
invisible while advocating for the recognition of care as essential to social and political life.

In the context of God Help the Child, the ethics of care clarifies why biological motherhood alone does not dictate maternal
effectiveness. Sweetness assumes certain maternal responsibilitiess—she provides nourishment, shelter, and attempts to protect
Bride—but she falls short in the ethical aspects of attentiveness and responsiveness. Her apprehension regarding racial stigma
causes her to misinterpret her daughter’s needs, resulting in a form of care that is skewed by internalized oppression.

In contrast, characters such as Queen and Rain exemplify care as an ethical practice that is rooted in relational responsiveness.
Queen’s concern for Bride stems not from a sense of duty but from her awareness of Bride’s vulnerability. She prepares meals for
her, attends to her injuries, and listens without passing judgment—thereby embodying Tronto’s multi-stage model of ethical care.
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Rain, despite being a child, engages in reciprocal care by providing comfort to Bride and sharing her own traumatic experiences.
Their relationship demonstrates that care is not a one-way street; it is co-created through mutual acknowledgment.

The ethics of care also recontextualizes Booker’s role within the narrative. Although he does not fit the traditional mold of a
maternal figure, Booker aids in Bride’s healing by offering relational accountability. His readiness to address Bride’s moral
shortcomings—particularly her false testimony—nhighlights the ethical aspect of care as a form of truth-telling. Care is not always
gentle; at times, it necessitates establishing boundaries, confronting detrimental behaviors, and promoting personal growth. In this
regard, Morrison depicts care as an ethical practice that fosters not only emotional solace but also moral advancement.

By merging the ethics of care with Black feminist theory and trauma theory, we achieve a more comprehensive understanding of
what this article refers to as extensive mothering. Care is not limited to biological mothers; it is dispersed across various
relationships, guided by ethical principles, influenced by historical trauma, and practiced within communal networks.

Consequently, Morrison’s novel encourages readers to rethink mothering as a complex ethical process—one that demands
attentiveness, responsibility, responsiveness, and relational engagement. These theoretical frameworks offer a backdrop for
Morrison’s depiction of care as fluid, multi-dimensional, and profoundly embedded in intersubjective relationships.

IV.  ANALYSIS: EXTENSIVE MOTHERING IN GOD HELP THE CHILD
A. Sweetness: The Paradox of Defensive Neglect
At first glance, Sweetness seems to represent maternal failure. Her immediate, intentional coldness towards Bride is both striking
and painful. However, Morrison complicates the reader’s perspective. Sweetness asserts that her harshness serves as a protective
measure:
“It didn’t take more than an hour after they pulled her out from between my legs to realize something was wrong. Really wrong. She
was so black she scared me.”
Sweetness’s perception of “wrongness” is not rooted in morality but is instead a product of social constructs. Her detached approach
to motherhood is influenced by a fear of racial violence and internalized colorism, illustrating how oppressive systems can distort
maternal expressions.
While Sweetness’s mothering fails to provide emotional security, it effectively equips Bride to navigate a white supremacist society.
Morrison obscures this effectiveness behind the reader’s moral unease. Sweetness embodies a form of mothering that is deeply
rooted in its lineage—transmitted through generations of women who have adapted to violent social environments.

B. Bride’s Self-Mothering: Reclaiming the Body

Bride’s journey into adulthood is characterized by a compulsive effort to reshape herself, utilizing beauty and hyper-femininity to
regain authority over her body. As her body begins to regress (losing breasts, pubic hair, and adult form), Morrison emphasizes the
necessity for Bride to engage in self-mothering: to confront the childhood traumas she has repressed.

Her metamorphosis represents the importance of personal mothering—nurturing the fragments of her inner child that were neglected
during her traumatic development. Bride’s healing process unfolds not through a singular maternal interaction but through a
multitude of relationships, resonating with the idea of extensive mothering.

C. Booker: The Maternal Role of Witnessing

Booker, while not a mother in the traditional sense, takes on a maternal role through his act of witnessing. His acknowledgment of
Bride’s trauma, along with his own grief over the murder of his brother Adam, fosters a shared environment of vulnerability.
Booker’s presence allows Bride to express her guilt regarding the false accusation of a teacher. His approach is not gentle; rather, it
is confrontational and establishes boundaries, providing the growth-oriented discipline that is characteristic of maternal caregiving
within Black feminist traditions.

D. Queen: Embodiment of Othermothering

Queen stands out as a quintessential representation of extensive mothering. When Bride suffers physical injuries and emotional
disorientation, Queen provides shelter, nourishment, and guidance without any expectation of reciprocation. She embodies
community wisdom: an older Black woman who offers care that transcends biological connections.

Her mothering is impactful because it is nonjudgmental and grounded in lived, embodied experience. Morrison employs Queen to
illustrate that healing takes place within intergenerational networks rather than within isolated family structures.
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E. Rain: The Reciprocal Child-Parent Dynamic

One of the most compelling instances of extensive mothering in the novel is the relationship between Bride and Rain, the young girl
who has suffered abuse at the hands of her adoptive parents. Bride acts as a protector for Rain, while Rain provides comfort to
Bride, creating a reciprocal maternal bond.

This mutual caregiving challenges traditional power dynamics. Morrison illustrates that mothering is not a top-down imposition; it
is a collaborative creation.

F. Sofia Huxley: Failed Institutional Mothering

The wrongful imprisonment of Sofia Huxley symbolizes the failure of social institutions to serve as collective mothers for children.
Bride’s false testimony underscores how institutional frameworks can distort truth and perpetuate trauma.

Sofia’s eventual confrontation with Bride reveals the limitations of forgiveness but also validates the act of truth-telling as a
maternal gesture—one that restores psychological integrity for Bride. Women often approach moral dilemmas through relationships
and care rather than abstract rules [3].

G. Bride’s Pregnancy: The Reclamation of Biological Motherhood

The story concludes with Bride expecting a child, a decision that has sparked debate among critics. However, this pregnancy
represents the culmination of the profound nurturing Bride has experienced. She is ready not only due to her biological development
but also because she has benefited from various forms of care. Her forthcoming journey into motherhood holds the potential for
change: the hope that the cycle of trauma can be disrupted when mothering is perceived as a relational and communal experience.

V.  THE CONCEALMENT OF PROFOUND MOTHERING
Morrison conceals profound mothering through various narrative techniques:

A. Disjointed Structure
Numerous narrators and nonlinear recollections obscure direct thematic continuity. The reader is tasked with assembling maternal
patterns—reflecting how characters reconstruct fragmented identities.

B. Trauma-Induced Emotional Detachment
Characters convey care in harsh, indirect, or ambiguous manners. Their affection is frequently concealed behind survival
mechanisms, particularly in the case of Sweetness.

C. Symbolism and Magical Realism

As Wyatt has interpreted, Bride’s physical regression conceals the psychological journey of re-parenting oneself. Morrison’s
characters inherit trauma that shapes their emotional and psychological lives [11]. This concealment necessitates interpretive effort
from the reader, paralleling the effort involved in healing.

D. Colorism as Narrative Disguise

Colorism serves not only as a thematic issue but also as a narrative disguise. Morrison positions color and skin as interpretive
barriers—indicators that mislead both characters and readers. Sweetness misinterprets Bride’s value and fragility due to her
internalization of colorism; similarly, readers may initially misinterpret Sweetness’s parenting through the same prejudiced
perspective. Colorism distorts desire and identity, making beauty both empowering and damaging [10]. By intricately weaving
colorism into the narrative fabric, Morrison compels the reader to acknowledge how social structures obscure acts of care. Extensive
mothering is therefore “disguised” by a visual economy that favors appearance over relational authenticity.

E. The Aesthetics of Silence

Morrison often employs silence—such as pauses, withheld explanations, and narrative ellipses—to obscure the manifestation of
care. Sweetness seldom conveys concern directly, Bride refrains from elaborating on her suffering, and Booker finds it challenging
to express his sorrow. These silences are not devoid of meaning; rather, they are filled with unspoken efforts to connect. The lack of
explicit nurturing compels the reader to interpret mothering through suggestion rather than open admission. Silence acts as a curtain
behind which extensive mothering functions, only revealing itself when characters openly confront their own pasts.

©IJRASET: All Rights are Reserved | SJ Impact Factor 7.538 | ISRA Journal Impact Factor 7.894 | 2422



International Journal for Research in Applied Science & Engineering Technology (IJRASET)
ISSN: 2321-9653; IC Value: 45.98; SJ Impact Factor: 7.538
Volume 13 Issue XI Nov 2025- Available at www.ijraset.com

F. Veiled Care as a Survival Strategy

Ultimately, the concealment of mothering serves as a survival tactic within oppressive societal structures. For characters such as
Sweetness and Queen, overt displays of affection can lead to peril—punishment, exploitation, and vulnerability. Consequently, care
must be expressed in coded, indirect, or strategically concealed ways. Morrison reveals the adaptive reasoning behind obscured
mothering: love that endures in hostile environments often does so by remaining hidden. Therefore, veiled care stands as a testament
to resilience, rather than a sign of failure.

VI.  CONCLUSION
Toni Morrison’s God Help the Child reinterprets motherhood as a dynamic, shared, and ethically significant practice. Although the
novel seems to focus on maternal shortcomings—Sweetness’s emotional distance, Bride’s psychological scars, Sofia’s unjust
incarceration—it ultimately uncovers a multifaceted web of care that transcends conventional motherhood. This article has
contended that Morrison fosters a model of expansive mothering, a type of relational caregiving that is distributed among
individuals, generations, and social environments.
Sweetness, frequently subjected to harsh criticism, symbolizes the warped survivalist mentality of mothering within a racist society.
Bride’s physical regression highlights the importance of self-mothering as a means of coping with childhood trauma. Booker offers
maternal validation, Queen represents the heritage of Black mothering, Rain illustrates reciprocal child-parent care, and Sofia
reveals the perils of ineffective institutional mothering. Through these characters, Morrison weaves a narrative in which care does
not flow from a singular maternal figure but rather through a complex web of relationships.
Furthermore, Morrison intentionally obscures this extensive mothering—through fragmentation, silence, symbolism, and
colorism—to illustrate the concealed, often overlooked labor of Black maternal care. Readers are required to engage in interpretive
efforts to reveal the nurturing inherent within trauma, reflecting the characters’ struggles to reconstruct their own narratives of care.
By the conclusion of the novel, Bride’s pregnancy represents not a reversion to traditional motherhood but rather the apex of a
collective learning experience in nurturing.
In essence, God Help the Child portrays motherhood not as a predetermined biological fate but as a continuous ethical endeavor—
relational, reparative, and deeply communal. Morrison’s work encourages readers to rethink the concept of motherhood and to
acknowledge the subtle, fragmented, and transgressive expressions of care that uphold Black existence through the ages. In this
manner, the narrative enriches the ongoing conversation surrounding Black feminist ethics, trauma, and community-oriented
healing.
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