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INTRODUCTION. THE MEANING OF MATERNAL LIES 
  

Lie (verb):  
To make an untrue statement with intent to deceive;  

to be in a hopeless or defenseless state;  
to have a place in relation to something else;  
to create a false or misleading impression.1   

 
I learned of my mother’s first marriage while quarantine-cleaning the attic. There, under 

piles of old insurance records and holiday cards, was a small envelope containing photos of my 

mom, in a grand white dress, celebrating her marriage to a man I did not know. I never even 

knew that he existed.  

These photos took me by surprise, but I wasn’t floored. I had uncovered another familial 

secret the previous summer when, while enjoying a bonfire with my cousins in Vermont, one of 

them let slip that my father had been married before he met my mom to a woman who lived just 

up the road. At first, I thought he was joking. I ran to my Great Aunt, sure that she would tell me 

the truth, that she would confirm my cousin’s cruel joke. But she didn’t, and I spent the next 

thirty minutes lying on my tiny guest bed, wondering about this mystery woman who might have 

been my mom and contemplating the reasons why my dad never told me about her.  

So, by the time I found my mother’s wedding pictures, I was over the whole shock-and-

awe betrayal act. I was curious, however. You see, I never cared about these previous marriages-

turned-divorces themselves. I cared about the lies. I felt hurt that my parents didn’t see their pasts 

as pertinent to my life, that they thought I didn’t need to know about these marriages. But I was 

also mad at myself, because I had never bothered to ask. I never took the time to learn about my 

parents before they were parents. To be frank, I never cared.  

                                                
1 “Lie.” Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, Merriam-Webster, https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/lie. Accessed 20 Jan. 2021.  
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You might be wondering why I am telling you about my family’s dirty little secrets. Why 

am I painting you a picture of my anything-but-perfect family? The truth is that until I embarked 

on this year-long project, I had never considered the fact that my parents’ pasts don’t actually 

concern me at all.  

 When I asked my dad why he did not tell me about his first marriage, he simply told me 

that it is ancient history and that he started a new life when I was born. When I asked my mom, 

she said she thought I knew, that she assumed I had overheard her talking to another mother 

about it when I was a child. She proceeded to tell me about her first husband, who, as it turns out, 

wasn’t a nice guy. I will not relay what my mother told me about her first marriage, as that is her 

story to tell and not mine, but the tale she told was not a happy one. And I realized, after she 

shared these painful memories with me, that they did not make me feel better; in fact, I felt 

worse. I had made my mother relive a painful period of her life simply because, as her daughter, 

I felt I had a right to know. I was wrong.  

… 

It is a long-held belief in Western culture that mothers must give all of themselves to their 

children. They should be open and transparent, sacrificial and selfless. They should neither hate 

nor hit their children, and they certainly should not mislead them or keep secrets from them. We 

have been conditioned to believe that mothers love at all times, that motherhood comes easily to 

all women, and that all women want to be mothers, even though we know this is not the case. 

Mothers do abuse, abandon, and lie to their children. We also know that many women do not 

want to be mothers even after they give birth. Still, we continue to circulate a picture of 

motherhood that we know to be inaccurate and unattainable.   
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As Jodi Vandenberg-Daves details in her book Modern Motherhood: An American 

History, our modern understanding of maternal instinct and sacrifice can be traced back to the 

late eighteenth century and the Enlightenment in America. During this time, the term “republican 

motherhood” emerged, referring to the role of white mothers in raising “virtuous sons” who 

would continue to strengthen America’s burgeoning governmental system and political 

philosophy.2 At that time, white women were also flocking to the Protestant religion, a shift 

which helped to establish them as morally superior to their male counterparts and thus better 

equipped for childrearing. As Vandenberg-Daves writes, “Morally speaking, it was men who 

needed a feminine influence, not the other way around.”3 By the end of the nineteenth century, 

the belief that white mothers were morally superior to men was widely adopted, and this 

common assumption granted those women a certain degree of influence which they used to 

demand access to education and advocate for social reform. Yet, this assumption also further 

confined women to the domestic sphere by communicating that white women alone were 

responsible for children’s political, spiritual, and moral development. In other words, having and 

raising children was a woman’s most important job. This belief was cemented with the 

advancement of science and medicine in the early 1900s, which spurred a renewed fixation not 

only on the female mind and soul, but on the female body. Vandenberg-Daves writes: “Women’s 

bodies were defined by motherhood, and these medical ideas bolstered the ‘motherhood 

mandate’ and the emphasis on motherhood as women’s major contribution to society.”4 Though 

                                                
2 Vandenberg-Daves, Jodi. Modern Motherhood: An American History. Rutgers University 
Press, 2014. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt6wqb20. Accessed 6 Jan. 2021, pp. 17-18. 
3 Ibid, p. 18.  
4 Ibid, p.73. The term “motherhood mandate” does not refer to a specific law or policy but the 
societal assumption that women should have children, ideally more than one, and raise them 
well.  
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white women in this period gained some autonomy when it came to getting pregnant and having 

children, the overriding expectation was that eventually they would get married and make babies 

— ideally more than one. Still, white middle and upper class women maintained markedly more 

control over their maternal experience than enslaved women who “virtually had no rights to 

protect and nurture their children.”5 Some activists, such as Harriet Jacobs, employed the 

language of moral motherhood to argue that slavery disrupted “the sacred mother-child bond.”6 

Though this rhetorical method successfully generated empathy in some white mothers, it alone 

could not eliminate the racist systems that sought to diminish the black family unit. Even after 

slavery, black mothers could not afford to stay home with their children like their white 

privileged counterparts, and thus could not adhere to the “moral motherhood” code. In other 

words, slavery and structural inequalities put black women in a position where they could never 

be “good” mothers as conceptualized by a white, patriarchal society.  

A clear demarcation between “good” and “bad” mothers emerged in the 1900s, with good 

mothers defined not only as virtuous but also educated, observational, and deferential to the 

advice of so-called medical experts. No longer could mothers rely on morals and instinct alone; 

in fact, some scientists came to view maternal instinct as inherently dangerous — an obvious 

shift from the Enlightenment conception motherhood. Rather, twentieth-century mothers were 

expected to bolster their natural acumen with scientific research. The Women’s Christian 

Temperance Union, founded in 1873, wrote, “Ignorance will not be a sufficient excuse for our 

mistakes in this day when so much is written on child-nature, child-culture, and child-training.”7 

This statement reveals how rather than making a mother’s life easier, the age of modernization 

                                                
5 Modern Motherhood, p. 48.  
6 Ibid, p. 45.  
7 Ibid, p. 78.  
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and technological innovation placed additional pressure on mothers to raise healthy and smart 

children. If a woman’s maternal instinct could not be trusted, then it was her job to educate 

herself and anticipate her child’s needs from a medical and psychological perspective. In short, 

even the “modern” mother was expected to devote all her time and energy to the betterment of 

her child through the practice of “scientific motherhood.” Despite this pressure and an uptick in 

restrictive political and economic policies in the pre-WWII era, many women managed to adapt 

to society’s ever-changing expectations and found joy in motherhood. The female commitment 

to motherhood that defined the mid-twentieth century would eventually pose a challenge for 

white feminist activists in the 1960s and 1970s who advocated for educational and economic 

opportunities that extended beyond the confines of motherhood.  

For black women, who remained largely excluded from white feminist movements, 

activism was a necessary component of caring for their children. Recognizing that their ability to 

raise happy and healthy children hinged on government support, black mothers voiced their 

opinions on a wide range of issues including the environment, education, and housing. For some 

black women and other women of color, motherhood gave them a voice and empowered them to 

participate in politics. This link between motherhood and empowerment contradicted the claims 

of many Second Wave feminists that “motherhood [was] a very problematic piece of the pedestal 

on which the unliberated American woman was placed.”8 This assertion, however, has been 

challenged in recent years as more scholars devote their attention to motherhood as site of 

autonomy rather than oppression. For example, academic texts such as Kathryn Edin and Maria 

Kefalas’s Promises I Can Keep: Why Poor Women Put Motherhood Before Marriage (2005) and 

Elaine Bell Kaplan’s Not Our Kind of Girl: Unraveling the Myths of Black Teenage Motherhood 

                                                
8 Ibid, p. 223. 
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(1997) examine the ways in which motherhood functions as a source of power for poor and 

marginalized mothers. Summarizing Edin and Kefalas’s work, Samira Kawash writes, “For poor 

women with few prospects, motherhood is perceived not as an unwanted burden but as way to 

experience joy, value, and achievement… becoming a mother enhances perceptions of women’s 

maturity and gains them respect and esteem in their communities.”9 Moreover, the past twenty 

years have seen the rise of more mothers’ rights organizations, such as Mothers & More and the 

Mothers Movement Online, and the normalized link between motherhood and activism. Still, it is 

important to note that even as white women are increasingly embracing maternal activism, their 

concerns are far removed from the everyday stressors of BIPOC mothers.10 As Kawash outlines, 

“The concerns with work and childcare that characterize the most visible advocacy groups are 

the traditional concerns of white middle-class women. Women of color have organized mothers’ 

groups to focus on issues that are quite different: gun violence in urban communities, public 

schooling, welfare reform, and poverty.”11 For further examples of modern discrepancies in 

maternal concerns, we need only to look at the effects that the issues of this past year — the 

coronavirus pandemic, police brutality, housing discrimination, and unemployment — have had 

on black communities. Though all parents and children have suffered from the transition to 

remote learning and the dual challenge of parenting while working from home, black children, 

particularly black girls, have received harsher punishments from educators, including “virtual 

suspensions.”12 Meanwhile, in the wake of the police killings of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, 

                                                
9	Kawash, Samira. “New Directions in Motherhood Studies.” Signs, vol. 36, no. 4, 2011, pp. 
969–1003. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/658637. Accessed 21 Apr. 2021, p. 979. 
10 BIPOC stands for black, indigenous, and people of color. 
11 “New Directions in Motherhood Studies.” 
12 Klein, Rebecca. “The New School Suspension: Blocked from Online Classrooms.” HuffPost, 
11 August 2020. https://www.huffpost.com/entry/school-discipline-remote-
learning_n_5f329829c5b64cc99fde4d64?campaign_id=10&emc=edit_gn_20210228&instance_i
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and Daunte Wright and the murders of six Asian women in Atlanta, GA by Robert Long, 

mothers of color have had to take care of their mental health while talking to their children about 

these very real threats of violence and systemic racism. These issues reveal how even fifty years 

after the peak of the Second Wave feminist movement, the gap between white and BIPOC 

mothers continues to widen when it comes to economic opportunities, health and safety, and 

emotional support; for this reason, BIPOC mothers continue to bear the brunt of the “bad” 

mother label despite their activism and relentless defense of their children.  

Even as we continue to circulate harmful myths regarding the institution of motherhood, 

our current society is equally fascinated with mothers who appear to rebel against or exist 

outside this institution. Thanks to social media, it is easier than ever not only to witness 

alternative parenting methods, but to also publish derogatory comments about any methods with 

which we disagree. Public personas whose job requires an active online presence are especially 

at risk of being labeled a “bad mom.” Talking to the Today Show in February 2020, model and 

author Chrissy Teigen shared that she often receives Instagram comments shaming her for what 

she wears and what she feeds her kids.13 People even condemned Teigen for posting pictures on 

Instagram from the hospital where she underwent a miscarriage. Writer Jason Whitlock took to 

                                                
d=27586&nl=in-her-
words&regi_id=96804558&segment_id=52522&te=1&user_id=258e8d6ad60987de2d7fe6cd916
6d0da. Accessed April 21, 2021. See also Girlhood Interrupted: The Erasure of Black Girl’s 
Childhood by Rebecca Epstein, Jamilia J. Blake and Thalia González, 
https://www.law.georgetown.edu/poverty-inequality-center/wp-
content/uploads/sites/14/2017/08/girlhood-
interrupted.pdf?campaign_id=10&emc=edit_gn_20210228&instance_id=27586&nl=in-her-
words&regi_id=96804558&segment_id=52522&te=1&user_id=258e8d6ad60987de2d7fe6cd916
6d0da.  
13 Abrahamson, Rachel Paula. “Chrissy Teigen reveals the No.1 reason she gets mom-shamed,” 
TODAY, 20 Feb. 2020, https://www.today.com/parents/chrissy-teigen-gets-mom-shamed-online-
how-she-feeds-kids-t174362. Accessed Jan. 13, 2020. 
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Twitter to question Teigen’s actions, saying, “Who takes a picture of their deepest pain and then 

shares it with strangers? Do other women/parents want a reminder of their deepest pain, the loss 

of a child? Is everything just social media content?.”14 Apart from being obviously insensitive 

and crude, comments like Whitlock’s willfully ignore the facts that 1) a mother’s online presence 

does not accurately depict her care for her children and 2) hospital photos are often the only 

pictures that mothers who miscarry will have with their children and are thus a necessary part of 

the grieving process.15 However, this type of empathetic reflection is easily lost to the instant 

gratification that comes with online social interactions. Though in many ways Teigen is far 

removed from the average maternal experience and struggle, the reactions to her online persona 

reflect the ways in which modern mothers of color are expected to not only parent in certain 

ways, but also to successfully present those practices in the online sphere to prove their adequacy 

to intangible critics. Moreover, Teigen’s experiences highlight how vulnerable mothers seeking 

online empathy and advice might be met with labels and vitriol instead.  

To take our societal obsession with the bad mother one step further, we need only to look 

at the plethora of television specials and online articles that emerge in the aftermath of violent 

maternal acts, and this is especially true in cases of mothers killing their children. When Casey 

Anthony was accused of killing her two-year-old daughter Caylee in 2011 (Caylee’s body was 

never found), so-called journalists were quick to assert her guilt despite the lack of forensic 

evidence against her and the jury’s not-guilty verdict. The Casey Anthony case, along with the 

                                                
14 Whitlock, Jason. “I don't understand this or social media. Who takes a picture of their deepest 
pain and then shares it with strangers? Do other women/parents want a reminder of their deepest 
pain, the loss of a child? Is everything just social media content? Help me understand.” Twitter, 
1 October 2020, 8:23 a.m., https://twitter.com/WhitlockJason/status/1311643018173263872.  
15 Abrahamson, Rachel Paula. “Why do people say such mean things about miscarriage and 
pregnancy loss?” TODAY, 1 Oct. 2020, https://www.today.com/parents/chrissy-teigen-
pregnancy-loss-why-are-people-so-mean-t193054. Accessed Jan. 13, 2020.  
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subsequent sensationalized cases of white suburban moms killing their children, also suggests an 

iniquity inherent in our societal application of the “bad mom” label. In an opinion piece for The 

Grio in 2011, Imani Perry wrote, “While black women are being jailed for sending their children 

to good schools, white women who murder children are being let off.”16 She continued to argue 

that what happened to Caylee was nothing new given that “violence against children happens 

every day,” and posited that Casey and Caylee’s whiteness was the determining factor in the 

media’s fascination with the trial. Buzzfeed, too, ran a story in 2018 analyzing the extent to 

which “murderous mothers” are put on trial not only for the act of killing their children but also 

for any lifestyle choices and habits which deviate from society’s ideal maternal archetype. The 

trials of Alice Crimmins, Patsy Ramsey, Darlie Routier, etc. are all cases in which “legal 

questions about guilt or reasonable doubt were successfully reframed by the prosecution as 

questions about whether [the defendant] was a “good” or “bad” mother, through a sexist 

character assassination.”17 Whether these women were guilty or not, their cases illuminate the 

ways in which our simultaneous obsession with and disdain for “bad” mothers has tangible 

systematic consequences. Assigning an individual the label of “bad mother” allows us to ignore 

what Adrienne Rich calls the “stresses” or “connecting fibers” of the “invisible institution” of 

motherhood. Some examples of these connecting fibers include: “the laws regulating 

contraception and abortion,” “the absence of social benefits for mothers,” “the inadequacy of 

                                                
16 Perry, Imani. “Would Casey Anthony be found guilty if she were black?” The Grio, 6 July 
2011, https://thegrio.com/2011/07/06/if-casey-anthony-was-black-would-the-verdict-be-
different/. Accessed Jan. 13, 2020.  
17 Dominguez, Alessa. “Why Are We Obsessed With Mothers Accused of Murder?” Buzzfeed, 
27 June 2018, https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/alessadominguez/casey-anthony-darlie-
routier-true-crime-moms. Accessed Jan. 15, 2021.  
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childcare facilities in most parts of the world,” “the unequal pay women receive,” etc.18 All these 

factors encompass what Rich describes as “the darkness of maternity,” and “bad” mothers are the 

scapegoats around which “this darkness of maternity is allowed to swirl.” Yet, what Rich really 

wants us to understand is that the line between good and bad mothers is not as solid as we want 

to believe it is. She writes, “If we could look into [mothers’] fantasies — their daydreams and 

imaginary experiences — we would see the embodiment of rage, of tragedy, of the overcharged 

energy of love, of inventive desperation, we would see the machinery of institutional violence 

wrenching at the experience of motherhood.”19 Though not all mothers harm their children, Rich 

argues many mothers struggle with violent or destructive thoughts because of the ways in which 

motherhood as an institution has been used to oppress women. Michelle Oberman and Cheryl 

Meyer found this to be true when they interviewed forty women who killed their children for 

their book When Mothers Kill: Interviews from Prison. This understanding that no clear binary 

exists between “good” and “bad” mothers can lead us to elevate the maternal identity and fight 

for the material and non-material support that all mothers need.   

This thesis is concerned with a particular type of “bad” mother, that is the mother who 

lies to her children. The trope of the lying mother transcends genres, though it recently has found 

its home in mystery novels and journey narratives. Notable modern examples include Maggie 

O’Farrell’s The Hand That First Held Mine (2009), Amy Meyerson’s The Bookshop of 

Yesterdays (2018), and Brit Bennett’s The Mothers (2016), among many others. The popularity 

of these books transcends the literary realm, however. Of the four books discussed in this thesis, 

two of them — Liane Moriarty’s Big Little Lies (2014) and Celeste Ng’s Little Fires Everywhere 

                                                
18 Rich, Adrienne. Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution. W.W. Norton & 
Company, 1995, p. 276-277.  
19 Of Woman Born, p. 280.  



 11 

(2017) — have made their way to our television screens. Brit Bennett’s The Vanishing Half 

(2020) is also set to have its own stint on HBO. Though the fourth book of this thesis, Lisa Ko’s 

The Leavers (2017), has not yet attracted a film or television deal, I would not be surprised if it, 

too, is picked up soon given the praise it has received from critics and readers alike.  

Clearly, lying mothers are having a cultural moment, and the question at the heart of this 

thesis is why that is the case. Why are books that feature maternal lies flying off the shelves and 

being turned into binge-worthy network series? And, perhaps an even greater question is why are 

authors continuing to find inspiration in this trope? Though there is no simple explanation for 

this phenomenon, it is my belief that we consume these novels because they reveal important 

truths regarding the ways we treat mothers and their children. Novels like Big Little Lies, Little 

Fires Everywhere, The Leavers, and The Vanishing Half force us to abandon our preconceived 

notions of good and bad mothers in lieu of emotionally complex characters with nuanced 

motives; we must replace our antiquated moral code, which tells us that lying is always 

unethical, with one that conceives lies as potentially ethical acts in certain circumstances. None 

of the mothers discussed in this thesis lie impulsively; though some mothers, like Mia and Stella, 

lie intentionally, their secrets are not spontaneous or unprompted. Rather most moms, like most 

individuals, lie with purpose. They lie to protect themselves and their children from physical or 

psychological pain, to avoid confronting traumatic memories, to start over and fashion new 

identities, to resist the institution of motherhood, or simply because they do not see a reason to 

tell the full truth. In any case, lying — like other seemingly “unethical” acts — is a response to 

something. For example, Oberman and Meyer understand infanticide as a “response to the 

societal construction of and constraints upon motherhood” and “a reflection of the norms 
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governing motherhood.”20 While Oberman and Meyer acknowledge that many women who 

commit filicide suffer from mental illness, they did not find many such women at the prison 

where they conducted their research, the Ohio Reformatory for Women (ORW).21 Instead, they 

found other “common threads” across their subjects’ lives such as “domestic abuse, limited 

opportunity, and isolation and lack of social support.”22 For Kawash, these findings paint, “a 

saddening portrait both of human frailty and of the failure of a society to meet these women’s 

needs as mothers and as human beings.”23 Though infanticide is a more extreme and 

controversial act than lying, recognizing that such an act is rooted in more than mental health 

opens the door to understanding other “bad” acts as manifestations of trauma, stress, isolation, 

etc. Rather than thinking of lying as another supposed crime against motherhood, this thesis 

understands any form of lying as a natural and necessary aspect of a mother’s duty to herself and 

her children. Simply put, at a time when many mothers still lack sufficient support, lies big and 

small become a survival strategy which mothers employ to navigate and engage with the world 

around them.  

Because there is no single reason why mothers lie, and because the topic of maternal lies 

has not been heavily explored until now, I cannot rely solely on one field of study to bolster my 

argument; rather, I borrow from trauma, feminist, maternal, and critical race theories to argue 

that understanding the roots of lies — oppressive structures, interpersonal relationships, or 

                                                
20 Oberman, Michelle, et al. Mothers Who Kill Their Children: Understanding the Acts of Moms 
from Susan Smith to the Prom Mom, New York University Press, 2001. ProQuest Ebook 
Central, https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/georgetown/detail.action?docID=2081680. 
Accessed January 5, 2021, p. 10.  
21 Meyer, Cheryl L., and Michelle Oberman. When Mothers Kill : Interviews from Prison, New 
York University Press, 2008. ProQuest Ebook Central, https://ebookcentral-proquest-
com.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/lib/georgetown/detail.action?docID=865729, pp. 4-5. 
22 “New Directions in Motherhood Studies, p. 984. 
23 “New Directions in Motherhood Studies,” p. 984. 
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mental/emotional conditions — is more constructive than arguing for the universal unethicality 

of lying, especially when it comes to humanizing and empathizing with mothers. I reference a 

wide range of texts including book reviews, trial coverage, psychological surveys, academic 

essays, and personal reflections to emphasize how the societal fixation with mothers who lie 

(more broadly bad mothers) pervades the literary and media realms. The framework through 

which I view these texts incorporates the views of many maternal studies scholars, particularly 

those of Adrienne Rich, Jacqueline Rose, and Sarah Ruddick, though I also rely heavily on the 

works of Patricia Hill Collins and Susan Brison, among others. Together, these brave and 

brilliant women help inform my understanding of the simultaneously expansive yet marginal 

space that mothers occupy in modern society and the ways in which our cultural antipathy for 

mothers trickles from the top (governments and policymakers) to the bottom (the home and 

workplace). In Of Woman Born, Rich explains the burden that the institution of motherhood 

places on women by expecting them to love at all times, possess an inherent maternal instinct, 

and willingly suffer for the sake of children. Unable to meet such impossible standards, “all 

mothers [are found] more or less guilty of failing their children.”24 Even children find their 

mothers guilty because it is easier to blame their mothers for their perceived failings than the 

oppressive institution of motherhood itself. Daughters, especially, may come to resent their 

mothers for raising them within that patriarchal institution despite their inability to circumvent it. 

Rich writes, “Few women growing up in a patriarchal institution can feel mothered enough; the 

power of mothers, whatever their love for us and their struggles on our behalf, is too 

restricted.”25 The resentment comes when the child, from watching her mother, realizes her 

                                                
24 Rich, Adrienne. Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution. W.W. Norton & 
Company, 1995, p. 223. 
25 Of Woman Born, p. 243. 
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options are limited under patriarchy; yet again, the mother has failed her child. Jacqueline Rose 

similarly discusses our societal disdain for mothers in her book Mothers: An Essay on Love and 

Cruelty when she writes, “motherhood is the place where we lodge, or rather bury, the reality of 

our own conflicts” (1).26 Rose argues that by expecting mothers to silently endure the cruel world 

around them, we are not only causing immense pain but we are also blinding ourselves to the 

iniquities and cruelties that come with living; in other words, we expect mothers to endure all 

that is wrong with the world — to love without protest — so that we don’t have to face those 

wrong ourselves. Mothers who fail or refuse to hide their children from the world quickly earn 

the “bad mother” badge, but those who lie, intentionally or unintentionally, to protect their 

children from the same cruel world are not safe from scrutiny either. Thus, Rich and Rose help 

us see the problem of universally labeling lies (or any non-normative maternal action) as morally 

wrong when they might be one of the only resources available to mothers attempting to resist, 

appease, or protect themselves and their children from a society that would rather scapegoat 

individuals for their failures than provide enough support to ensure those “failures” never happen 

in the first place.  

Though none of these scholars takes up maternal lies as their foremost concern, many of 

them address secrecy/privacy/dishonesty as intrinsic to, and exemplary of, the complex 

philosophical and psychological work that mothers carry out daily. Ruddick, for example, 

includes lies in a list of nonviolent behaviors which mothers perform daily to “get their way,” 

whether that is with their children, landlords, spouses, teachers, etc.27 As caretakers who 

maintain a position of power over their children, mothers must decide daily what “hurts, hates, 

                                                
26 Rose, Jacqueline. Mothers: Essays on Love and Cruelty. Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2018.  
27 Ruddick, Sara. Maternal Thinking: Toward a Politics of Peace. Beacon Press, 1995, p. 165. 
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impatience, and lying are damaging and what strategies are effective and consonant with safety, 

development, and conscientiousness.” 28 According to Ruddick, lies are only violent insofar as 

they inflict damage, which means a mother must determine whether the lies she tells will affect 

her child’s development and consciousness in the long run (in other words, she must predict the 

future effects of her present decisions). Mothers of color undergo this philosophical reasoning 

daily when teaching their children how to navigate oppression. Patricia Hill Collins discusses in 

Black Feminist Thought how black mothers find balance between teaching their children how to 

survive with wanting them to transcend the systems of power that aim to subjugate them. She 

writes, “African-American mothers place a strong emphasis on protection, either by trying to 

shield their [children] as long as possible from the penalties attached to their derogated status or 

by teaching them skills of independence and self-reliance so that they will be able to protect 

themselves.”29 At times, these “protections” may come at the expense of affection, though 

Collins found that most black children understood their mothers’ actions to be rooted in a deep 

love and concern for their well-being.30 Naturally, there are times when all mothers’ internal 

negotiations do not achieve their intended outcomes; throughout this thesis, we will meet 

mothers who see their lies as necessary and protective in the moment only to realize years later 

that these lies bred resentment and confusion in their children. Yet, it is important to 

acknowledge what violent actions mothers avoid when they choose what they perceive to be the 

nonviolent action of lying; abandoning, physically harming, yelling, and manipulating their 

children are arguably more violent actions than lying. Moreover, recognizing the emotional and 

                                                
28 Maternal Thinking, p. 168.  
29 Collins, Patricia Hill. Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of 
Empowerment. Vol. Rev. 10th anniversary ed., Routledge, 2000, p. 184. 
30 Ibid, p. 187. 
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mental labor involved in daily attempts at nonviolence is a critical step to understanding why 

mothers do what they do. This understanding then hopefully breeds empathy, which can be used 

to advocate for increased protections, resources, and concern for mothers at macro and micro 

levels.  

I employ the word “lie” consciously throughout this thesis in an attempt to strip the word 

of its judgmental overtones and residency within the realm of “badness” or immorality. In the 

first chapter, “When A Lie Is Not A Lie,” I also incorporate the terms “secrecy” and 

“withholdings” to emphasize that the mothers in Big Little Lies, Little Fires Everywhere, and The 

Leavers do not intentionally lie to their children. They do not “make untrue statement[s] with 

intent to deceive” or “create false or misleading impression[s],” to borrow from Merriam-

Webster’s definitions of the term. Rather, as trauma survivors, the women discussed in this 

chapter — Celeste, Jane, Elena, Bebe, and Polly — strongly relate to another one of Webster’s 

definitions of lying, that is “to be in a hopeless or defenseless state,” because they are all 

survivors of traumatic events. In the aftermath of these events, which range from sexual violence 

to volatile pregnancy to deportation, these women’s’ memory and self-perception are utterly 

distorted. Unable to fully process or confront what has happened to them, these women 

unintentionally keep secrets from and close themselves off to their children. I argue that casting 

blanket judgement on these women for their “lies,” i.e. responses to trauma, only reinforces the 

good/bad mother divide by blaming women for circumstances beyond their control. Thus, 

discussing lies in relation to trauma forces us to infuse the term with empathy and acknowledge 

that the institution of motherhood unfairly expects mothers to surrender all of themselves to their 

children — an expectation that further fractures the post-traumatic “self” rather than mends it.  
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The second chapter, “Lying on Purpose,” explores the complication of treating lies with 

empathy when mothers employ them intentionally, even destructively. The mothers discussed in 

this chapter — Mia from Little Fires Everywhere and Stella from The Vanishing Half — leave 

their pasts and families behind to construct new identities prior to giving birth to their daughters. 

Importantly, these mothers differ from the trauma survivors in the first chapter in that they are in 

no way itching to tell their stories or looking for empathetic witnesses. If it were up to them, Mia 

and Stella would never have a confessional moment with a loved one in which they unpack their 

reasons and motivations for deceiving them.31 Still, Mia’s and Stella’s lies are not random but 

rather are responses to hardship and structural inequalities such as poverty, legal trouble, 

systematic racism, and even trauma (though these women do not lie in response to trauma in the 

same way that Jane, Celeste, Elena, Bebe, and Polly do). More than anything, however, Mia and 

Stella lie not because they want to cause harm, but because they want to live freely and protect 

themselves and their daughters. In this way, they too are victims of the institution of motherhood. 

As such, the goal of this chapter is not to excuse Mia’s and Stella’s choices — which cause real 

harm — but to show that their choices were not made easily. As with the women discussed in the 

first chapter, emphasizing the whys behind Mia’s and Stella’s lies opens our eyes to the ways that 

society attempts to strip marginalized women of their maternal identities. 

In the foreword to Of Woman Born, Rich writes, “All human life on the planet is born of 

woman.”32 Despite this fact, that motherhood affects us all, our society continues to confine, 

demean, and silence mothers. We are especially quick to ridicule the actions of BIPOC, poor, 

single, and gay women based on their inability and/or refusal to conform with heteronormative 

                                                
31 If is of course the operative word here because, as this second chapter will prove, Mia and 
Stella are not actually in control of their own narratives.  
32 Of Woman Born, p. 11.  
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and patriarchal views of motherhood. In general, we are more willing to judge every little choice 

a mother makes rather than pause and reflect on the reasons why she’s making those choices in 

the first place. It is my hope that through its investigation of just one maternal action, lying, this 

thesis can demonstrate that the whys matter more than the lies themselves. The mothers 

discussed throughout this thesis are far from perfect; their lies cause harm and hurt. But it is 

important to understand that mothers hurt too. They experience sexual assault, poverty, racism, 

governmental neglect, unsolicited advice, and more; many may not even have wanted to mother 

in the first place. This thesis analyzes all these aspects of the maternal experience to prove that 

mothers are more than a label; they are humans. Acknowledging and sitting with this fact is 

simply the first step in understanding, at least superficially, the maternal condition. With this 

understanding we can work toward eliminating the whys behind maternal lies until maybe, just 

maybe, mothers no longer feel like they need to lie at all.  
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CHAPTER 1. WHEN A LIE IS NOT A LIE 
 

“When someone you loved was depending on your lie, it was perfectly easy.” — Jane  
 

Reviewing Big Little Lies for The Washington Post in 2014, Carol Memmott wrote, “[It] 

tolls a warning bell about the big little lies we tell in order to survive.”33 Here, Memmott reads 

Liane Moriarty’s 2014 novel Big Little Lies as a “warning,” a sort of cautionary tale whose main 

message is: thou shalt not lie. Who should not lie, according to Memmott, is not clear, but given 

that Memmott is a woman reviewing a book about women, it is unlikely that her “we” includes 

men. Thus, even as Memmott recognizes that the women in the novel lie “in order to survive,” 

she reads Big Little Lies as a condemnation of those lies and places the blame on the female 

protagonists, i.e. those trying to survive, rather than the forces they are surviving: abusive 

partners, economic inequality, childhood trauma and societal pressure, just to name a few.  

A more useful reading of Big Little Lies is found in the reviews of Celeste Ng’s 2017 

novel Little Fires Everywhere. Refinery29’s Rachel Selvin labeled Little Fires “a meditation on 

the unspoken pains and contradictions of motherhood,” and Claire Fallon wrote in HuffPost that 

it “examines the cruelties that we unwittingly inflict on those we claim to love.”34 Though a 

seemingly minor shift, labeling novels like Big Little Lies and Little Fires Everywhere 

                                                
33 Memmott, Carol. “‘Big Little Lies,’ by Liane Moriarty, reveals parents’ ugly secrets in quiet 
Aussie town,” The Washington Post, 4 August 2014, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/books/big-little-lies-by-liane-
moriarty/2014/08/04/9d4261a0-169a-11e4-9349-84d4a85be981_story.html. Accessed September 
18, 2020.  
34 The title of the Refinery29 review, “This Novel Promises There’s No Wrong Way to Mother,” 
itself points to an evolving interpretation of maternal fiction that seeks to understand the 
mother’s position rather than condemn it. Selvin, Rachel. “This Novel Promises There’s No 
Wrong Way to Mother,” Refinery29, 27 September 2017, https://www.refinery29.com/en-
us/2017/09/173650/celeste-ng-interview-motherhood. Accessed September 18, 2020.  
Brooks, Katherine, Jillian Capewell and Claire Fallon, “The Best Fiction Books of 2017,” 
HuffPost, 6 December 2017, https://www.huffpost.com/entry/the-best-fiction-books-of-
2017_n_5a26dfd7e4b069df71fa292c. Accessed September 18, 2020.  
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“meditations” and “examinations” rather than “warnings” affects our readings of their maternal 

characters and the choices they make. Furthermore, Fallon’s claim that these mothers 

“unwittingly” inflict pain with their lies offers a refreshingly human approach to the maternal 

experience. Recognizing why these characters lie, rather than merely focusing on the act of lying, 

allows a new definition of “lie” to emerge — one that is rooted in empathy and understanding 

rather than moral judgement — and carves a path to reconsidering a mother’s obligation to 

remain relentlessly devoted to her child.   

This chapter explores the intersection of truth and trauma in Big Little Lies, Little Fires 

Everywhere, and The Leavers to ultimately argue that even as these texts seemingly circulate a 

traditionally negative definition of “to lie,” they trouble that definition through their 

constructions of post-traumatic identity formation and memory reformation. I argue that a lie is 

not a lie, as in “an untrue statement with intent to deceive,” when it is an unintentional protective 

measure employed in the aftermath of a traumatic event, as is the case with Celeste, Jane, Elena, 

Bebe, and Polly. Though each mother has her own story, and thus her own multifaceted reasons 

for keeping secrets from her children, their lies collectively stem from their inability to confront 

or process their traumas. 

All three texts feature mothers who survive traumatic experiences, though their 

experiences vary in nature. Celeste and Jane (Big Little Lies) survive sexual violence, Elena 

(Little Fires Everywhere) has a traumatic pregnancy, Bebe (also Little Fires Everywhere) 

experiences homelessness and starvation, and Polly (The Leavers) is abruptly deported from 

America and forced to leave her eleven-year-old son behind. These traumatic experiences lead 

these women to withhold information from their loved ones, both because they are mentally and 

physically unable to confront the truth and because they lack the language and environment 
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necessary to testify to their trauma. Thus, just as it is inappropriate to claim that trauma survivors 

are to blame for what happens to them, it is reckless to shame mothers who survive trauma for 

their failure and, more often, inability to disclose their experiences to their children.  

It is impossible to conceptualize why a trauma survivor might lie about or withhold her 

experiences without first understanding what trauma is and how it affects a survivor’s brain and 

body. Though its inability to be defined is itself a defining characteristic of trauma, certain 

scholars offer useful language for understanding it. I favor Richard Crownshaw’s definition: 

“Trauma can be defined as that which denies witnessing, cognition, conscious recall and 

representation – generating the belated or deferred and disruptive experience of the event not felt 

at the time of witnessing.”35 According to Crownshaw, trauma is inherently unutterable — both 

when it first occurs and when it returns days, months, or years later in flashbacks and intrusive 

thoughts. Crownshaw’s definition is based heavily on Cathy Caruth’s insights on trauma, which 

she views as a “dynamic relationship between the event and its witnesses.”36 Trauma is dynamic 

because it moves through time and, as Crownshaw puts it, “travels through the unconscious.”37 

For Caruth and Crownshaw, the unconscious is where trauma becomes “curiously insulated from 

its witness, who now has no purchase or grasp of the event, conscious or unconscious.”38 Susan 

Brison, a survivor herself, simplifies this concept when she explains that “memory is so fatally 

disrupted by traumatic events.”39 And, even if they could remember the full extent of their 

traumatic experiences, survivors often lack proper language to describe what they went through. 

                                                
35 The Routledge Companion to Critical and Cultural Theory, edited by Paul Wake, and Simon 
Malpas, Taylor & Francis Group, 2013. ProQuest Ebook Central, 
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/georgetown/detail.action?docID=1221495, p. 167.  
36 Ibid, p. 168.  
37 Ibid, p.  168.  
38 Ibid, p. 168.  
39 Brison, Susan, “Outliving Oneself,” Aftermath: Violence and the Remaking of a Self, p. 47.  
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As Holocaust survivor Primo Levi explains it, “our language lacks words to express this offense, 

the demolition of a man.”40 Acknowledging that survivors are not always in control over their 

memories opens the door to conceptualizing a survivor’s failure to disclose her experiences as an 

intrinsic component of the re-remembrance stage of post-trauma recovery. Literary depictions of 

trauma provide the perfect platform for testing this reconceptualization because their fictive 

realms allow survivors struggling to make sense of their trauma to tell their story. In Big Little 

Lies, Little Fires Everywhere, and The Leavers, this struggle manifests itself through the lies that 

the maternal survivors tell both themselves and their children. In other words, it is only through 

the conceit of lying that the author, the characters, and the readers are able to access the truth; 

thus, even as they lie, these mothers testify to their traumas. 

Memory and Trauma in Big Little Lies  

Big Little Lies is a novel about the “little lies” we tell and the consequences of telling 

them. Yet, the word “lie” as employed by Celeste and Jane takes on new meanings in the novel, 

as these trauma survivors cannot be described as lying about events they cannot and do not want 

to fully comprehend. In fact, neither woman believes that she is lying; rather, Celeste and Jane’s 

non-disclosures, withholdings, and secrets stem from their inability to confront or process their 

traumas, and their desire to protect their children and themselves from the painful truths of those 

traumas. Celeste and Jane are sexually and physically assaulted by the same man, yet they react 

differently to their traumatic experiences and develop contrasting definitions of, and 

dependencies on, lies. Importantly, readers encounter these varying responses not through 

Celeste’s or Jane’s eyes, but through the lens of an omniscient narrator who has access to these 

women’s mental processes and memories. Though each chapter is primarily devoted to the 

                                                
40 Ibid, p. 51. 
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experience of one woman at a time, we never hear Celeste or Jane describe their experiences in 

the first person. This narrative choice creates space between the characters and the reader, and in 

doing so, mimics the space that Celeste and Jane, as survivors of trauma, feel exists between 

their bodies and minds and their loved ones.  

As the narrator reveals over time, Celeste’s inability to cope with the fact that her 

husband Perry beats her coincides with her comfortable, picturesque lifestyle. Her love for her 

husband, and her unwavering belief that he truly loves her, makes it difficult for her to verbalize 

her trauma, to mar her marriage with the label of “abusive.” The first time Celeste references the 

abuse, she does so without mentioning it at all. Instead, she merely reveals to the reader that she 

— the “unacceptably, hurtfully beautiful” woman we meet earlier in the novel — has a secret. 

On Christmas Day, of all days, Celeste discloses: “Today would be perfect in every way. The 

Facebook photos wouldn’t lie. So much joy. Her life had so much joy. That was an actual 

verifiable fact. There was really no need to leave him until the boys finished high school” 

(Moriarty, 60-61). Celeste’s hope, “Today...the Facebook photos wouldn’t lie,” implies that other 

days, they would. Along with the revelation that Celeste might leave her husband, the focus on 

the Facebook images points to an ugliness undergirding Celeste’s supposedly glamorous 

lifestyle.  

Coupled with Celeste’s reluctance to abandon her “comfortable” lifestyle is her belief 

that, to some extent, Perry’s violence toward her is justified because she is far from a perfect 

victim. Frequently, when Celeste discusses an incident between her and Perry, she outlines her 

role not as a victim of assault but as an instigator and perpetrator. In one instance, Celeste 

describes a fight between her and Perry which occurred after he was unable to resolve a 

computer issue. Immediately upon calling upon Perry for assistance, Celeste rebukes herself and 
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thinks, “Stupid, stupid, stupid. She should have known better. But it was too late” (76). Here, 

before the assault even occurs, Celeste accepts responsibility for it. This blame runs throughout 

her recollection of the event, which she asserts would have never happened “if she hadn’t made 

such a ‘catastrophic error’” (76) in asking Perry for help. In Celeste’s eyes, the root cause of the 

night’s violent scene is not Perry’s inability to control his temper, but her inability to control 

hers. She remembers the “frustration in her voice” when she asks Perry to give up on the 

computer (76). She admits that she “refused to retreat” as “a part of her continued to inwardly 

rage, even as the yelling began and her heart pounded and her muscles tensed in readiness” (77). 

Even as Celeste can recognize the injustice of the situation, even as she can acknowledge that “it 

should not be like this,” she cannot fully grasp that what is happening to her is not her fault.  

Celeste’s self-blame can be conceptualized as a blend of behavioral self-blame and 

characterological self-blame, terms developed by psychologist Ronnie Janoff-Bulman. Survivors 

who adhere to behavioral self-blame ascribe to the belief that, with modified actions, their 

assaults could have been avoided, and this belief gives them confidence in the prevention of 

future traumatic incidents. Celeste adheres to this mindset when she wonders if her tone of voice, 

her anger, her impatience, etc. could have prevented one of Perry’s violent episodes. 

Characterological self-blame, however, attributes victimization to, as Janoff-Bulman puts it, “a 

relatively unmodifiable source (one’s character).”41 Celeste adheres to this form of self-blame 

when she contemplates whether she truly wants to escape Perry’s violence: “Was there some 

sick, damaged part of Celeste that actually liked living like this and wanted this shameful, dirty 

marriage?” That’s how she thought of it. As if she and Perry engaged in some sort of strange, 

                                                
41 Bulman-Janoff, Ronnie. “Characterological Versus Behavioral Self-Blame: Inquiries into 
Depression and Rape,” Journal of Personality and Social Pyschology, vol. 37, no. 10, 1979, 
file:///Users/kathrynbaker/Downloads/Self-Blame.JPSP.79.pdf. Accessed 14 Dec. 2020.  
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disgusting and perverted sexual practice” (77). In this passage, Celeste’s acceptance that she, like 

Perry, is grossly attracted to the violence is an expression of her characterological self-blame. 

Later in the novel, Celeste takes her characterological self-blame further when she claims that 

Perry’s rage is the result of a mental illness, not an intrinsic character trait. Celeste wants to 

believe that the true Perry, her loving husband, “trie[s] his best to resist” his violent tendencies. 

In refuting the reality that Perry’s rage is part of him, that it defines his character, Celeste 

inadvertently places more blame on herself; in her eyes, Perry cannot stop himself but she can 

and chooses not to. Celeste’s behavioral and characterological self-blame work together before, 

during, and after an instance of domestic violence to convince her that she is the source of her 

marital problems. Unlike “paralyzed survivors of freak accidents,” who often experience self-

blame as a “positive psychological mechanism,” Celeste’s self-blame is precisely what prevents 

her from positively coping with her trauma.42 Self-blame gives her a sense of control only to the 

extent that it leads her to control how others perceive her relationship; in other words, her self-

blame leads her to lie to herself and to the world about the nature of her and Perry’s relationship.  

One day, however, Celeste unexpectedly decides to face the truth and seek help. After 

admitting to herself, “You know what you have to do,” (176) she sits down at the same computer 

that had sparked Perry’s rage earlier in the novel and types “Domestic. Violence.” in the search 

bar. The move is both impulsive and calculated, an unplanned result of years of marital trauma 

which, in her words, had made her “a soft, spongy version of the girl she used to be” (176). That 

characterization of herself points to the ways in which her marriage to Perry has radically altered 

her self-perception to the point that she is motivated to end it, not necessarily because she wants 

to escape Perry, but because she wants to recover the part of herself he took away. It is obvious 

                                                
42 “Characterological Versus Behavioral Self-Blame.” 
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that Celeste is still, at this point in the novel, ashamed of her status as a survivor of domestic 

violence and uncomfortable with the thought of disclosing her trauma to another person, even if 

that person is a highly-trained counselor. Yet, in simply booking the appointment, Celeste begins 

to break free from the lies she’s told herself and her friends, a reality she acknowledges when she 

thinks, “The counselor knew more about the truth of life than anyone in the world besides 

Perry… She couldn’t go back now. She had to see it through” (212). And she does. Despite 

telling herself that she will not show up to the appointment, Celeste follows through with the 

counselor and, in doing so, begins to embrace transparency, community, and healing; walking 

into the clinic, Celeste takes her first steps toward a new life rooted in truth and freedom rather 

than fear and secrecy.  

Celeste is initially uncomfortable with the counselor’s questions (Do you have weapons 

in the house? Have you ever been afraid you might die?), but she gradually finds the session to 

be freeing. Celeste thinks to herself, “It was shameful sharing these things with [the counselor], 

but it was also a wonderful relief to be telling someone, to be explaining how it all worked, to be 

saying these secrets out loud” (219). In finally “telling someone” about her trauma, Celeste 

becomes the subject, rather than the object, of her own narrative. Brison further explains this 

concept when she writes, “The act of bearing witness to the trauma facilitates this shift, not only 

by transforming traumatic memory into a narrative that can then be worked into the survivor’s 

sense of self and view of the world, but also by reintegrating the survivor into a community, 

reestablishing connections essential to selfhood.”43 For years, Celeste had let Perry write her 

history; she posted happy pictures with him on social media and held his hand around the other 

parents, but those moments only offered snapshots of Perry and Celeste’s real relationship. 

                                                
43 Brison, Susan, “Acts of Memory,” Aftermath: Violence and the Remaking of a Self. p. 68. 
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Celeste’s visit to the domestic violence counselor marks the first time she can talk about the 

abuse on her terms in her own words. Though this visit does not immediately empower Celeste 

to disclose her trauma to her closest friends, Madeline and Jane, it does compel her to form a 

plan for leaving Perry, which includes purchasing and furnishing a new apartment. Each time she 

executes part of the plan, Celeste sheds the the parts of her whom Perry controls and abuses 

until, at the end of Big Little Lies, she is someone else entirely.  

Importantly, Celeste does not get the opportunity to leave Perry; instead, he is taken from 

her when, during a school fundraiser, another mom named Bonnie pushes Perry down a flight of 

stairs and kills him after seeing him hit Celeste.44 In this scene, choices are made for Celeste. She 

never tells her friends that Perry abuses her, but they see him hit her. She never divorces Perry, 

but he dies. Her secrets come to light not through her own revelations, but through Perry’s 

violent actions. Luckily, the novel does not end there, and Celeste receives an opportunity to 

continue the reclamation of her story which began with her first visit to the counselor. Instead the 

novel ends with Celeste speaking to a room of “emergency department doctors, triage nurses, 

GPs and counselors” (484) about her experiences with domestic violence one year after Perry’s 

death. At first, Celeste is reluctant to speak, but right before taking the stage she is “suddenly 

filled with a passionate desire to share everything, to say the bare ugly truth, to hold nothing 

back” (485). Considering Brison’s assertion that “telling their story, narrating their experiences 

of traumatic events, has long been considered…to play a significant role in survivor’s recovery 

                                                
44 Bonnie is a relatively quiet and minor character in Big Little Lies, which makes her rash act of 
manslaughter against Perry all the more surprising. The book goes on to explain that Bonnie 
grew up in a violent home and watched her father hit her mother; seeing Perry’s act of violence 
brought back years of repression and pain. Of course, Bonnie, too, is thus a trauma survivor who 
certainly keeps part of herself hidden from the world and can be discussed in tandem with 
Celeste and Jane, though I do not have room to do so in this thesis.  
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from trauma,” Celeste’s testimonial points to the remarkable healing and progress she has made 

in just one year.45 The Celeste we see at the beginning of Big Little Lies is unable to admit the 

truth of her traumatic environment to both herself and her peers; she hid behind “perfect little 

lies” (485) and kept secrets in order to maintain a semblance of control over her own life. The 

Celeste at the end of Big Little Lies, however, wants to empower others to share their “own big 

ugly truth[s]” (485). In testifying to her trauma, Celeste is finally able to reestablish control over 

her life and take back her identity.  

Like Celeste, Jane, who is raped and impregnated by Perry (whom she knows as Saxon 

Banks) approximately five years before the novel begins, reveals her trauma slowly over time. 

The first time she discusses her son Ziggy’s elusive father figure, she merely tells Madeline that 

he was a one-night stand. She never mentions his name or his violent behavior. Yet, hesitant 

language frames the little information Jane does provide, offering an observant reader evidence 

that there’s more to Jane’s story than she lets on. Note the descriptions of Jane’s body in the 

following section: 

‘So what about Ziggy’s dad?’ continued Madeline. ‘Is he in the picture at all?’ 

Jane didn’t flinch. She’d had five years to get good at it. She felt herself becoming very 

still.  

‘No. We weren’t actually together.’ She delivered her line perfectly. ‘I didn’t even know 

his name. It was a…’ Stop. Pause. Look away if unable to make eye contact. ‘Sort of a … 

one-off.’ (24) 

The narrator’s attention to Jane’s unflinching body, as well as her inability to meet Madeline’s 

eyes, communicates an understanding that, for some reason, Jane does not like to think about 

                                                
45 “Acts of Memory,” p. 68. 
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Ziggy’s father; yet, the narrator also communicates that Jane has learned to process Madeline’s 

question with ease. “She deliver[s] her line perfectly,” meaning she is playing a part, as are most 

people with secrets. When people lie, they conceal a part of themselves, allowing a performative 

identity to mask an internal self. Celeste, for example, uses social media to hide her trauma from 

the world. She adopts the mindset that as long as she is the only one who knows the assault is 

happening, then it isn’t really happening at all. Jane’s secrecy, however, lies in the unsaid. Not 

mentioning the name of Ziggy’s father or the circumstances surrounding her pregnancy are, in 

her mind, not lies but secrets which lead others to construct their own opinions and perceptions 

of her. Jane tells her mom that “lies get complicated” (26), which is why rather than lie outright, 

Jane chooses not to say anything at all.  

Jane’s choice to conceal her trauma primarily stems from her love for her son and her 

unwillingness to shatter whatever fiction he has formed regarding his father’s identity. As much 

as she worries that Ziggy, who is accused of being a school bully, has inherited violent behaviors 

from his father, she worries more about what the truth will do to Ziggy’s worldview. Jane does 

not utter the name of Ziggy’s biological father — Saxon Banks — until halfway through Big 

Little Lies, and even then she does not let Ziggy know it. When Ziggy must complete a family 

tree project for class, she refuses to tell her son his father’s name — a reluctance that Ziggy, a 

kindergartner, cannot possibly understand. After Jane tells Ziggy, “I’ve told you this story so 

many times. Your father would have loved you if he’d known you, but I’m sorry, I don’t know 

his name,” Ziggy explodes with frustration and yells, “But you have to write a name there! Miss 

Barnes said!” (192). One would think Jane might give in and relieve her son’s homework-

induced anxiety, but she does not budge; rather, she grits her teeth and affirms, “I don’t know his 

name!” (193). Only, after Ziggy goes to bed, we learn that Jane is in fact lying to Ziggy. Jane 
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tells Madeline that her reason for doing so stems from a desire to “work out exactly what to say” 

because “Saxon Banks was not a very nice fellow” (194-195). Here, Jane admits to lying to 

Ziggy to protect him and paint for him a “palatable” portrait of his father, but she is also forced 

to admit to herself that her lies are not sustainable. As the novel’s halfway point, this scene 

marks an important turning point for Jane, as she begins to disclose her long-kept secret, 

embrace (albeit not eagerly) her identity as a survivor of sexual assault, and share her 

experiences with empathetic witnesses.  

To some extent, one could argue that the lies Jane tells Ziggy are in fact lies, as they are 

intentional falsehoods meant to protect Ziggy’s innocence; yet, it is impossible to fully separate 

Jane’s protective falsehoods from her post-traumatic recovery. As much as her lies are meant to 

protect Ziggy, they also serve as measures of self-protection. These measures are more than 

understandable given that Jane herself is still trying to process what happened to her. Though 

Jane’s flashbacks suggest that she understands that what she experienced as rape and does not 

hesitate to label her rapist a “bad man,” she still struggles to admit that her trauma continues to 

affect her, i.e. that her attacker still infiltrates her thoughts and influences her self-image. Unlike 

Celeste, Jane is not the victim of ongoing abuse when Big Little Lies begins. Yet, her character 

reveals the ways in which memory can serve as a site of re-traumatization. Brison tells us, 

“Memories of traumatic events can be themselves traumatic — uncontrollable, intrusive, and 

frequently somatic” (69). Throughout Big Little Lies, Jane’s traumatic memories frequently 

interrupt otherwise pleasant, carefree moments. The first instance of Jane’s intrusive memories 

comes when she is first introduced to Madeline and Celeste, who eventually become her closest 

friends and allies. Upon seeing Celeste for the first time, Jane’s “heart [sinks],” because Celeste 

embodies everything Jane lacks, or, more specifically, everything her abuser told her she lacks. 
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Jane thinks, “[Celeste] was what a woman was meant to look like. Exactly this. She was right, 

and Jane was wrong” (29).  The tragic irony of course is that Jane is more akin to Celeste than 

she realizes, but all that matters in this moment is Celeste’s outward appearance, her 

“unacceptably[hurtful beauty]” (29). This beauty transports Jane to the night she was raped and 

conjures the voice of her attacker calling her a “very fat, ugly little girl” (29). Brison explains 

that trauma destroys a survivor’s sense of self because “the self exists fundamentally in relation 

to others.”46 In this way, Jane’s intrusive memories are linked to her shattered selfhood; though 

her sexual assault takes place five years before Big Little Lies begins, her memory serves as a site 

of constant re-traumatization that renders it nearly impossible for her to construct a new, post-

traumatic identity. Given Brison’s assertion that “the body and one’s perception of it are 

nonetheless essential components of the self,” it follows that Jane’s memory of her assault and 

her attacker’s opinions of her body disrupt her post-traumatic healing and reformation of self.47  

Like Celeste, Jane can only begin to heal and take ownership over her identity once she 

verbalizes her experience. Jane herself acknowledges the power of oral testimony when she 

thinks, “It was telling Madeline about Saxon Banks. It was repeating those stupid little words 

he’d said. They needed to stay secret to keep their power. Now they were deflating the way a 

jumping cattle sagged and wrinkled as their air hissed out” (232). In confessing her sexual 

assault to Madeline, Jane reclaims the very words Saxon Banks used to cause bodily pain and 

mental anguish; they become part of her testimony. According to Leigh Gilmore, “testimony 

names a form through which those who have been harmed claim a right to speak.”48 Up to this 
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point, Jane had not felt like she had an adequate witness to whom she could discuss her trauma, 

as evidenced by her unwillingness to share the identity of Ziggy’s father or the circumstances of 

her pregnancy, so she did not claim her right to speak. In her eyes, “it was perfectly easy” to lie 

to her family members because they “depended on [her] lie” (294). Yet, Madeline’s relative 

distance from Jane’s life empowers Jane to open up to her. In this way, Madeline functions in the 

same way as Celeste’s therapist. She is an adequate witness, invested in Jane’s well-being 

enough to empathize with her but not too much that she refuses to truly hear her, as Jane worries 

would be the case with her parents and brother. Once Jane finds an adequate witness, she is 

anxious to find another one. She “wants to keep talking about [her sexual assault],” which leads 

her to tell Celeste “a shorter version of what she’d told Madeline” (233). Rather than allowing 

Saxon’s words to inflict harm, Jane harnesses their power for her own healing; the more she 

shares, the more she heals. Brison notes the healing power of testimony when she writes, 

“narrating memories to others (who are strong and empathetic enough to be able to listen) enable 

survivors to gain more control over the traces left by trauma.”49 With each iteration of her story, 

Jane loosens her attacker’s hold on her until, at the end of the novel, she gains the upper hand 

over Saxon Banks.  

When Jane confronts Saxon/Perry at the school fundraiser, she takes him by surprise; 

after all, how could he expect to run into a woman he raped one time, five years ago, at a silly 

school fundraiser? In fact, Saxon/Perry does not remember Jane at all. The narrator tells us, 

“When [Jane] said ‘Saxon Banks’ there was a flicker, not because he recognized her, he still had 

no idea, couldn’t even be bothered of dredging up the appropriate memory, but because he 

understood who she must be, what she represented” (440). Here, Saxon/Perry is forced to 
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remember something he has repressed and long refused to acknowledge — not unlike how 

Celeste and Jane are repeatedly forced to remember what he did to them, how their violent 

memories assault them when they least expect it. Once Jane reveals her truth, Perry can no 

longer hide behind his money, his alter ego, his charm, or his wife; in other words, he is forced to 

hear her.  

Prior to the school fundraiser, Jane never had the chance to confront her rapist, as she 

only ever saw him once, but the fundraiser provides the perfect opportunity to do so thanks to 

both its Elvis-and-Audrey theme and audience. The Hepburn costume empowers Jane because it 

renders her momentarily unrecognizable in Perry’s eyes. Donning her outfit, Jane is not the 

scared, demure girl who Perry once violated; rather, she is empowered and courageous. The 

Hepburn costume also becomes a symbol of collective resistance and strength. As Jane stands in 

front of Saxon, ready to confront him, she does not stand alone. She has the emotional support of 

Madeline, Celeste, Renata, Bonnie — all of whom are dressed as Audrey Hepburn — and their 

husbands; meanwhile, Saxon, aka Perry, having abused his one ally to the point of no return, has 

no one in his corner. In both sharing her story and exposing Perry’s secret life, Jane literally 

expunges Perry from her life; her confession leads Perry to hit Celeste, which then leads Bonnie 

to push Perry down a flight of stairs and kill him. This expulsion, however, does not mean that 

Jane no longer thinks about Perry or that her assault no longer affects her. For a period, Perry’s 

death confuses Jane’s understanding of what happened to her. At the funeral she recalls, “Her 

memories of him in the hotel room and on the balcony — the casual violence with which he’d 

treated Celeste — felt flimsy and unlikely. The man with two little boys on his knees, laughing 

in slow motion at someone off-camera, could not possibly have done those things” (473).  

Clearly, Jane does not magically heal once Perry is dead. Yet, the Jane we see at the end of Big 
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Little Lies is not the same person we see at the beginning of the novel. She has friends, she feels 

safe, and the last time we see her, she is entering a romantic relationship for the first time since 

giving birth to Ziggy. So, while Jane is not radically transformed after sharing her secrets and 

confronting her abuser, those courageous actions do set her on a route to restoration and provide 

her with a caring support system to whom she can continue to confess.  

Over the course of Big Little Lies, Celeste and Jane learn to live with their traumatic 

memories and experiences and share their stories with others, but this is not the case with every 

mother who keeps secrets from herself and her children. The mothers I discuss in the second half 

of this chapter — Elena and Bebe from Little Fires Everywhere and Polly from The Leavers — 

do not have the same resources available to them. While Celeste and Jane can share their 

experiences not only with each other, but also with empathetic non-survivors, Elena, Bebe, and 

Polly, for various reasons, do not have strong and understanding support systems. Of course, a 

lack of witnesses is not the only reason why these women struggle to cope with their trauma — 

culture, geography, and structural inequalities are also at play. For example, Elena, a white upper 

middle-class suburban mom, is going to have far more coping mechanisms at her disposal than 

Polly and Bebe, disenfranchised Chinese immigrants. Despite their varying privileges and 

economic statuses, these women are united in their statuses as trauma survivors and the 

loneliness they experience in the aftermath of those traumas; together, their stories illuminate the 

negative effects of physical and emotional isolation on one’s post-traumatic recovery, health, and 

relationship to oneself and one’s children.  

Little Fires Everywhere and Post-Traumatic Fracturing  

According to its back-cover blurb, Little Fires Everywhere “explores the weight of 

secrets, the nature of art and identity, the ferocious pull of motherhood—and the danger of 
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believing that following the rules can avert disaster.”50 The “secrets” belong to the novel’s two 

main maternal protagonists, Elena Richardson and Mia Warren, who, apart from living in the 

same progressive, manicured suburb of Cleveland, have virtually nothing in common — at least 

on the surface. The two differ in economic status, life philosophy and, most relevant to this 

thesis, their relationships with their children. Mia, a mysterious nomadic artist, has only one 

child Pearl, with whom she is extremely close and affectionate; yet, this affection masks 

unsettling secrets regarding Mia’s pregnancy with Pearl and her own family history.51 

Meanwhile, Elena has four children — two she favors, two she neglects, and none to whom she 

is especially close; yet, it is her youngest daughter Izzy with whom Elena has the most strained 

relationship.  

The narrator emphasizes Elena and Izzy’s rocky relationship from the beginning of Little 

Fires Everywhere, though the root of their tension is not revealed at first. The novel opens with a 

portrait of the Richardson’s family home ablaze, and the reader is led to believe that Izzy is to 

blame. Speaking of the rumor mill in suburb of Shaker Heights, the narrator states, “Later people 

would say that the signs had been there all along: that Izzy was a little lunatic, that there had 

always been something off about the Richardson family” (Ng, 2). The townspeople are not the 

only ones to assume Izzy’s lunacy; recalling the moment she woke up to the fire alarms going 

off, Elena remembers, “When she had awoken to the shrill scream of the smoke detector, she ran 

from room to room looking for [her kids Trip, Lexie and Moody]. It occurred to her that she had 

not looked for Izzy, as if she had already known that Izzy was to blame” (3). Thus, the book 

begins with an introduction to Elena’s subconscious disregard for Izzy’s wellbeing — a 
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disregard that haunts Elena throughout Little Fires Everywhere. The chapter ends with a clear 

assertion that Izzy set the fire intentionally, but we don’t learn her reasons for doing so; instead, 

the novel jumps back in time to depict the events that led up to Izzy’s departure from the 

Richardson family, or, more specifically, her mother. 

 Initially, the narrator depicts Elena and Izzy’s complicated relationship as rooted in their polar-

opposite personalities. Elena was born and raised in Shaker Heights, a town in which “there was 

a plan for everything” (10). Elena, too, has a plan for everything and her life adheres to a very 

ordered design. She and her husband have traditional, stable jobs — he’s a lawyer and she is a 

journalist for the local newspaper, The Sun Press; their jobs put them in contact with “important 

people,” such as the “mayor, the director of the Cleveland Clinic, [and] the owner of the Indians” 

(36). She drives a Lexus and decorates her home with heavy framed photographs and cushy 

sofas. Additionally, Elena exemplifies the quintessential Shaker Heights progressive, i.e. 

someone who likes to label themselves as progressive because they occasionally throw the 

underdogs a bone. For example, regarding Elena’s motives for renting out her second home on 

Winslow Road, the narrator reveals: 

It wasn’t the money that mattered...because they did not need the money from the house, 

it was the kind of tenant that mattered to Mrs. Richardson. She wanted to feel that she 

was doing good with it...she rented only to people she felt were deserving but who had, 

for one reason or another, not quite gotten a fair shot in life. It pleased her to make up the 

difference. (12) 

Having come from a long line of Shaker Heightsians, Elena strives to be a model citizen and 

prides herself on her ability to do it all: raise four kids, maintain a job, look put together and, on 

top of all that, help struggling community members. In fact, she has been conditioned to think 
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that any deviation from this way of life is a step in the wrong direction. Growing up, Elena 

learned that “Rules existed for a reason: if you followed them, you would succeed; if you didn’t, 

you might burn the world to the ground” (161). She buys into the idea that Shaker Heights is “a 

perfect place” whose residents are expected to be “smarter, wiser, more thoughtful and 

forethoughtful, the wealthiest [and] the most enlightened” (158) than the rest of the population. 

To her, passion and spontaneity are worth sacrificing if it means obtaining “a beautiful house, a 

steady job, a loving husband, [and] a brood of healthy and happy children in return” (161). 

Therefore, at least on the outside, Elena’s life is perfectly ordinary within that class milieu.  

Izzy neither fits this orderly suburban mold, nor is she one of these so-called “happy” 

children. When they first describe Izzy to Pearl, the Richardson children say she is more than “a 

little impulsive” and claim that in seven to ten years, they can expect to see Izzy on an episode of 

Jerry Springer. Over the years, according to her siblings, Izzy’s impulsive behavior has led her to 

free cats from the Humane Society and give away new boutique dresses to strangers on the 

street. To Lexie and Trip, who inherited their mother’s commitment to the status quo, Izzy is 

crazy, and their stories serve to color Pearl’s, and the reader’s, perceptions of Izzy before she 

even appears in the novel. When we finally see things from Izzy’s perspective, however, she 

comes across not as a rash, apathetic teenager but as a young woman with a deep desire to 

advocate for others and express her own individuality. Referencing Izzy’s attachment to T.S. 

Eliot’s poem “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” the narrator explains, “The poem made her 

think of her mother, doling out her creamer in a precise teaspoon, flipping out if Izzy bit into an 

apple without washing it, rigidly drawing restrictions around her every move… so concerned 

about wearing the right things, saying the right things, being friends with the right people” (79). 

Here, Izzy expresses a desire to make her own decisions and live fearlessly. It is her inability to 
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do so and her mother’s constant surveillance that sparks her fury, not an inherent craziness or 

recklessness. As Mia puts it, “Izzy had the heart of a radical, but she had the experience of a 

fourteen-year-old living in the suburban Midwest” (80). Izzy’s radical heart leads her to snap her 

racist orchestra teacher’s bow in half for picking on the shy black girl in class, jam the locks to 

every bathroom door in her school as an act of rebellion against her suspension for the orchestra 

incident, and, ultimately, spark “little fires” throughout her childhood home.  

        Izzy rebels against the possibility of becoming her mother, or at least the mother she knows 

to be intense, hypervigilant, and detached. The tragedy here is that Izzy doesn’t even really know 

the person she doesn’t want to be. She is not aware of the root of her mother’s lack of affection 

or need for control. In Of Woman Born, Adrienne Rich writes that is “easier by far to hate and 

reject a mother than to see beyond her to the forces acting upon her.”52 In Elena’s case, these 

forces are the combined effects of unresolved postpartum post-traumatic stress disorder and elite 

societal expectations which dictate that any deviation from a perfectly ordered life is cause for 

concern. Izzy was born eleven weeks early, and subsequently spent two weeks in the hospital 

during which she was monitored for everything from heart problems to seizures to vision or 

hearing loss; Elena’s remaining memories of those two weeks have profound impacts on her 

physical and emotional health. In 2015, Ilana Strauss wrote in The Atlantic, “Postpartum PTSD 

sufferers...experience typical PTSD symptoms like hypervigilance, intrusive memories, 

flashbacks, severe emotional distress, irritability, trouble sleeping and nightmares.”53 Elena 

experiences these symptoms of PTSD for years after bringing Izzy home from the hospital. In the 
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following months, Elena developed a “microscopic focus on each thing Izzy did, turning it this 

way and that, scrutinizing it for signs of weakness and disaster” (10), a behavioral pattern that 

aligns with post-traumatic hypervigilance. Eventually, however, Elena’s PTSD manifested itself 

not as hypervigilance, but as avoidance: “As time went on, the concern unhooked itself from fear 

and took on a life of its own. She had learned, with Izzy’s birth, how your life could trundle 

along on its safe little track and then, with no warning, skid spectacularly off course” (110). 

Izzy’s birth thus shattered Elena’s perfectly predictable, ordered life. According to Strauss, the 

unexpectedness of traumatic pregnancies is precisely what makes them so traumatic. She writes, 

“Mothers often don’t anticipate having a problematic birth, so when it happens, it can leave 

lasting psychological scars.”54 It follows that a woman like Elena, who has been conditioned to 

have a plan for everything, would experience extreme duress when those plans go out the 

window. Unfortunately, rather than discussing her shattered reality with a licensed therapist or 

trusted ally, Elena projects her pain on to her daughter, who becomes a physical representation of 

her trauma. When Elena looks at Izzy, she has “that feeling of things spiraling out of control 

coiled around her again, like a muscle she didn’t know how to unclench” (110). Because Elena 

never informs Izzy of her traumatic pregnancy or communicates her inability to look at her 

without feeling anxious or out-of-control, Izzy never knows her mother loves her. To cope with 

her trauma, Elena tries to control everything and everybody in her life, but this compulsion 

comes at the expense of her relationship with Izzy. In micromanaging Izzy and projecting her 

fears upon her, Elena unintentionally communicates that she doesn’t love her own daughter.  

Though Elena never lies to Izzy in the sense that she never intentionally misleads her, her 

traumatic pregnancy leads her to construct a second maternal identity rooted in fear and paranoia 
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— an identity that is notably absent in the presence of her three other children.  Elena is not able 

to shed this identity by the end of Little Fires Everywhere because doing so would require her to 

acknowledge her PTSD and seek help — a step that Elena never takes. Elena’s singular behavior 

toward Izzy logically leads Izzy, and the other children, to believe that Izzy is less loved and less 

wanted than them. As the narrator writes, “The sense all the children had—including Izzy—was 

that she was a particular disappointment to their mother” (111). Thus, Elena’s trauma inevitably 

leads her to unintentionally lie to Izzy about her feelings toward her. With every scolding, 

punishment, and rejection, Elena lights “little fires” in Izzy. As theorized by Rich, Izzy is “The 

child [who] does not discern the social system or institution of motherhood, only a harsh voice, a 

dulled pair of eyes, a mother who does not hold her, does not tell her how wonderful she is.”55 

The house fire is Izzy’s ultimate reaction to years of such perceived disappointment; it 

simultaneously represents Izzy’s full acceptance of her mother’s lie and her retaliation against it. 

Believing she can never earn her mother’s affection, Izzy decides not only to stop trying but also 

to go the extra mile and blow up her mother’s picturesque life. But of course, Elena’s life was 

never that picturesque to begin with; Izzy doesn’t stick around to find that out. 

The Effects of Trauma on Marginalized Women 

Elena obviously struggles to grapple with her postpartum PTSD and establish an 

authentic relationship with her daughter, but her interference in the lives of those around her 

allows her to establish a modicum of control over her own life. Though she chooses not to seek 

the help she needs, Elena, like Celeste and Jane, has choices thanks to her economic status and 

racial privilege. These words, choice and control, are virtually unavailable to the poor, working 

class mothers of color in Little Fires Everywhere and The Leavers. Because of their 
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socioeconomic standing, race or immigration status, mothers of color often feel powerless within 

systems that are not designed to support them. While Elena’s privilege allows her to seek control 

through invasive practices, women of color must constantly look for ways to assert themselves 

and challenge the system from the outside. Patricia Hill Collins writes: 

A dialectical relationship exists between efforts of racial orders to mold the 

institution of motherhood to serve the interests of elites, in this case, racial elites, 

and efforts on the part of subordinated groups to retain power over motherhood so that it 

serves the legitimate needs of their communities. [Women of color] have long been 

preoccupied with patterns of maternal power and powerlessness because their 

mothering experiences have been profoundly affected by this dialectical process.56  

Collins goes on to name three themes related to this concern with power/powerlessness 

present among African American, Native American, Hispanic and Asian American women: 1) 

the right to control over one’s body and ability to have children 2) the freedom to keep one’s 

children, even if unplanned and 3) the need to protect their children from the dominant group’s 

indoctrination. 57 Unlike the white mothers discussed above, Bebe and Polly, the poor Chinese 

immigrants in Little Fires Everywhere and The Leavers, experience profound feelings of 

powerlessness specifically resulting not only from their status as mothers, but also from the 

traumas resulting from their socioeconomic statuses and lack of high-quality financial, 

emotional, and legal support. Within these novels’ white, patriarchal societies, Bebe and Polly 
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must work twice as hard to maintain their bodily autonomy, access to their children, and cultural 

integrity. 

Not only is Bebe the only mother of color in Little Fires Everywhere, making her an 

automatic “other” within the mostly-white and wealthy suburb of Shaker Heights; she is also the 

only mother to give up her child, though she eventually fights to have her custodial rights 

reinstated. Therefore, struggle and powerlessness define Bebe’s maternal arc. At first, Bebe’s 

decision to abandon her child is described as selfish and irresponsible. Lexie, who does not know 

Bebe but knows the couple who adopted her infant child May Ling (who they rename Mirabelle), 

casts judgement when she tells Mia, “They found [the baby] at a fire station, can you believe 

that? Someone literally just left her there” (118). Thus, before we even meet Bebe, we hear what 

type of mother she might be, i.e. one who can willfully surrender her child to the elements and 

walk away without remorse. In introducing Bebe through the eyes of a white, upper class 

suburban teenager who has no conception of hardship, let alone the cost of raising a child, Ng 

exposes the societal trend of judging mothers of color without acknowledging the unique 

obstacles and oppressors they face daily. Mikki Kendall elaborates on this trend in her book 

Hood Feminism when she writes: 

We assume that a lack of financial stability is an indicator of parental ability, despite 

knowing that the reasons for the wealth gap have very little to do with what might be best 

for a child emotionally and socially...When your income is substantially below what you 

need to raise your child, and every possible economic solution is unavailable, ineffective, 

or illegal, then what do you do?58 
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Lexie, and the rest of the Richardson family except for Izzy, make similar assumptions regarding 

Bebe’s right or ability to parent based on her economic status. Rather than give Bebe the benefit 

of the doubt or try to understand her point of view, the Richardsons assign her the label of “bad 

mother,” which, once declared, cannot be taken back.  

 Of course, when we finally do meet Bebe, we realize that she very much loves her child 

and very much regrets what she did, but she, as Kendall might have predicted, felt like she had 

no other choice but to give her up. When she gave birth, Bebe had no job and no money for food 

or formula; she was desperate, and “in desperation, went to a fire station and left her baby on the 

doorstep” (118). After receiving some medical care and shelter, Bebe begins looking for her 

daughter, “but no one would help her” (120). Speaking to Mia, her only ally in the novel, Bebe 

says, “Sometimes...I wonder if I am dreaming. But which one is a dream...That I can’t find my 

baby? Or that I have the baby at all?” (121). Here, Bebe describes a sense of disillusionment 

when it comes to her status as a mother. She knows she has given birth, but she has been 

repeatedly denied access to her child and left to wonder where her child is and who is taking care 

of her. Luckily, Bebe’s child is just a baby, too young to feel an immense sense of abandonment 

or to ascribe to the fiction that she was unloved or unwanted; otherwise, Bebe’s inability to 

access her child could have resulted in a permanently severed mother-child relationship. In fact, 

the only reason Bebe ever finds out that her daughter has been adopted by a white couple is 

because Mia tells her. Mia’s intervention provides Bebe with a sense of hope, and this hope 

inspires Bebe to fight to regain her maternal power and custodial rights to her child, though she 

must first battle a traumatic legal process fraught with attempts to diminish her maternal 

qualifications. In other words, she must confront the lie that she is an unfit and undeserving 

mother.  
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At every point in her legal battle, Bebe has her maternal authority questioned and 

invalidated. The first time Bebe attempts to visit her child, albeit without a lawyer or social 

worker present, the McCulloughs reject her, call the police, and repeatedly tell her that she has 

no right to be on their property. Then, in an interview with the local news agency, Mr. 

McCullough claims, “There’s no one out there...who can honestly say [our adopted daughter] 

Mirabelle isn’t better off in a steady home with two parents,” (153) suggesting that part of 

Bebe’s inability to mother well stems from her lack of compliance with the heteronormative 

marital conventions that push two-parent, two-gender households as more caring and safe 

environments for children. Bebe is further vilified as a mother in court when the McCulloughs’ 

lawyer (who conveniently is Elena’s husband) reveals the state of May Ling’s health when she 

was first found at the fire station (malnourished dehydrated with a severe diaper rash). According 

to Kendall, arguments like the McCulloughs’ stem from the “racist lie that only white parents 

have the emotional capacity to actually want their child.”59 When Bebe left May Ling in the cold, 

when she didn’t feed her or change her enough, she gained the title of bad mother from the 

McCulloughs and their supporters — a group of people who refuse to believe that there’s more 

to love than physical comfort. Their arguments do more to condemn structural inequalities than 

to disparage Bebe’s love for her child. When a mother cannot afford new diapers or formula, 

when she doesn’t speak English or know how to apply for welfare, when she must choose 

between having electricity and having groceries, who is really to blame — the mother or the 

society that, despite its wealth of resources, fails her time and time again? In Bebe’s eyes, her 

status as May Ling’s birth mother should matter most, but because she does not (read: cannot) 

mother the way she is expected to, this status ultimately means nothing to the court.  
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Unfortunately, but unsurprisingly, the court eventually buys in to this racist lie that the 

mother, and not society, is to blame and grants the McCulloughs permanent custody of May 

Ling. Having been let down by a system never meant to serve her in the first place, Bebe 

ultimately decides to circumvent it, and the novel ends with the implication that Bebe “stole” her 

daughter back from the McCulloughs. Taking her daughter back allows Bebe not only to assert 

her maternal identity but also to eliminate the possibility of her daughter growing up and 

believing that she was not wanted or unloved. After trying and failing to defend herself against 

the racist lies being circulated about her ability to mother, Bebe refuses to let her daughter 

become the product of a lie as well. In doing so, Bebe becomes the only mother discussed in this 

thesis to not actively lie to her child, not even unintentionally, but this title is only won through 

traumatic legal procedures and the illegal seizure of her daughter. Thus, Little Fires Everywhere 

communicates a dismal message that if mothers of color, immigrant mothers, and poor mothers 

cannot expect help from within a predominantly white patriarchal and capitalist society, they 

must be prepared to harness their own maternal power and resist.  

The Leavers continues this important conversation on poor, immigrant motherhood by 

offering a more robust portrait of the everyday plights of mothers of color in the United States; 

the novel also more fully explores the relationships that mothers of color have with their children 

and the generational trauma present in poor and immigrant families. The novel’s maternal 

protagonist, Polly, lives in America for years before she is suddenly deported and forced to leave 

her son Deming behind. Unable to contact his mother, Deming is eventually adopted by a white 

family and grows up wondering where his mother is and why she left him.60 For years, Polly is 

                                                
60 The issue of naming/renaming children of color once they are adopted into white families is 
explored in both Little Fires Everywhere and The Leavers. The McCulloughs decide to rename 
Bebe’s daughter May Ling “Mirabelle,” and Deming’s adoptive family, the Wilkinsons, assign 
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locked into the unintentional lie that she abandoned her son willingly, that she stopped searching 

for him or thinking about him; she must leave her son to form his own fictitious narrative 

regarding her disappearance. Stripped of her bodily autonomy, familial relationships, and 

resources, Polly experiences Collins’ three forms of powerlessness. Even before she is forcibly 

deported from the United States and separated from her son Deming, Polly navigates an 

unplanned pregnancy, workplace exploitation, and economic uncertainty. Then, when she is 

deported, she is deprived of the choice to take Deming back to China with her and is subjected to 

years of unknowing his whereabouts or condition. And, finally, when Deming gets in touch with 

her years later and tells her he was adopted by a white couple, Polly must reckon with her son’s 

lost connection not only to his mother but to his culture. In depicting Polly’s journey from China 

to America and back to China again, The Leavers simultaneously depicts the ways in which 

“racial domination and economic exploitation” can sever a woman of color’s relationship both to 

her child and herself.  

The Leavers spends the first chapter introducing us to Polly, Deming, and their life in 

New York City only to forcibly remove Polly from the narrative without explanation. We learn 

they speak Fuzhounese and live with Polly’s boyfriend Leon, his sister Vivien, and her son 

Michael in a cramped apartment. We also learn that Polly works as a nail technician and that 

Deming lived with his grandfather in China for the first years of his life before coming to 

America. Though the narrator speaks in third person, we are more closely aligned with Deming’s 

point of view, and this alignment makes it more tragic when, a week after his mother doesn’t 

                                                
him the new name “Daniel.” Though I do not have time to discuss this theme in this chapter, it is 
important to note that the renaming of children of color is integral to the desire to erase all 
memory of the birth mother and perpetuate the “racist lie” that these children are unloved or 
unwanted. I refer to May Ling and Deming by their birth names to pay respect to their mothers 
and emphasize children’s rights to form their own identities.   
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come home from work, Deming decides, “She’d left for Florida and left him, too” (Ko, 13).61 

Here, Deming adopts the same lies that Bebe worked so tirelessly to prevent in her daughter: that 

he was purposely abandoned and that his mother did not love him anymore. Unlike Bebe, Polly 

is not granted the opportunity to disprove those lies, for just as she physically disappears from 

Deming’s life, Polly’s voice is literally absent from the novel’s subsequent chapters. This 

absence forces the readers to make their own assumptions regarding Polly’s disappearance and 

abandonment of her child. In this way, Ko proves Kendall’s earlier argument regarding how easy 

it is to make assumptions about a mother of color’s intentions or ability to parent, especially 

when that mother is repeatedly silenced or removed from the narrative. Before we even see 

things from Polly’s perspective, before we step inside her mind or learn the truth regarding her 

disappearance, we are conditioned to believe that it was intentional; in other words, we are 

conditioned to believe a lie.  

The chapters immediately following Polly’s disappearance explore the ways in which 

Deming, too, has been conditioned to believe lies regarding his mother’s disappearance. One 

night, five months after Polly’s disappearance, Vivian chastises Deming for dropping a pile of 

rice on the table and tells him, “Maybe your mama left because she was tired of feeding such an 

ungrateful boy” (39). While Leon quickly discredits this statement, saying “She didn’t leave 

because of you,” the damage is already done. Vivian, too, is a poor, tired, and disenfranchised 

immigrant mother suddenly forced to care for a child who is not hers, so her frustration is 

understandable. But comments like hers enforce Deming’s natural assumption that his mother 

left because of him and not circumstances beyond her control. Following his mother’s 

disappearance, Deming starves himself and strives for good grades with hope that these extreme 

                                                
61 Ko, Lisa. The Leavers. Algonquin Books, 2017. 
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behaviors will bring his mother back. It doesn’t help that Deming is haunted by a seemingly 

simple promise his mother made when he was six years old to never leave him — a promise 

which she obviously couldn’t keep. Bureaucratic inefficiencies also enforce Deming’s 

assumption that his mother left intentionally. When Polly’s coworker calls Immigration to see if 

they have knowledge of Polly’s whereabouts, they tell her that they have no record of her. Even 

though Immigration is notorious for its lack of record-keeping and blatant disregard for the well-

being of their detainees, Deming takes this knowledge as a sign that “Mama was okay, not in 

danger” (42).62 Then, when Leon leaves and Vivian decides to enter Deming into foster care, 

Deming finds himself living in a new home with strangers without any conception of what foster 

care/adoption really entails. No one, not even his foster/adoptive parents Peter and Kay 

Wilkinson, tell Deming what’s happening to him or shed light on what happened to his mother. 

Deming only begins to comprehend the severity of the situation when he finds the Wilkinson’s 

“Initial Permanency Hearing Report,” which reveals Peter and Kay’s plans to “petition for 

termination of mother’s parental rights on grounds of abandonment” (79, emphasis added). 

Presumably abandoned by his mom, Leon, and Vivian, Deming officially adopts the lie that he is 

unwanted and unloved. He, like Izzy, becomes another one of the children Rich describes as 

unable to “discern the social system or institution of motherhood,” or any of the other institutions 

that he is unaware are forcing him and his mother apart, namely xenophobia and the American 

immigration system.63 Furthermore, because she is absent from the country and the narrative, 

                                                
62 Saccheti, Maria. “House Democrats call Trump’s family separations ‘reckless incompetence 
and intentional cruelty.’” The New York Times, 29 Oct. 2020, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/immigration/family-separations-house-democrats-report-
cruelty/2020/10/29/047ea38c-196a-11eb-befb-8864259bd2d8_story.html. Accessed November 
5, 2020. 
63 Of Woman Born, p. 245.  
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Polly is stripped of the decision to care for and keep her child; thus, against her will, Polly 

enforces Deming’s negative assumptions about her feelings toward him.  

Polly finally reappears 100 pages into the novel, though the circumstances surrounding 

her disappearance are not revealed at first. Polly is sure to communicate one important truth, 

though: she did not choose to leave Deming, and she very much wanted to keep him. She says:  

For so long I had wanted to find you. Leon had told me you’d been adopted by 

Americans, that they were taking care of you, he insisted you were in good hands, and I 

tried so hard to believe him, because the only way to keep going was to act as if you were 

totally gone, that we were both better off staying put in the lives we had. But if I’d had a 

choice in it, and I hadn’t, I would never have let you go, never! (118) 

Before revealing how or why Polly disappeared, Ko makes sure to refute all the “racist lies” that 

had been circulating throughout the novel up to this point by emphasizing Polly’s lack of 

autonomy when it came to her departure from Deming. It is also significant that the narration 

here switches to first-person because it allows the reader to have full access to Polly’s thoughts 

and memories — access that not even Deming has. Perhaps the most important memories to 

which the reader has access are those regarding the circumstances of her pregnancy with 

Deming, which we eventually learn was entirely unplanned and unwanted.  

According to Polly, she began a relationship with a village boy named Haifeng when she 

was fifteen, though it did not become sexual until she was 18, after they had both moved to 

Fuzhou to work factory jobs. She only had sex twice before getting pregnant. She did not love 

Haifeng or want to marry him, but she knew she would have to if she were to have the baby. She 

considered getting an abortion, but even if she managed to circumvent the strict Chinese 

marriage and pregnancy permits, the fines were sure to bankrupt her and her father. Part of her 
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even hoped that her long, tiring journey to America would cause a miscarriage; it didn’t, and by 

the time she arrived in the country, she was seven months pregnant and legally barred from 

obtaining an abortion. Rather than plunge Polly into despair, however, this knowledge 

encourages her to resist all the structural forces trying to weigh her down and tell her she is 

undeserving of success and affection. Collins elucidates how giving birth can empower women 

of color when she writes, “For many women of color, choosing to become a mother challenges 

institutional policies that encourage white, middle-class women to reproduce, and discourage and 

even penalize low-income racial ethnic women from doing so.”64 Polly expresses a similar 

understanding when she thinks, “A baby might soothe the sharp edges of my loneliness… I could 

raise my child to be smart and funny and strong. I want you [Deming] to know that you were 

wanted. I decided: I wanted you...and two months later, when I have birth to you, I would feel 

accomplished, tougher than any man” (143). These lines yet again debunk Deming’s (and 

society’s) assumptions that his mother left him on purpose; while there was a point in Polly’s life 

when she did not want to give birth and, in fact, did everything she could to not give birth, she 

committed to motherhood when Deming entered the world. Though she did not love Deming’s 

father, though she did not have any money or know any English, though she did not even choose 

to have a baby, Polly ultimately chose to give life to Deming every single day after he was born 

until one day, a choice was made for her.  

Polly battles an unplanned pregnancy, makes the harrowing journey from China to 

America, and works thirteen-hour days in a garment factory to provide a promising life for her 

son — only to have the government take him away from her. Two hundred pages into the novel, 

we finally learn that Polly was deported after Immigration raided the nail salon where she 

                                                
64 “Shifting the Center,” p. 317.  
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worked. She was transported to a detention center, where she remained for two years before 

being transferred to a different facility in Texas. The phones were broken, though she couldn’t 

remember anyone’s phone number anyway, she had no soap and the lights stayed on 24/7, 

making it impossible to sleep. Unable to fully comprehend what was happening to her, Polly 

processed her trauma by dissociating from it, by contending that it was “the life of another 

person [she] was watching in a movie” (299). Polly endures countless other traumas — a lack of 

proper legal representation, arrival back in Fuzhou without shelter or economic security, and, 

chiefly, an inability to contact her son and tell him where she is. It is easy to judge Polly for her 

hesitancy in reaching out to Deming, for her decision not to track him down after Leon finds her 

in China and tells her of Deming’s adoption; Deming himself angrily interrogates Polly’s years 

of silence. But it is important to keep in mind that Polly, like the other trauma survivors 

examined in this chapter, lacks access to the proper tools and language with which she can 

process all that’s happened to her. She tells Deming, “You being gone like that, given over to a 

family like a stray dog, was too much to comprehend… As long as we stayed inside your 

adoption would not be real” (308). Here, Polly invokes the same coping strategies as Celeste and 

Elena, that is she tries to push her traumatic memories and painful reality away, to pretend that 

everything is okay. She knows she can’t return to America, so she decides all she can do is try to 

“survive” (309). Even if Polly could recall her experiences and could adequately describe them, 

even if she had a solid grasp of the English language and the American legal system, she has no 

one who she can ask for help. While Celeste, Jane, Elena, and Bebe have friends and loved ones 

to whom they can share their testimonies — though they might choose not to — Polly is forcibly 

isolated from her support system when she is deported. Often, survivor testimonies fall on deaf 

ears, as Brison notes when she writes, “As a society, we live with the unbearable by pressuring 
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those who have been traumatized to forget and by rejecting the testimonies of those who are 

forced by fate to remember.”65 Polly is one of these survivors pressured to forget what happened 

to her, because doing so was the only way she could move on with her life. Tragically, when 

Polly can finally tell Deming what happened to her, when she can finally tell him that she never 

stopped loving him, he doesn’t believe her. Having believed for so long that Polly went away 

“because [he] did something wrong” (310) and because she didn't want him, Deming is unable to 

accept any other possibility; he is unable to hear the truth. Even though Deming, after living with 

his mother for several months in Fuzhou, eventually forgives her, he never feels quite at home 

with her; the novels ends with Deming sharing an apartment with Vivian’s son Michael, unable 

to live comfortably with either his mom or his adoptive parents. 

Polly’s deportation physically and symbolically strips her of her identity as a mother and 

caretaker. She challenges the system and commits to motherhood, only to have immigration 

officials deprive her of that choice years later. In this sense, Polly must battle the same racist lie 

as Bebe, i.e. the lie that because she is a poor immigrant, she does not deserve to care for her 

child. Laura Briggs notes how this devaluing of mothers of color and their children is ingrained 

in American society. She writes, “We are haunted by a collective inability to think of those who 

lose their children to foster care or face criminal charges as having claims to their kids that 

deserve to be taken seriously.”66 Unfortunately, Polly pays the price for this “collective inability” 

when she loses the physical, emotional, and cultural bonds she once shared with her son. All the 

women in this chapter undergo some traumatic experience that severely alters their relationship 

to themselves and their children, but only Polly’s trauma is state-sanctioned. Thus, The Leavers 

                                                
65 Aftermath, p. 57.  
66 Briggs, Laura. Taking Children: A History of American Terror. University of California Press, 
2020, p. 166.  
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goes one step farther than Big Little Lies and Little Fires Everywhere to criticize the ways in 

which American society at-large is responsible for separating mothers from their children and 

stripping them of their maternal identities. And, in separating mother and child, the state is 

equally complicit in the assumptions the child forms regarding his mother’s motives and 

affection. Mothers should never be condemned for the unintentional lies they tell themselves and 

their children for protection following a traumatic experience, but they should especially not be 

blamed when that trauma is government-sponsored. Yet, because its victims often have no way 

of sharing their stories, this type of state-sanctioned trauma and separation of families continues 

to thrive. The government forcibly removed Polly from her home and subjected her to years of 

trauma, forcing her to unintentionally lie to her son and make him feel unloved and unworthy; 

therefore, the government, and not Polly, is to blame for her fractured relationship with her son. 

Rather than blaming Polly for a situation beyond her control, it is important to show her the same 

level of compassion and sympathy granted to the white, upper-class mothers discussed 

previously in this chapter.  

Though their traumatic experiences vary in nature, Celeste, Jane, Elena, Bebe, and Polly 

are bonded through their collective identities as mothers and survivors. All these women suffer at 

the hands of the institution of motherhood which, according to Rich, “finds all mothers more or 

less guilty of having failed their children.” 67 Big Little Lies, Little Fires Everywhere, and The 

Leavers explore that guilt and failure through the trope of lying, but rather than demonizing these 

mothers for the “little lies” they tell their children (and themselves), these novels explore lying as 

an unintentional response to trauma. Within the context of sexual assault, traumatic pregnancy, 

poverty, and deportation, lies function not as intentional and malignant falsehoods but as 
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unintentional withholdings meant to distance and protect oneself and one’s children from the 

traumatic event. By exploring the relationship between truth and trauma, these novels argue for a 

new definition of “to lie” rooted in empathy and force us to interrogate the ways in which the 

institution of motherhood unfairly expects mothers to surrender all of themselves to their 

children — including their shattered post-traumatic “selves.” 
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CHAPTER 2. LYING ON PURPOSE 

The only difference between lying and acting was whether your audience was in on it, but it was 
all a performance just the same — Desiree  

 
Though they make questionable decisions and (unintentionally) inflict emotional harm on 

their children, Jane, Celeste, Elena, Bebe, and Polly become largely sympathetic characters when 

their lies are discussed within the context of traumatic experiences and their symptoms. These 

women lie to and hurt the ones they love not because they want to, but because they lack the 

language, audience, and strength with which they can process all that has happened to them. 

Moreover, except for Elena, all these women get the chance to tell the truth and right their 

“wrongs” by the end of their respective novels and thus are liberated from their stifling secrets. 

But, as this chapter will prove, not every woman wants to tell her story. As comforting as it is 

to explain away maternal lies as reactions to trauma or protective acts of love, the reality is many 

mothers lie with/on purpose. In my pursuit of re-envisioning lying as a potentially ethical act at 

best and a necessary and practical one at worst, I would be remiss if I did not take an equally 

serious look at mothers who lie intentionally to their children, who lack zero desire to ever tell 

them the truth, and whose lies cause immense psychological and emotional suffering in their 

loved ones.  

The mothers centered in this chapter — Mia from Celeste Ng’s Little Fires Everywhere 

and Stella from Brit Bennett’s The Vanishing Half — are such mothers. They lie to their 

daughters about the existence of extended family members, conceal their daughters’ “true” racial 

and economic statuses and, most significantly, refuse to share any information regarding their 

past lives with their children. Though Mia and Stella arguably grapple with their own traumatic 

memories, it would be an oversimplification to claim that their lies operate as reactions to those 

traumas. Neither Little Fires Everywhere nor The Vanishing Half gives any indication that Mia 
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or Stella struggle with memory loss or intrusive thoughts, nor do they imply that each 

experiences self-fragmentation in any way. In other words, Mia and Stella do not split in two or 

inhabit multiple personas at the same time; rather, these women actively choose to abandon their 

past selves and become new people entirely. Their lies, then, largely stem from their desire to 

keep their pasts in the past, to never take off the masks they don in motherhood. If they had their 

choice, Mia and Stella would never tell their children who they really are because, in their 

minds, who they really are no longer exists.  

It is tempting to claim that what distinguishes Mia’s and Stella’s lies from those of 

Celeste, Jane, Elena, Bebe, and Polly is they are freely chosen and therefore selfish. To some 

extent, this claim is true. There is no apparent cognitive reason why Mia and Stella cannot tell 

the truth, and they both have people who would love and support them through their disclosures. 

Moreover, I will not attempt to argue that Mia and Stella are likeable individuals who always try 

to do the right thing but come up short; lies aside, these women can be cruel without cause. Still, 

Mia’s and Stella’s lies are also reactions, not to explicit traumatic experiences, but to structural 

inequalities and the fear, anxiety, and loneliness which they produce. It is my hope that in 

analyzing the broader racial and economic contexts within Little Fires Everywhere and The 

Vanishing Half, readers can reconsider the roles of autonomy and freedom in Mia’s and Stella’s 

lies, i.e. to consider whether one can freely choose to lie when one’s overall options are limited. 

Once again, I argue that understanding the why behind the lie leads us to imagine even 

intentional lies as potentially ethical acts necessary to ensure, in the cases of Mia and Stella, 

physical, and spiritual survival. We must remember that for Mia and Stella, harm is the 

unintended consequence of intentional deception. While my goal is not to justify the anguish 

they cause their daughters, I believe this chapter, like its predecessor, can carve a path toward 
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empathetic understanding of even the most gut-wrenching lies by analyzing the institutions and 

psychologies that lead Mia and Stella to lie in the first place.  

Mia’s Lies of Omission 

From the moment she appears in Little Fires Everywhere and the town of Shaker Heights, 

Mia Warren is depicted as an outsider — a too-free spirit with zero regard for the rules that 

govern the Cleveland, Ohio suburb. Whereas her maternal foil Elena lives a comfortable life 

filled with fancy cars and cushy couches, Mia can cram all her possessions into her ancient 

Volkswagen Rabbit. Unlike Elena, Mia does not make plans or form strong attachments to 

anything or anyone; because she can produce her art from anywhere, she and her daughter Pearl 

live a nomadic life and reside in a city for only 3-4 months before moving to the next destination. 

While some daughters might grow to resent their mothers for dragging them from city to city, 

forcing them to abandon any relationships formed along the way, Pearl for the most part 

expresses pride in her mother’s work. Speaking of Pearl’s attitude toward her mother’s art and 

the life they lead, the narrator tells us: 

[Mia] would be famous someday Pearl was certain; someday her adored mother would be 

one of those artists like de Kooning or Warhol or O’Keeffe, whose name everyone knew. 

It was why part of her, at least, didn’t mind the life they’d always lived, their thrift-store 

clothes, their salvaged beds and chairs, the shifting precariousness of it all. One day 

everyone would see her mother’s brilliance. (Ng, 29)68 

This passage, situated within the early pages of Little Fires Everywhere, possesses a dual 

purpose. Not only does it provide greater insight into Mia and Pearl’s resourceful and dynamic 

lifestyle, but it also affirms Pearl’s deep love for and trust in Mia, both as a mother and as an 
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artist. This affirmation is especially important because it juxtaposes the Richardsons’ early 

observations of Mia. The first description of Mia and Pearl in the text comes from Elena: “A 

single mother, well spoken, artistic, raising a daughter who is polite and fairly pretty and 

possibly brilliant” (14). While words like “artistic,” “polite,” and “brilliant” might be taken as 

compliments, this description is also coded with moral judgments and slights. The phrase “well 

spoken,” for example, has long been used as a derogatory phrase bestowed on African 

Americans by white individuals.69 Mia’s race is not explicitly stated and she is assumed to be 

white, but Ng has said she originally toyed with the idea of writing Mia as a woman of color; this 

attempt is evident through Elena’s frequent employment of racially coded language, which 

serves to position Mia and Pearl as others within the text.70 This language is so present 

throughout the novel, in fact, that Hulu chose to cast Kerry Washington, a black actress, to play 

Mia in their adaptation of Little Fires Everywhere. Moreover, calling Pearl polite and 

questioning her education are additional forms of aggression often wielded at black individuals. 

Remembering that Mia is a poor, single mother — a stereotype commonly associated with black 

women — we can conclude that Elena’s use of racially coded language represents her inability to 

find any commonality between her and Mia. In Elena’s mind, Mia is so different, so much of an 

other, she might as well be of a different race entirely. Just several pages later, this othering 

continues when Elena’s son Moody, who is the same age as Pearl, reveals his upper-class 

fascination with the Warrens’ minimalist (read: bare bones) lifestyle.  

                                                
69 Clemetson, Lynette. “The Racial Politics of Speaking Well.” The New York Times, 4 Feb. 
2007, https://www.nytimes.com/2007/02/04/weekinreview/04clemetson.html. Accessed Feb. 12, 
2021.  
70 Peterson, Anne Helen, “Celeste Ng says ‘Little Fires Everywhere’ Is a Challenge to ‘Well-
Intentioned’ White Ladies. Buzzfeed, 18 March 2020, 
https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/annehelenpetersen/little-fires-everywhere-hulu-celeste-
ng-reese-withersppon. Accessed Feb. 12, 2021.  
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Ng formally introduces her readers to the Warrens through Moody — we meet Mia and 

Pearl when he does — and thus our image of the duo is peppered with Moody’s disbelief that 

Pearl has never had her own room, that Mia considers her art a full-time job, and that the two are 

content to eat the same budget meals every night for dinner, among other classist observations. 

When Pearl expresses excitement over finally having a “house of their own,” Moody has to 

“stifle the urge to tell her that this wasn’t a house, it was only half a house” (19).  Later, he 

chooses to speak up and blatantly ask why Mia doesn’t get a “real job” (24), to which Pearl 

sweetly responds that being an artist is a real job (24) — an answer that doesn’t fully satisfy 

Moody. In this way, Ng uses Moody to officially cement Mia and Pearl’s roles as others within 

Little Fires Everywhere. Through him, Ng explores the ways in which white privileged 

populations are quick to view marginalized mothers as reckless, irresponsible, or selfish for 

defying normative conventions of motherhood. In Mia’s case, defiance means prioritizing her 

artistic career over the creation of a stable environment for her daughter. Having established the 

Richardsons’ temptation to judge Mia’s choices and treat her with skepticism from the beginning 

of the novel, Ng carves a path for their further vilification of Mia later in the text.  

Moody and Elena are not the only members of the Richardson family to find Mia’s 

attitude curious at best and unsettling at worst. Pearl does what she can to validate her mother’s 

occupation and affirm their familial integrity, but her optimism is often overpowered by the 

Richardsons’ interrogations and assumptions regarding Mia’s past, work ethic and identity. One 

afternoon, when Pearl is lounging on the Richardson couch with Lexie, Trip, and Moody, Lexie 

begins pestering Pearl with questions regarding her biological father. Her questions begin 

innocently enough (“Do you ever think about trying to find your father?” “Don’t you ever want 

to meet him?”) but quickly transition into insensitive and potentially triggering ideas as to his 
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whereabouts/identity: “Maybe he split when your mom got pregnant. Or maybe he got killed in 

an accident when you were born… He could have left her for another woman. Or...Maybe he 

raped her. And she got pregnant and kept the baby” (43). There are many problems with Lexie’s 

unwelcome assumptions here — her readiness to assume Pearl’s father to be an indecent man or 

the victim of violence, her associating rape with hot gossip, her inability to read the room — but 

the most glaring one is her dismissal of the fact that Pearl knows absolutely nothing about her 

father, a fact which will not change as a result of her incessant questioning. Moreover, Lexie 

here assumes Pearl hasn’t tried to gather information about her father, an assumption which is 

quickly disproven when the narrator tells us, “It was nothing Pearl hadn’t thought about herself 

over the years...She had wondered these things now and again, but when she’d asked as a child, 

her mother had given her flippant answers” (44, emphasis added). This revelation, that Pearl 

has asked Mia about her father to no avail, is the first of many signs indicating Mia is hiding 

something from her daughter, though the what and why remain unknown at this point. Instead, 

the chapter ends with Mia telling Pearl she wanted her “very, very much” (45) as if to say that 

though Mia may be lying about something, her love for and commitment to Pearl is genuine.  

Still, it is never Mia’s love that the Richardsons and, eventually, Pearl question, but the 

way she chooses to manifest it. To Lexie, Trip, and Moody, whose mom is always around and 

ready to show her love through lavish breakfasts, new wardrobes, and drives to and from after-

school activities, Mia’s carefree attitude, nomadic lifestyle and solitude don’t match their 

definitions of devoted motherhood. As a result, the three of them are often patronizing and 

infantilizing toward Pearl. While Trip and Moody develop romantic feelings for Pearl, it is 

arguably Lexie’s “friendship” that causes the most damage. Like Moody, Lexie is immediately 

“fascinated” by Pearl and Mia’s minimalism. Despite the fact that Pearl clearly has a loving 
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mother and a roof over her head, Lexie views Pearl as a “Little Orphan” because she wears 

“baggy t-shirts,” as though she “wants to hide in plain sight” (46). And, because she is her 

mother’s daughter, Lexie cannot help but take the Little Orphan Pearl under her wing and 

provide her with all the material goods of which she has long been deprived. Lexie feels the 

“fuzzy internal glow of teenage generosity” every time she takes Pearl thrift shopping, gives her 

clothes, or does her makeup. At first, Lexie’s charity appears admirable, if not a bit 

demoralizing; after all, she seems to be well-intentioned and Pearl enjoys the attention. However, 

Lexie’s fixation on Pearl’s physical appearance is only the first iteration of her extreme 

investment in Pearl’s, and by extension Mia’s, life — an investment which ends up damaging 

Pearl and Mia’s relationship.  

As evidenced earlier, Lexie, like her mother, tends to force herself into situations in 

which she is not welcome and demand information that is not hers to know. This tendency goes 

too far, however, after Pearl and Moody show Lexie a photograph of Mia hanging in a local art 

gallery. The photograph, taken by a woman named Pauline Hawthorne and titled Virgin and 

Child #1, features a young Mia utterly transfixed on a baby in her arms, assumed to be Pearl. 

Moody and Pearl had first stumbled upon the photograph while on a class field trip. 

Immediately, Lexie begins asking Pearl questions about the photograph (“What’s your mom 

doing in a photo in an art museum? Is she secretly famous”) — questions which, again, Pearl 

cannot answer; and, because Pearl cannot satisfy Lexie’s curiosity, she forces Pearl to question 

Mia when they get home even though Pearl had a “uneasy feeling” about the situation. 

Predictably, Mia responds to Lexie and Pearl’s line of questioning with her typical evasiveness, 

claiming “it could have been [her]” in the photograph because “photographers [were] always 

looking for models,” and she needed to make money. While Lexie buys Mia’s excuse, Pearl 
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understands her mother’s stiff face as a sign of her discomfort and dishonesty, and she 

immediately knows she mishandled this situation. Pearl realizes: 

She should never have asked her mother like this, in the Richardson kitchen with granite 

countertops and its stainless-steel fridge and its Italian terra-cotta tiles, in front of the 

Richardson kids in their bright, buoyant North Face jackets, especially in front of Lexie, 

who still had the keys to her Explorer dangling from her hand...Already she saw her 

mistake: this was a private thing, something that should have been kept between them, 

and by including the Richardsons she had breached a barrier that never should have been 

broken. Now, looking at her mother’s set jaw and flat eyes, she knew there was no sense 

in asking any more questions. (97-98).  

Here, Pearl expresses a clear understanding of the ways in which she and her mother function as 

others in relation to the Richardson family. She seems to possess a class consciousness, as 

indicated by her hyper-awareness of the Richardsons’ wardrobe and kitchen appliances, and 

locates the Richardson home as a non-home, an uncomfortable and foreign place, in her mother’s 

eyes. More than that, Pearl expresses an acute awareness of her mother’s body language and a 

recognition that her mother is withholding the truth about the photograph. Lastly, Pearl 

understands that in confronting her mother in this way, she has forfeited her opportunity to 

obtain the truth. In this way, Pearl hints at one of this thesis’s primary messages: mothers do not 

always owe their children the truth, but if they want to disclose their secrets, they should be able 

to do so on their own terms and not under pressure from those who believe they have a right to 

know everything — especially when those individuals are only tangentially related to the mother 

and her lies, as is the case with the Richardsons. Though Mia is able to shut down the inquiries 

of the Richardson children, she is unable to stop Elena, who has been conducting her own 



 63 

investigation into Mia’s past, from uncovering the true story behind the photograph, i.e. from 

uncovering her lie. While visiting Mia’s parents in Pittsburgh, Elena learns Mia originally 

carried Pearl for a couple, the Ryans, who “couldn’t have their own [baby],” (186) but she chose 

to keep Pearl for herself instead. We also learn Mia’s real last name is Wright and not Warren, 

and that she adopted the name Warren in honor of her younger brother who died tragically. After 

these revelations, the novel jumps back in time to provide a timeline of the events leading up to 

Mia’s pregnancy. Mia was a poor art student trying to pay her way through college when the 

Ryans approached her and offered her $10,000, plus medical expenses, to carry a baby for 

them.71 Mia accepted the offer simply because she needed the money to pay for school after her 

scholarship was terminated; as young as she was, Mia did not pause to fully consider the 

emotional and physical effects of pregnancy. She certainly never expected that she would fall in 

love with the little girl growing in her womb, that her family would be right about her inability to 

give up, or put more crudely, sell, her own child. But Mia doesn’t simply run away with Pearl, 

she kills the Ryans’ image of their unborn child by telling them that she “lost the baby” (229). 

Only in lying to the Ryans is Mia able to keep Pearl all to herself, and it is precisely this desire 

— to love Pearl alone — that undergirds Mia’s secrecy in Little Fires Everywhere. Unlike Elena, 

for whom truth is a potential pathway to reconciliation with her daughter, truth for Mia has the 

power to permanently alter and physically disrupt her relationship with her only daughter. Thus, 

it is only in lying to the Ryans, to her family, and to Pearl that Mia can continue to love her 

daughter and keep her safe.  

                                                
71 The Ryan family picked Mia because of her striking resemblance to Madeline, Mrs. Ryan. 
Mia’s vulnerable economic position was only an added convenience.  
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In many ways, this chapter — Mia’s chapter — answers the why behind many of her 

actions throughout the novel. We learn that Mia and Pearl move around so much, not because 

Mia is constantly chasing inspiration, but more so because she is afraid that if she lingers in one 

place for too long, the Ryans will track her down. We learn that the photograph discovered by 

Moody and Pearl reminds Mia of her early days of motherhood, the fear she felt, and that Pauline 

Hawthorne was Mia’s dear friend and maternal figure who died of cancer. And, we learn that the 

reason Mia tells Bebe where Mirabelle/May Ling is, the reason she believes “a mother should 

never have to give up her child” (123), is because she maintains some residual guilt over her 

inability to give up Pearl — a child promised to another couple. Despite these answers, it is 

wrong to accept this chapter fully as Mia’s version of the truth, because Mia never speaks to the 

readers in first person about the Ryans or her brother. Her perspective is tainted by the chapter’s 

third person narration and its location within and next to the story her parents provide Elena. 

Though the narrator admits to telling the reader more about Mia than the Wrights told Elena (she 

gets only the “basics” of the story), it is telling that in a book centered around a lie, the character 

who tells that lie never gets to tell the truth, at least not on her terms. Even later in the novel, 

when Mia must give Pearl a reason for their sudden departure from Shaker Heights, the reader 

does not get to hear what she has to say; we only know that she “told Pearl the outline of 

everything” and that the fuller version of the story unraveled over years (308). We can read Ng’s 

decision to bury Mia’s version of the truth in two ways. On one hand, the elimination of Mia’s 

voice is a frustrating embodiment of a cultural unwillingness to prioritize maternal voices, 

especially the voices of marginalized mothers. From the unanswered cries of immigrant mothers 

whose children are ripped from their arms to the desperate pleas of black Flint mothers for clean 

drinking water to the pleas of all mothers working from home with their children during the 
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coronavirus pandemic (I could go on), this country has repeatedly ignored or silenced maternal 

voices in favor of advancing exclusionary capitalistic policies. Within the novel, this silencing of 

marginalization appears in Elena’s investigation into Mia’s life; rather than take her concerns to 

Mia directly, Elena uses her journalistic contacts to delve into Mia’s past, exploiting her parents 

in the process. In fact, Elena does not bring her findings to Mia until she is sure she can use them 

to exert power over her. When Elena confronts Mia at the end of the novel, she tells her, “I 

almost didn’t say anything. I thought, what’s in the past is past. Maybe she’s made a new life. 

But I see you’ve raised your daughter to be just as amoral as you” (302). Though Elena wants to 

pretend that her confrontation of Mia is rooted solely in her belief that Pearl had an abortion after 

being impregnated by Tripp, her language indicates she takes pleasure in exposing Mia’s secret 

life. She goes on to condemn Mia for interfering with the McCulloughs’ adoption of Mirabelle 

and for keeping Pearl from the Ryans. After this conversation, Mia quickly gathers Pearl and 

leaves Shaker Heights, and, in doing so, exits the narrative without defending herself or 

providing her version of events to either the Richardsons or the reader. Thus, we might read 

Mia’s silence toward the end of the novel as a representation of the simultaneous devaluing and 

exploitation of marginalized maternal voices at work in our current society.  

Yet, Mia’s silence might also be a way for Ng to honor Mia’s desires for secrecy.  It 

makes sense that, given their need to leave Shaker Heights before Elena reveals their location to 

the Ryans, Mia breaks down and tells Pearl about her past; however, we as readers are not 

entitled to that information and Ng doesn’t let us believe we are. In this way, Ng subtly links the 

inquisitive, perhaps frustrated reader, with the invasive Richardsons. Just as Elena and Lexie do 

not deserve access to Mia and Pearl’s family history, readers do not deserve to hear from Mia 

just because she is a character in a book they are consuming — especially since she repeatedly 
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expresses an unwillingness to share. Though Mia herself never explicitly states her reasons for 

lying, any close reader can pick up on the potential consequences of her truth-telling. For one, 

Mia’s decision to keep Pearl has serious legal ramifications. We aren’t told whether she signs a 

contract with the Ryans, but it seems unlikely that the Ryans would dispose of that much money 

without one; therefore, keeping Pearl marks a direct violation of that contract. And, because Mia 

does not fully pay the Ryans back for all her medical bills, she could be charged with theft as 

well. We eventually learn the Ryans have a case active against Mia, and Elena intends to provide 

the couple with the information they need to track Mia and Pearl down. Thus, Mia’s decision to 

tell the Ryans the truth could lead to her imprisonment, destitution, or separation from Pearl.  

Of course, emotional distance from Pearl is also a potential result of her truth-telling. Mia 

has no way of knowing how Pearl will react to the knowledge that she once belonged to the 

Ryans, that she could have had a more “comfortable” life. Elena exploits the idea of Pearl’s 

preference when she confronts Mia about her past, saying, “The Ryans are rich. They wanted a 

baby so desperately. They’d have given her a wonderful life. If Pearl had gotten to choose, do 

you think she’d have chosen to stay with you? To live like a vagabond?” (302). Here, Elena 

gives words to Mia’s anxiety regarding how the truth will impact her and Pearl’s relationship. 

Early in the novel, the narrator tells us Mia is fully aware of the ways she has forced Pearl to 

“live by her whim” (38). At that moment, Mia decided to establish residence in Shaker Heights, 

to give her daughter a sense of security — a promise she was unable to keep thanks to Elena. It is 

after breaking this promise, when Pearl is screaming and crying and refusing to pack her bags, 

that Mia realizes she must confront her fear and anxiety and tell Pearl the truth if it means 

convincing her to leave Shaker Heights. Up to that point, Mia had conceptualized her lies as 

protective measures necessary to keeping her and Pearl safe and together. Philosopher Sarah 
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Ruddick writes in Maternal Thinking, “Mothers protect where protection cannot be assured, 

where failure usually means disappointing someone they love, where chance and unpredictable 

behavior limit their efforts, and where their best efforts are flawed by their own impatience, 

anxiety, fatigue and self-preoccupation.”72 Ruddick calls this process of protecting despite these 

realities “cheerfulness.”73 Though Mia knows there is always a risk that the Ryans will find her, 

and Pearl might be devastated if she learns the truth, she acts as a mother and lies to protect her 

child’s physical and emotional well-being; she exhibits cheerfulness when she chooses to love 

and protect her daughter even as she lives in constant fear that her past will catch up to her. By 

the end of the novel, however, Mia must adopt a new mode of protection because it is only 

truthful confession that can free Mia from Shaker Heights and Elena’s harmful intentions. It is 

also only through confession that Mia can earn Pearl’s forgiveness and maintain their close 

relationship. Ruddick emphasizes adaptability as inherent to the virtue of cheerfulness when she 

writes, “Cheerfulness is a matter-of-fact willingness to...start and start over again, to welcome a 

future despite conditions of one’s self, one’s children, one’s society, and nature that may be 

reasons for despair.”74 Yet, Ruddick is also clear that cheerfulness “protects [children] from 

truths they will have to acknowledge only confuses and inhibits them.”75 For Mia, choosing 

authentic cheerfulness means choosing to tell Pearl the truth, even though she doesn’t want to, 

because continuing to conceal the truth from Pearl would do more harm than good. Telling the 

truth thus frees Mia from her past and enables her to “start again” with her daughter by her side.  

                                                
72 Ruddick, Sara. Maternal Thinking: Toward a Politics of Peace. Beacon Press, 1995, p. 73-74.  
73 Ibid, p. 74.  
74 Ibid, p. 74.  
75 Ibid, p. 75. 
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Though Mia, through a series of internal negotiations, concluded that her lies were acts of 

love, it is undeniable that her actions still caused immense emotional harm. Notably, however, it 

is not the lies themselves that cause this harm, but the truths that are brought to light which 

negate these lies. Though this distinction might seem minute, it is critical to understanding the 

intentionality of Mia’s lies. Here, Ruddick’s definitions of violent versus nonviolent maternal 

actions are helpful in illuminating both Mia’s thinking and the results of that thinking. Because, 

Ruddick argues, mothers cannot turn against their children “whom they are pledged to 

protect...mothers engage in nonviolent techniques that are familiar from more public 

struggles...these techniques may go to the edge of violence -of real damage- without endangering 

either a mother, her children, or the people they fight against.”76 By Ruddick’s definition, being a 

mother means learning ways of maintaining influence over one’s children without causing 

distress or inflicting long-term harm. Applying Gandhi’s description of “ahimsa,” or doing no 

harm, to maternal thinking, Ruddick writes, “[Mothers’] task is to determine which hurts, hates, 

impatience, and lying are damaging and which strategies are effective and consonant with safety, 

development and conscientiousness.”77 As a young mother, Mia assessed her options and 

determined lying was not in fact “damaging” but an “effective” strategy for ensuring Pearl’s 

physical safety and emotional development. And, it is worth noting, Mia’s evaluation is accurate; 

she and Pearl manage to spend fifteen years traveling from city to city, living out of their car, and 

telling little lies without the Ryans finding and punishing Mia. When Elena calls the Ryans’ 

lawyer, he tells her their case against Mia “hasn’t been active in quite some time” (238). We can 

assume, then, that had it not been for Elena’s intervention, Mia’s secret would have never been 

                                                
76 Ibid, p. 166.  
77 Ibid, p. 168.  
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revealed, the Ryans would have never tracked her down, and she and Pearl would have 

continued to live a peaceful life in Shaker Heights.  

In Mia’s case, lying secures peace while the exposure of truth facilitates harm (violence) 

because it forces Pearl to leave the one place that finally felt like home. Recognizing Pearl’s 

distress, Mia continues her nonviolent thinking, also conceptualized by Ruddick as 

“peacemaking,” by telling Pearl about her past. Ruddick emphasizes the importance of maternal 

confession and peacemaking when she writes, “Truthful, responsible reconciliation protects 

children from their own or others’ hatred, which ‘scars the soul,’ and also from forgetful 

indifference to pain that they have inflicted or suffered.”78 Though the content of Mia’s 

conversation with Pearl is not offered to the reader, the fact that it happens marks Mia’s 

willingness to give her daughter a space to voice her pain and frustration as well as resolve that 

anger with her honest confession. Even as we acknowledge and analyze the harmful effects of 

Mia’s lies on those around her, we can commend Mia for her commitment to nonviolence and 

her desire to care for and make peace with her daughter through the uncomfortable act of 

confession.  

 Ultimately, Mia alone is responsible for the violence, i.e. the emotional harm, which her 

lies bring not only on Pearl, but on her parents and the Ryans; she chooses to conceal the facts of 

her pregnancy and the identity of Pearl’s father, thus rooting her and Pearl’s relationship in a lie. 

However, the Richardsons deprive Mia of her right to tell her truth. They do so, not because they 

are concerned for Pearl’s wellbeing — though they like to claim they are — but because they 

wholeheartedly believe Mia could have and should have made better choices. In other words, 

they blame and punish Mia for the choices she makes because those are not the choices they 

                                                
78 Ibid, p. 175.  
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would have made. We know Elena feels this way because the narrator tells us: “What would she 

have done if she’d been in that situation? Mrs. Richardson would ask herself this question over 

and over...Each time faced with this impossible choice, she came to the same conclusion. I would 

never have let myself get into that situation again, she told herself. I would have made better 

choices along the way” (239). Note the use of the word “let” in this passage, a word which 

implies a lack of discipline on Mia’s part, as if she had a plethora of options from which to 

choose when the Ryans asked her to be their surrogate. Because Elena has always lived an upper 

middle-class life in Shaker Heights, she is unable to imagine Mia’s pre-pregnancy situation: 

poor, alone, and desperate to be an artist. Even as Elena acknowledges Mia made an “impossible 

choice” when she chose to keep Pearl, she maintains that Mia deserves to be held accountable for 

her choice.  

I belabor this point because Elena’s opinion is not a singular one. She represents a mass 

societal belief in American individualism, or the concept that one is responsible for one’s 

actions, success, etc. regardless of whatever structural inequalities stand in the way. As Jack 

Turner argues in his essay “American Individualism and Structural Injustice,” “the 

individualist’s insensitivity to social structures allows him to exploit others with a feeling of 

innocence.”79 Citing de Tocqueville, the main subject of Turner’s essay, he goes on to explain 

the allure of individualism: “Seeing oneself as...perfectly in control of one’s destiny confers a 

heady feeling of invulnerability, allowing one mentally to escape the all-too-obvious fragility of 

human existence.”80 We see Elena’s desire for control through her attempts to manipulate not 

                                                
79 Turner, Jack. “American Individualism and Structural Injustice: Tocqueville, Gender, and 
Race.” Polity, vol. 40, no. 2, 2008, pp. 197–215. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/40213468. 
Accessed 7 Mar. 2021, p. 199.  
80 Ibid, p. 201.  
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only Mia but also her daughter Izzy. Instead of grappling with her traumatic pregnancy, her 

smallness, and her lack of known purpose, Elena chooses to project those anxieties on to a 

woman who represents true freedom. Making money as an artist, moving from city to city, and 

living out of her car, Mia embodies an authentic commitment to one’s self. To have empathy for 

Mia is not to conclude that she always does the right thing, that her lies are legitimate, or that 

Pearl emerges unscathed at the end of Little Fires Everywhere. Rather, treating Mia with 

empathy simply means acknowledging that she did what she thought she had to do to ensure her 

and Pearl’s survival. Understanding the why(s) behind her lies, i.e. recognizing the lack of 

financial and legal possibilities available to her both pre-and-post-pregnancy, complicates 

Elena’s and, by extension, society’s conception of lies as universally unethical and unjustified. 

Moreover, though it appears Mia has little in common with Elena, both women have endured a 

great degree of physical and emotional pain. Naming the structural barriers preventing Mia from 

giving her testimony reveals that she, too, has no one to whom she can turn for support or 

validation. Susan Brison writes, “In order to construct self-narratives [survivors] need...an 

audience able and willing to hear us and to understand our words as we intend them.”81 What 

makes the ending of Little Fires Everywhere so tragic is not only Mia’s and Elena’s separate 

inabilities to tell their stories, but also their collective inability to recognize their similarities and 

exchange compassion. Thus, not only are Elena and Mia victims of Rich’s “institution of 

motherhood,” which finds “all mothers more or less guilty of having failed their children,” but 

                                                
81Brison, Susan, “Outliving Oneself,” Aftermath: Violence and the Remaking of a Self, Princeton 
University Press, 2002. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt7rvsb. Accessed 13 Nov. 2020, p. 50.  
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they have also internalized that institution to the extent that they are willing to cast blame on 

mothers who do not ascribe to their maternal ideal.82  

The Link Between Passing and Lying 

Mothers of color are especially vulnerable to the judgmental eyes of the institution of 

motherhood, which, again in line with the concept of individualism, chooses to blame the 

disenfranchised mother for circumstances beyond her control. Even when mothers of color are 

survivors of state-sanctioned trauma, such as Bebe and Polly, their claims to survivorship are 

questioned, their voices are silenced, and their choices are heavily dissected and judged. 

Considering how society views even the unintentional lies told by BIPOC women, it is no 

surprise that mothers of color who intentionally lie to their children, no matter why or to what 

extent, are almost guaranteed to suffer society’s scorn and have their love for their children 

questioned or dismissed. The final mother discussed in this thesis, Stella from Brit Bennett’s 

2020 novel The Vanishing Half, is one such mother. Like Mia, Stella creates a completely new 

identity and vows to never divulge her past self to anyone, including her daughter. Stella passes, 

meaning she chooses to live and operate as a white woman despite being legally black. She does 

so both because she wants the privileges afforded to white people in the 1960s and the ability to 

shape her own destiny. In this way, Stella, a black woman, has more in common with Mia than 

she does with her own twin sister, Desiree, whom she leaves behind to enter the white world. 

Just as Mia’s lies rupture her relationship not only with her daughter but also with her brother 

and parents, Stella’s lies — half omissions and half intentional misrepresentations of her racial 

                                                
82 Rich, Adrienne. Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution. Norton & 
Company. New York, 2010, p. 223.  
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identity — shatter her connections to her daughter and twin sister so that, by the end of The 

Vanishing Half, not even the truth can free Stella and restore her familial relationships.  

Despite being the “vanishing half” to whom the novel’s title refers, Stella is largely 

absent from the first half of the novel. The first sentence of The Vanishing Half reveals only “one 

of the lost twins, [Desiree], returned to Mallard,” — a fact that not only establishes Desiree and 

Stella’s fractured relationship, but also communicates their dramatic departure from the Mallard 

community, a town defined by its light-skinned black residents. Bennett reinforces Stella’s 

physical absence in Mallard by rendering her largely voiceless throughout the novel’s early 

chapters; any speech of hers occurs strictly within another character’s memory. What the reader 

knows about Stella is thus largely dependent on what Desiree, their mother Adele, and the 

gossiping neighbors know and/or choose to reveal. For example, we learn Stella was always the 

“practical” twin who “liked school” and “wanted to become a schoolteacher at Mallard High 

someday” (Bennett 9-10).83 Given that Stella does not return to Mallard with Desiree at the start 

of the novel, these informative tidbits suggest that though the young Stella had never imagined 

leaving town, something in her teenage years propelled her to abandon her mother and embrace 

the unknown world outside of Mallard. 

Moreover, what little information the characters, and thus the reader, think they know 

about Stella is challenged as Desiree learns more about her sister through the help of her private 

investigator (read bounty hunter) and lover, Early Jones. For example, Desiree admits to 

impersonating Stella when the two of them worked for a rich family in Opelousas. The narrator 

reveals: 

                                                
83 Bennett, Brit. The Vanishing Half. Riverhead Books, 2020. 
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Desiree had spent years studying Stella. The way she played with her hem, how she 

tucked her hair behind her ear or gazed up hesitantly before saying hello. She could 

mirror her sister, mimic her voice, inhabit her body in her own. She felt special, knowing 

that she could pretend to be Stella but Stella could never be her. (13) 

In this passage, Desiree expresses a belief that her ability to disguise herself, to “lie” about her 

identity (13), is superior to Stella’s. Because Stella had always raised objections to leaving 

Mallard and their mother, because she was always the practical and reserved one, Desiree is 

unable to fathom that Stella “was keeping secrets of her own.” Yet, a secret is precisely what 

Desiree uncovers after her mother attempts to dissuade her from tracking down Stella. In 

response to Desiree claiming it was her fault Stella left, that she shouldn’t have convinced Stella 

to pass as white to land a department store job, Adele reveals, “[The job] wasn’t her first 

time...Bein white. New Orleans was just her chance to do it for real” (68). Adele then goes on to 

describe a time when a shopgirl in Opelousas mistook Stella for white — an incident which 

amuses Stella: “‘Isn’t it funny?’ she’d said. ‘White folks, so easy to fool! Just like everyone 

says’” (69). Not only does this anecdote reveal Stella has a history of racial passing, but it also 

offers insight into Stella’s attitudes toward passing, which she appears to view as relatively low-

stakes. This revelation marks a turning point in Desiree’s understanding of her sister, for she 

must reckon with the fact that Stella did not simply leave her sister behind in New Orleans, but 

she did so to pursue a life as a white woman. This section concludes with Desiree wondering 

whether “pretending to be white eventually made it so” (69) — a line which introduces a key 

theme of The Vanishing Half: the connections among passing, lying, and social constructions of 

race.  
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Desiree and Adele envision Stella’s passing as a manifestation of her desire to be white, 

or at the very least to enjoy the perks associated with whiteness. But Stella’s motives for passing, 

we come to find out, are neither clear-cut nor implicitly stated; rather, her reasons are 

simultaneously complex, thought out, spontaneous and romantic. Her passing is not prompted by 

one singular event but results from her stifling physical environment, a series of traumatic 

events, and her affection for a white man and all he represents. Two specific events, her father’s 

lynching and her sexual assault, facilitate the formation of Stella’s early racial consciousness and 

her understanding of whiteness as synonymous with opportunity. Stella and Desiree were only 

kids when they witnessed their father being lynched by a mob of five white men. The girls hid in 

a closet during the attack, and Desiree recalls how “something shifted between them in that 

moment” (34). She goes on to say, “Before [the attack], Stella seemed as predictable as a 

reflection. But in the closet, for the first time ever, Desiree hadn’t known what her sister might 

do” (34). Though Stella does not speak in this scene, Desiree implies that this event, this 

witnessing of a terrible trauma, marked the end of Stella’s practicality and predictability — even 

if that end is not immediately obvious.  

Following this traumatic event, Stella tries to throw herself into school and her ambitions 

in college so she can one day become a teacher. But when school, too, is taken away from her, 

Stella realizes there is nothing left for her in Mallard. Then, Stella is sexually assaulted by her 

white employer, Mr. Dupont, in Opelousas. When “the fear of him became worse than the 

touching,” and she began to spend every day “worried that he might creep up behind her,” (155) 

Stella decides that she must join Desiree in fleeing to New Orleans. The sexual assault joins her 

father’s lynching in forming Stella’s racial consciousness, or her awareness that as a black 

woman in a white-governed world, she will always be at a disadvantage. Before passing, Stella 
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“imagine[s] another life, another past. No footsteps thundering down the porch steps, no ruddy 

white man grabbing her father, no Mr. Dupont pressing against her in the pantry” (187). When 

Stella falls in love with a white man, she officially decides to metaphorically shed her black 

body, which all her life has been a site of pain and trauma, and embrace her whiteness. In other 

words, she actualizes the “other past” she had always imagined.  

Bennett uses Stella to express that passing is primarily related to power, privilege, and the 

desire to construct a self on one’s own terms. Stella’s passing is motivated not so much by her 

desire to be white than by her desire to be anyone else. As Stella admits later in the novel, “Being 

white wasn’t the most exciting part. Being anyone else was the thrill. To transform into a 

different person in plain sight, nobody around her even able to tell. She’d never felt so free” 

(183). Still, Stella happily benefits not only from her whiteness, but also from the ability to date a 

powerful white man — her boss, Blake Sanders. Stella enjoys the fact that being “Blake’s girl” 

offers her protection from both “leering white men” and “colored men.” While there is some 

evidence to suggest Stella truly loves Blake, it becomes evident that Stella is more attracted to 

what Blake represents — security, stability, and escape. So, when Blake asked her to move with 

him to Boston, Stella “didn’t give herself a chance to second-guess” (197). Though at the time, 

Stella “didn’t worry about any of the practical details” of passing (197), years later she maintains 

that passing was in fact the practical choice. Desiree tends to view Stella’s passing as a departure 

from her naturally reasonable and cautionary self, but the narrator tells us, “[Stella] had become 

white because it was practical, so practical that, at the time, her decision seemed laughably 

obvious. Why wouldn’t you be white if you could be? Remaining what you were or becoming 

something new, it was all a choice, any way you looked at it. She had just made the rational 

decision” (225). Stella never meant to hurt anyone, especially her mother and sister, though she 
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knew it was an inevitable consequence; she simply wanted to walk away from a life of trauma 

and struggle toward a hopeful and protected future. The Brentwood home and swimming pool, 

fancy furs and jewels, the luxury of not working, and, eventually, a beautiful daughter named 

Kennedy are all additional perks of passing. To Stella, abandoning the people who loved her and 

marrying a man who could “never know her” (197) was a small price to pay for safety, comfort, 

and opportunity.  

Even as Stella acknowledges “becoming white” means “becoming something new,” i.e. 

lying about one’s identity, she also challenges the claim that passing is dishonest or unethical. 

While passing, Stella neither lies outright nor claims to be white; rather, she successfully passes 

because of the assumptions that white society makes about her racial identity based on her 

physical features. Regarding her dates with Blake Sanders, Stella thinks, “If Blake knew who she 

truly was, he would send her out of the office before she could even pack her things. But what 

had changed about her? Nothing, really. She hadn’t adopted a disguise or even a new name. 

She’d walked in a colored girl and left a white one. She had become white only because 

everyone thought she was” (188, emphasis added). In discussing the assumptions that white 

individuals make about her, Stella understands that race is not a fixed entity, but rather a social 

construct. Michael Omi and Howard Winant offer an insightful definition of race in their 

touchstone book Racial Formation in the United States:  

Race is a concept which signifies and symbolizes social conflicts and interests by 

referring to different types of human bodies. Although the concept of race invokes 

biologically based characteristics (so-called ‘phenotypes’), selection of these particular 
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human features for purposes of racial signification is always and necessarily a social 

process.84 

While one’s skin color is dependent on one’s phenotype, or the combination of light and dark 

alleles, the categorization of an individual as “white” or “black” refers less to one’s physical 

appearance — as we know skin tone is not a perfect indicator of ethnicity — and more so to the 

way one is able (read: permitted) to move through the world.85 In the United States, claiming 

blackness does not simply require one to describe the color of their skin, but also to claim or 

identify with this country’s history of racial oppression as manifested through institutions such as 

slavery, voting suppression laws, segregation, education, and policing. Simply put, race has 

historically been used to oppress BIPOC bodies while uplifting white individuals. Understanding 

that race is a social construction, and therefore human-made, leads us to question whether Stella 

truly lies about her race at all. In passing, Stella does not really disguise her “true” racial identity 

as much as she exploits the inherent fluidity of that identity. She can pass successfully because, 

physically speaking, she is white. Rather than choosing to let her black bloodline fix her in a 

subordinate social position for her entire life, Stella chooses to pass through the doors that white 

individuals freely open for her.86  

                                                
84 Omi M, Winant H. 1994. Racial Formation in the United States: from the 1960s to the 1990s. 
New York: Routledge. Rev. ed, p.55.  
85 Allele (noun): any of the alternative forms of a gene that may occur at a given locus. “Allele.” 
Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, Merriam-Webster, https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/allele. Accessed 5 Mar. 2021.  
86 Throughout American history, lawmakers have attempted to “codify the legal definition of 
people whose racial pedigree was less than completely pure.” Virginia passed the one-drop rule 
in 1662 and then the blood-fraction laws in 1705, which specified that a 1/8 relationship to 
blackness meant one was fully black, and Arksansas categorized anyone with “any Negro blood 
whatsoever” as black. See: Kluger, Jeffrey. “Who’s White? Who’s Black? Who Knows,” TIME, 
10 Dec. 2010, https://healthland.time.com/2010/12/10/whos-white-whos-black-who-knows/. 
Accessed March 6, 2021.  
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According to Carlyle Van Thompson, author of The Tragic Black Buck: Racial 

Masquerading in the American Literary Imagination, Stella’s understanding of and motivations 

for passing are not atypical. Though Van Thompson is primarily concerned with literary 

representations of black men who pass, his analysis of the common threads found across passing 

narratives is helpful for placing Stella within a broader historical context. He argues, “The 

phenomenon of passing for white is a kind of Faustian paradigm that represents a profound 

paradox that both challenges the doctrine of white supremacy and (the essentialism of whiteness) 

and requires a denial of one’s blackness at the same time that it reaffirms the existing social 

hierarchy of white power and white privilege.”87 We see this paradox in Stella; even as she 

seemingly recognizes that she deconstructs the racial binary, she simultaneously understands that 

whiteness possesses an inherent power that blackness does not. By marrying a rich white man 

and giving birth to a white daughter, Stella challenges the strict racial codes that existed at the 

time, but doing so also requires her to “deny” her blackness. She enacts this denial when she 

abandons Desiree and her mother, which Van Thompson says is a common trope in passing 

narratives. He writes, “Geographic mobility was critical in passing. In order to pass successfully, 

individuals often had to move away from their black families, their black communities, and their 

black friends.”88 Like the black men Van Thompson studied, Stella understands that passing 

successfully requires her to eliminate all remnants of her past (black) life. In other words, Stella 

                                                
87 Van Thompson, Carlyle. The Tragic Black Buck: Racial Masquerading in the American 
Literary Imagination. Peter Lang Publishing, 2004, p. 3. “Faustian” refers to the legendary 
German protagonist who reportedly makes a deal with the Devil in which he exchanges his soul 
for knowledge and worldly materials. According to dictionary.com, referring to something as 
“Faustian” means that it involves “sacrificing spiritual values for power, knowledge or material 
gain.” See “Faustian.” Dictionary.com, https://www.dictionary.com/browse/faustian. Accessed 
Apri 26, 2021.  
88 Ibid, p. 7.	
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must symbolically kill not only her loved ones, but she must also bury the self she occupied prior 

to knowing Blake. Van Thompson describes this death as the “sinister form” of the “realization 

of desire” that comes with passing.89 Here desire refers primarily to economic opportunity but 

also encompasses a desire for autonomy and a need “to remove oneself from the margins” of 

society.90 Having experienced a series of deeply traumatic events which led her to see her status 

as a black woman as akin to living what Van Thompson calls a “death-within-life,” Stella views 

passing as a gateway to safety and security.91  

Prior to passing, Stella had only been physically white. Despite her light skin, she lived 

and operated in the world as a black woman, a positioning which subjected her to trauma and 

inopportunity. In passing, Stella is able to become functionally white, meaning she is able to reap 

the privileges of white existence. By “acting” white, however, Stella chooses to forget her black 

identity; a psychological shift occurs in which Stella no longer sees herself as pretending to be 

white, but rather as occupying two racialized bodies at once. This shift begins to take place even 

before Stella marries Blake. The narrator reveals, “Sometimes [Stella] wondered if Miss Vignes 

was a separate person altogether. Maybe she wasn’t a mask that Stella put on. Maybe Miss 

Vignes was already a part of her, as if she had been split in half. She could become whichever 

woman she decided, whichever side of her face she tilted to the light” (188-189). Here, Stella 

asserts that her white self, to whom she refers as “Miss Vignes,” is not a “mask” or false identity 

but rather a facet of her authentic self. Put differently, Stella does not see herself as performing 

whiteness because she maintains that she is white, at least partially.  

                                                
89 Ibid, p. 18.  
90  Ibid, p. 11.  
91 Ibid, p. 18. 
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Accepting that race is a social construct and the act of passing only highlights its 

performative aspects might lead us to justify Stella’s initial passing not as a lie, but as a response 

to society’s presumptions about her racial identity. Considering her fair complexion, it is not 

illogical to claim that Stella is functionally white and that her blackness only exists in relation to 

a white other. Yet, even if Stella’s passing itself is not a lie, there is a point where it produces 

lies, for in passing Stella must conceal all aspects of her identity and family history from her 

husband and daughter. When Kennedy, as a child, would ask her mom about her family, Stella 

simply told her, “My family is gone” (152). It is not until years later, when Desiree’s daughter 

Jude — who befriends Kennedy to learn more about Stella — angrily tells Kennedy, “[Your 

mother’s] been lying to you your whole life” (252), that Kennedy learns her mother’s family is 

very much alive. Yet, every time Kennedy attempts to hear her mother’s side of the story, to 

learn the truth, Stella refuses to engage in conversation. When Kennedy asks her mother, “‘Did 

you ever have a sister?’” Stella responds angrily with “‘My God... Who do you believe? Some 

crazy girl or your own mother?”’ (258). Much like Mia refuses to come clean to Pearl after she 

discovers the photograph in the art gallery, Stella refuses to confide in her daughter even after 

Kennedy reveals what she knows about Jude, Desiree, and Mallard. For Stella’s loved ones, this 

refusal to let anyone, especially her family, in on her secret marks her biggest betrayal and not 

the passing itself. As Jude thinks, “Sometimes you could understand why Stella passed over. 

Who didn’t dream of leaving herself behind and starting over as someone new? But how could 

she kill the people who’d loved her? How could she leave the people who still longed for her, 

years later, and never even look back?” (238). Later, when Kennedy attempts to seek answers to 

her questions, she asks Stella, “Why don’t you want me to know you?” (260) and says, “I want 

you to tell me who you are!” (298). Still, at the end of The Vanishing Half, Kennedy and Jude 
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don’t really know Stella. After lying for so long, not only about her race but about her life in 

general, Stella is not able to admit the truth to her daughter both because she does not want to 

lose her and because, after so many years, Stella doesn’t even know what the truth means 

regarding her identity.  

Not only do Stella’s lies directly rupture her relationships with the people who love her 

most, but they also lead those individuals, namely her daughter Kennedy, to internalize feelings 

of inadequacy at best and adopt problematic racial and moral assumptions at worse. To sell her 

white identity, Stella often feels the need to actively belittle black people in front of her husband 

and white suburban friends, as well as fight for continued racial segregation; these racist efforts 

represent Stella’s fear that her proximity to a black person would mark her downfall, i.e. the 

exposure of her passing. This fear is not uncommon amongst white-passing individuals. In a 

personal essay published in The Washington Post, author Gail Lukasik shares how her mother, 

who possessed olive skin and pale eyes, silently listened to her white father’s racist remarks in 

fear that speaking up in defense of black Americans would signal her true racial identity. Lukasik 

writes: 

In escaping the Jim Crow south, coming north and marrying my white father, she must 

have thought gaining white privilege was worth the price of losing family ties and her 

authentic self. The irony was that in gaining white privilege, in passing for white, the 

onslaught of racism was splayed open to her. Its ugly face could now be shared with her, 

a “white” woman who would understand and possibly agree.92 

                                                
92 Lukasik, Gail. “My mother spent her life passing as white. Discovering her secret changed my 
view of race — and myself,” The Washington Post, 20 November 2017, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/inspired-life/wp/2017/11/20/my-mother-spent-her-life-
passing-as-white-discovering-her-secret-changed-my-view-of-race-and-myself/. Accessed March 
3, 2021. 
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Stella is a literary representation of Lukasik’s mother’s real hope that, in passing, one can gain 

the luxuries of “white privilege.” Yet, unlike Lukasik’s mother, who “reprimanded [her father] 

with little vigor” and remained mostly silent during his outbursts,” Stella does not remain silent 

when suburban racism rears its ugly head; in fact, she facilitates it.  

Stella’s identification with whiteness, and subsequent disdain for blackness, becomes 

stronger the longer she passes, and is especially evident in her interactions with her neighbors. 

When an affluent black family desires to move into the Brentwood subdivision in which she 

lives, Stella shocks her white friends and husband with her public opposition to their move. At an 

emergency Homeowner’s Association meeting, Stella cries out, “You must stop them [from 

moving in]...If you don’t, there’ll be more and then what? Enough is enough!” (146). A couple 

passages later, Blake reveals, “She was always jumpy around Negroes, like a child who’d been 

bit by a dog” (147). While the root cause of Stella’s attempts to thwart the move is her fear that 

black individuals can tell that she is passing, the vitriol with which she ridicules black people to 

her white colleagues suggests a genuine disdain for black people and identification with white 

individuals. And, because she must raise Kennedy as fully white in order to preserve her secret, 

she transfers this racial ideology to her daughter. In a case of extreme identification with the 

white world, Stella chastises Kennedy for “playing dolls in the cul-de-sac with the Walker girl” 

by telling her, “We don’t play with niggers” (165). Here, Stella attempts to project her racial 

anxieties on to her daughter by way of racist language. Later, after Kennedy calls Cindy Walker 

a nigger while paying with her, Stella slaps her daughter as punishment, as if Kennedy is to 

blame for her use of the word and not her mother. More than passing, abandoning her loved 

ones, and concealing her past, this is Stella’s worst lie: she teaches her own black daughter to 

hate black people, to hate herself.  
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Miraculously, Kennedy grows up to be a relatively progressive young woman, if not a bit 

patronizing toward minorities — though Kennedy is a bit patronizing toward everyone. When 

Jude takes a job as an usher at the theatre where Kennedy is performing, Kennedy freely strikes 

up conversation with her and treats her as a friend and confidant, not even knowing yet that they 

are cousins. Years after Jude reveals Stella’s secret, Kennedy enters a long-term relationship 

with a black man named Franz, but this relationship simultaneously pushes Kennedy closer to, 

and pulls her farther from, her racial identity. Stella, by way of lying about her blackness, 

shatters Kennedy’s sense of self, and this shattering is reflected in Kennedy’s relationship with 

Franz. The narrator reveals, “Even Franz was, essentially, foreign to her. Not because he was 

black, although that, perhaps, underscored it. But his life, his language, even his interests were 

apart from her...There were many ways to be alienated from someone, few to actually belong” 

(275). Here, Kennedy projects her anxieties regarding her relationship to herself and to her 

mother onto her romance with Franz; looking at him, Kennedy is reminded not only of her 

potential racial otherness, but of the space between her past and present selves. This 

disorientation directly results from Stella’s refusal to answer Kennedy’s questions and own her 

truth. What’s worse is this refusal leads Kennedy to believe her own cousin is lying to her, 

because surely she would know if she was half black. So, when Franz refuses to believe 

Kennedy’s claim to blackness, Kennedy decides that she, too, will refuse to claim it. She 

convinces herself, “You couldn’t go through your whole life not knowing something so 

fundamental about yourself. She would feel it somehow. She would see it in the faces of other 

blacks, some sort of connection. But she felt nothing” (275). Not wanting to believe that she 

doesn’t know herself or that her mother has been lying to her, Kennedy tries to suppress any 

doubts regarding her race or her family.  
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Eventually, however, Kennedy must accept that her “mother [is] a liar” (270) and that she 

truly is half black. The ultimate proof that Stella “spent her whole life lying” (289) comes when 

Jude gives Kennedy a photograph of Stella and Desiree at their father’s funeral. With the 

photograph, Jude provides more information regarding Stella’s past in Mallard and the reason for 

their father’s death. Confronted with the double portrait of her mother, Kennedy must 

simultaneously grapple with her dual identity. When Jude tells her, “Your mother is a 

[Negro]...So that makes you one too,” Kennedy rebuts, “You don’t get to show up and tell me 

what I am” (296). Like Stella, Kennedy can’t stand “the idea of anyone telling her who she had 

to be” (296). Moreover, Kennedy, despite all the evidence Jude provides, only really wants to 

hear the truth from her mother. She shows her mother the photograph, hoping that “she would 

show her a picture of her family and her mother would start to cry. Wipe away tears and finally 

tell her daughter the truth about her life.” (298). But, of course, Stella does not “tell her daughter 

the truth” in that moment. Instead, she waits until after she returns to Mallard, buying herself 

time to construct what she hopes will be the final version of her story.  

When Stella finally returns to Mallard to visit Desiree toward the end of the novel, she 

does so not because she is ready to let go, but because she needs Desiree’s help to continue her 

lie. Note the following dialogue between the two sisters: 

‘She’ll never stop! Your girl will keep trying to tell mine the truth and it’s too late 
for all that now. Can’t you see that?’ 
 

‘Oh sure, it’s the end of the world. Your girl finding out she ain’t so lily white—‘ 
 

‘That I lied to her,’ Stella said. ‘She’ll never forgive me. You don’t understand, 
Desiree. You’re a good mother I see that. Your girl loves you. That’s why she didn’t tell 
you about me. But I haven’t been a good one. I spent so long hiding—’ 
 

‘Because you chose to! You wanted to!’ 
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‘I know,’ Stella said. ‘I know but please. Please, Desiree. Don’t take her away 
from me.’ (322)  

 
I quote this exchange at length because it reveals several things about Stella. First, this 

passage marks the first time we hear Stella express her fear that she is a bad mother because she 

lies; put differently, Stella is fully aware of the ways in which her lies have fractured her 

relationship with her daughter. Yet, and this is my second point, she admits that she does not 

plan to stop lying. Here, Stella says she has no choice but to keep lying because “it’s too late” for 

the truth. Elsewhere in the text, the narrator explains that Stella is not even sure she knows what 

the truth is anymore: “Stella had spent too long lying to tell the truth now, or maybe, there was 

nothing left to reveal. Maybe this was who she had become” (259). In addition to the social 

construction of race discussed above, Stella’s admission that “maybe there was nothing left to 

reveal” further breaks down the binary between truth and falsehood and troubles our 

classification of Stella as a liar in the first place.  

The third, but most important, information revealed in Stella’s conversation with Desiree 

is how much Stella loves her daughter and how far she is willing to go to keep her close. The 

repetition of “please” in Stella’s line signifies her desperation for closeness to her daughter, but 

the irony is that Kennedy will never feel close to her mother until she learns the truth. Perhaps it 

is this recognition that finally compels Stella, in the car ride home from the airport after her 

Mallard trip, to confess to Kennedy. She tells Kennedy, “I want you to know me” (326) before 

proceeding to answer any questions Kennedy has. Importantly, as in Little Fires Everywhere, the 

confessional scene between Stella and Kennedy is never recorded for the reader, meaning that 

we never know how much of the truth Stella discloses to her daughter — if any. However, 

Kennedy does reveal to Jude toward the end of the novel that she and her mother continue to root 

their relationship in lies, even after Stella’s car confession: “Secrets were the only language they 
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spoke. Her mother showed her love by lying, and in turn, Kennedy did the same” (333). This line 

suggests that either Stella did not answer all of Kennedy’s questions or she did so dishonestly, 

either route a direct contradiction of Stella’s stated intentions. Unlike Pearl, who expresses at 

least some satisfaction with her mother’s confession, Kennedy ends The Vanishing Half still 

feeling as though she doesn’t truly know her mother.  

Even as she recognizes her mother’s need for secrecy, Kennedy also recognizes that this 

secrecy itself is an act of maternal love. As an adult, Kennedy understands that her mother lies 

not to hurt her, but because she is scared. Not only do Stella’s lies have the potential to push her 

daughter away, but they can also put her life and social security at risk. Interracial marriage was 

not legal in the United States until 1967, when the Supreme Court ruled in Loving v. Virginia 

that laws banning interracial marriage violated the fourteenth amendment. Stella and Blake got 

married in 1960, meaning that Stella implicated Blake in an illegal act. Though the second half 

of The Vanishing Half takes place in the 1980s, we know that changes in laws have not always 

meant changes in treatment toward black individuals.93 Thus, we can assume that the exposure of 

Stella’s secret could result in destitution at best and physical harm against her at worst. And, 

because Kennedy is the product of a once-illegal interracial union, she, too, relies on Stella’s 

secrets for protection. According to Patricia Hill Collins, Stella’s actions are in line with those of 

many black mothers. She writes, “African-American mothers place a strong emphasis on 

protection, either by trying to shield their daughters as long as possible from the penalties 

attached to their derogated status or by teaching them skills of independence and self-reliance so 

                                                
93 “50 years later, interracial couples still face hostility from strangers,” CBS, 12 June 2017, 
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/50-years-loving-case-interracial-couples-still-face-hostility-
from-strangers/. Accessed March 10, 2021. 
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that they will be able to protect themselves.”94 Stella shields her daughter from “the penalties 

attached to [her] derogated status” by concealing that very status from her. When Stella declares, 

“Sometimes lying [is] an act of love” (259), she expresses a belief that her lies are necessary to 

ensure her and her daughter’s safety and economic security. While Stella originally lies to escape 

her feelings of powerlessness and past trauma, she continues to lie to her grown daughter 

because she loves her and does not want to lose her, whatever “losing her” might mean. By 

accepting this fear as justification for her mother’s lies, Kennedy exemplifies a maturity that 

Collins deems common in black daughters: “For a [black] daughter, growing up means 

developing a better understanding that even though she may desire more affection and greater 

freedom, her mother’s physical care and protection are acts of maternal love.”95 Though she is 

deeply hurt by her mother’s lies, though she knows she might never hear the truth, Kennedy still 

manages to empathize with her mother and chooses to love her anyway.  

Bennett never tells us what comes of Stella’s relationships with Desiree, Jude, or 

Kennedy; instead, the novel ends with Jude, the only one who ever truly hoped to bring both 

halves of the Vignes family together, “begging to forget” (343). In this way, The Vanishing Half 

neither attempts to argue for the supremacy or necessity of truth nor provide one concrete 

definition of truth. Instead, The Vanishing Half joins the other novels discussed in this thesis in 

exploring maternal lies through a lens of understanding while also moving the genre in a new 

direction which seeks to privilege the black maternal experience. Where the novel really shines, 

however, is in its willingness to explore the pain and betrayal embedded in that maternal 

                                                
94 Collins, Patricia Hill. “Black Women and Motherhood,” Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, 
Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment. Vol. Rev. 10th anniversary ed., Routledge, 
2000, p. 185-186.  
95 Ibid, p. 188 
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experience and portray its mothers as deeply flawed. As Jude asserts in The Vanishing Half, 

Stella’s motives for lying are understandable. Given the trauma she experienced as a black 

woman in an era of white patriarchal supremacy, it follows that Stella would jump at the 

opportunity to embrace a life of safety and privilege, and that she would do anything to maintain 

that life even if it means hurting her loved ones. Still, Stella, like Mia, is not always a likeable 

character; she actively employs racist rhetoric, gaslights her daughter, and abandons her mother 

and sister. Yet, these flaws and mistakes are precisely what make Stella, and all the mothers 

discussed in this thesis, refreshing representations of real mothers. In presenting Stella’s lies as 

neither right nor wrong, Bennett allows the reader to focus on the circumstances and thoughts 

that precede them. In other words, Bennett forces readers to contend with both the structural 

forces and psychological burdens with which black mothers must contend daily.  

Unlike Jane, Celeste, Elena, Bebe, and Polly, Mia and Stella do not accidentally or 

unintentionally lie to their daughters. While these two women experience their fair share of 

traumatic experiences and hardships, they do not exhibit the same repression of memory, 

intrusive thoughts, or panic attacks found in chapter one’s survivors. Rather, Stella and Mia 

choose to lie to their daughters about their pasts and their true identities, and these lies have long-

lasting effects on their relationships with their daughters. As discussed at length in this chapter, 

Pearl and Kennedy experience disillusionment, sadness, and rage upon learning of their mothers’ 

secret lives. But the irony is that, as much as Pearl and Kennedy are hurt by their mothers’ secret 

selves, their individual identities are also the fruits of those secret selves. In other words, without 

Mia’s and Stella’s lies, their daughters would not exist. This acknowledgment is the final step in 

understanding that these women’s lies do not stem from a place of selfishness, cruelness, or 

apathy but from a place of self-preservation and desire to protect their children. By devoting 
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entire novels to the unpacking of these motivations, Celeste Ng and Brit Bennett push against 

societal discourse which seeks to judge mothers for their lies rather than understand the whys 

behind them. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

When people ask me about the topic of my graduate thesis, I typically respond, “It’s 

about mothers who lie to their children.” I’ve delivered this line countless times over the past 

year, and I’ve noticed that no matter who is doing the asking, the reaction is always the same. 

Almost everyone asks me why I’ve chosen this topic, but in their raised brows and tilted heads, I 

can see that what these individuals really want to know is why I’ve chosen such a mysterious, 

negative, and perhaps controversial subject. Put differently, I can sense in their shock and 

skepticism an understanding that bad mothers, and specifically lying mothers, are a taboo topic 

(true) and an assumption that my analysis is an unfavorable one (not true).  

As stated in my introduction, the societal tendency to view mothers, particularly white 

mothers, as wholly loving and sacrificial toward their children is not new, and it is not entirely 

surprising to me that my subject matter elicits pause. Still, my interviewers’ hesitancy to engage 

with such a topic is intriguing given the plethora of contemporary fiction and television shows 

devoted to the concept of maternal lies. Two recent examples are Bridgerton and Ginny and 

Georgia, which both have plot lines concerned with the effects of maternal secrecy; though both 

shows premiered in 2021, they already hold the titles of Netflix’s second and third most-watched 

programs.96 Then there’s Gilmore Girls and Gossip Girl, which have been off the air since 2007 

and 2012, respectively, but have recently received renewed attention and garnered younger 

fandoms on the social media platform TikTok. The success of these shows confirms a claim I 

made in the introduction to this thesis: that even as we uphold an unrealistic ideal of mothers as 

                                                
96 Evans, Richard. “The Biggest Shows on Netflix in 2021 So Far.” Best Life, 23 April 2021, 
https://bestlifeonline.com/biggest-netflix-shows-2021-news/. Accessed April 23, 2021.  
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perfect, sacrificial caretakers, we are fascinated, even entertained by, all mothers who don’t fit 

that mold, but especially the ones who lie and keep secrets from their children.  

I, too, am one of these individuals. I embarked on this year-long project because I wanted 

to understand why real mothers, such as my mother, conceal truths from their children and loved 

ones. I expected to find concrete answers and logical explanations, but instead I learned that lies 

don’t often come down to logic and that there is no such thing as a simple truth. There is no one 

reason why mothers lie, intentionally or unintentionally; rather, as this thesis shows, trauma, fear, 

structural oppression, interpersonal conflict, poverty, immigration status, identity crises and, 

chiefly, love all play a role in a mother’s decision to lie and therefore conceal part of herself 

from her child. Recognizing these factors forced me to abandon my preconceived notions of lies 

as universally wrong and immoral. Through the stories of Celeste, Jane, Elena, Bebe, Polly, Mia, 

and Stella, I learned to see lies as acts of survival, self-preservation, and care; in the face of 

people and systems attempting to strip these women of their autonomy, lies become means 

through which they can take back control of their lives and maintain their maternal identities.  

I also wanted my project to investigate the effects of lies on the mother-child relationship. 

I sought answers to questions such as how much do mothers need to tell their children and how 

do children young and old process the exposure of truths and lies? Again, I found these 

questions lacked universal answers. In reading Big Little Lies, Little Fires Everywhere, The 

Leavers, and The Vanishing Half, as well as my theoretical texts, I realized the toll that one’s lies 

takes on one’s children largely depends on a myriad of factors such as the child’s age, the 

magnitude of the lie, the way it comes to light, and the extent to which the mother takes 

accountability for her actions. For example, given their young age and their relative distance 

from their mothers’ lies, Celeste’s and Jane’s children remain relatively unscathed at the end of 
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Big Little Lies, while Izzy, Pearl, Deming, and Kennedy struggle, to various degrees, to forgive 

their mothers’ dishonesty and mend their shattered senses of self. Still, these novels do offer 

hope that, with time and transparency, these mothers can mend their broken relationships with 

their children. And, if their own children can forgive them or, at the very least, understand their 

motives for lying, then we, as readers and scholars and children, can come to empathize with 

these mothers for doing what they thought they had to do to survive in every sense of the word. 

Perhaps then we can extend this empathy, forgiveness, and understanding to real mothers and 

collectively work toward eliminating the forces that lead mothers to lie in the first place.  

…  

I am not a mother, but I hope to be one someday. I want the world in which I raise my 

children to be one where mothers feel truly free, where they don’t have to worry about being 

ridiculed for every little choice they make, and where they don’t have to lie or hide themselves 

away. I want the world in which I mother to be one that understands that perfect mothers don’t 

exist, but that imperfection does not equate to badness. Simply put, I want to live in a world 

where mothers can be flawed and messy with real emotions like rage and fear and sorrow, and 

still be deemed worthy of empathy, grace, and support. Regarding this last item, there’s already 

been some promising developments. On January 26, 2021, Girls Who Code took out a full-page 

advertisement in The New York Times calling on President Biden to implement a “Marshall Plan 

for Moms.” The plan, signed and supported by male and female celebrities like Gabrielle Union, 

Amy Schumer, and Steph Curry, features $2,400 monthly stimulus checks and paid family leave 

acts to help mothers get back to work during the coronavirus pandemic. The ad reads, “It’s time 

to put a dollar figure on our labor. Motherhood isn’t a favor and it’s not a luxury. It’s a job. The 
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first 100 days are an opportunity to define our values. So let’s start by valuing moms.”97 In the 

four months since the ad came out, there has been very little movement on the Marshall Plan for 

Moms and, because vaccinations are on the rise and schools are reopening, demand for the bill 

seems to be waning. Still, the fact that such a demand can attract national attention and earn the 

support of high-profile celebrities, athletes, and politicians gives me hope that the tide is turning 

when it comes to the societal valuation of maternal labor and care. We still have a long way to go 

when it comes to humanizing and privileging maternal voices, especially the voices of 

marginalized and BIPOC mothers, but it is my hope that as more books, television shows, films, 

and high-profile figures continue to address the nuances of the maternal experience, we will 

come to see mothers for what they truly are — not labels, not archetypes, not binaries or bearers 

of the world’s burdens, but human beings.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
97 Abrahamson, Rachel Paula. “Why Amy Schumer, Eva Longoria and more celebs want moms 
to get paid,” TODAY, 26 Jan. 2021, https://www.today.com/parents/celebrities-ask-biden-pay-
mothers-monthly-stipend-t206994. Accessed April 23, 2021.  
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