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Abstract:
The present article is a fictional representation of ‘mothering’ in
relation to Honor-shame at the backdrop of a patriarchal mindset. The
study is based on the analysis of five selected novels by Muslim writers.
Various female characters have been chosen from these novels who are
either forced into motherhood, like Mumtaz, or willing chose to mother,
like Naze and Pembe, and their life trajectories have been examined,
through descriptive qualitative approach, to reveal how patriarchal
grip on their lives exploits them through mothering to reinforce its hold
on the female body and identity. Consequently, these characters are
shown to feel alienated not only from their bodies but also from their
children. This estrangement further results in self-annihilation,
psychological, emotional as well as physical suffering for both mother
and their children. The theoretical insights for this study have been
drawn from Beauvoir (1949) and Chodorow’s (1978) works. This
research is significant as it unravels and informs women especially
those dwelling in Muslim societies, such as Pakistan, to resist and
challenge oppressive male dominancy. The findings of this research
indicate how mothering is strategically and culturally steered and
doctored to reinforce and perpetuate male dominancy.
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I. Introduction

Modern English fiction by Muslim Writers proves to be a significant canvas
offering a wide scope to explore and understand how the daily lives and lived experiences
of Muslim women are shaped by the cultural values. Mothering is one such phase in the
lives of Muslim women which is greatly explored by a range of writers from both within
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Pakistan and across the borders. The Pakistani anglophone writers such as, Mohsin
Hamid, BapsiSidhwa, KamilaShamsie along with their fellow Muslim writers such as the
Afghan based Khalid Husseini and Turkish writer ElifShafak have shed considerable
light on the topic of mothering in their fictional creations. Their characters include
mothers of all ages who are shown to be either forced into motherhood, or are willing to
mother children, are deprived of their children or are childless and even mothers who are
driven to the brink of madness in their desperate attempts to give birth to a male child.

This wide spectrum of mothers ranging from young brides such as Zaitoon to
much older women such as Naze and their life trajectories that center around mothering is
believed to be an excellent site that allows for a critical re-reading of mothering in
relation to patriarchal convergences and its repercussions for women’s mental and
physical health. Mothering is overwhelmingly rooted in the concept of honor and shame,
thereby, rendering this biologically and emotionally joyful experience as a matter of fear,
conflict, stress and anxiety for the various characters under analysis. Thus, mothering
becomes a site of conflict where male dominancy and cultural values usurp female
agency. The repercussions of this are far reaching and prove to be detrimental for the
mother-child bond which is either governed by fear and loss as in the case of Leila’s
mother or of estrangement, stress and anxiety as in the case of Mumtaz.

The novels chosen for this study include Sidhwa’sThe Pakistani Bride (1983),
Hamid’s Moth Smoke (2000),Husseini’sA Thousand Splendid Suns (2007), and
Shafaq’sHonor (2012) and Ten Minutes 38 Seconds in this Strange World (2019). Sidhwa
is of Pakistani origin, Husseini is Afghan born and Shafak is a Turkish born writer. These
writers belong to different cultures, however, what makes their fiction suitable for this
research is the underlying similarity of common Muslim origin. In addition to this,
Pakistani, Afghani and Turkish cultures are rooted in similar honor-shame driven
patriarchal structures that inform the daily lives of its people. Various female characters
shall be chosen from these novels who are either forced into motherhood, like Mumtaz,
or willing chose to mother, like Naze and Pembe, and their life trajectories shall be
examined, through descriptive qualitative approach, to reveal how patriarchal grip on
their lives exploits them through mothering to reinforce its hold on the female body and
identity. Consequently, these characters are shown to feel alienated not only from their
bodies but also from their children. This estrangement further results in self-annihilation,
psychological, emotional as well as physical suffering for both mother and their children.

Il. Literature Review

There is a rich body of literature which explores motherhood from sociological
and psychological perspective. Moreover, the fictional representations of motherhood are
also worth exploring. LeskoSek (2011) pointed out how motherhood had been strongly
linked with the essence of being a woman, who, “could represent her gender only as a
mother. Without motherhood, she turned into something completely different” (p.1).
Maternal guilt and shame have become a dominant point of concern and discussion
within the discourse on motherhood across all societies and cultures. Simpson et.all
(2003) investigated how women who were reluctant to enter into motherhood and had no
mutual understanding or shared affection with their husbands or partners experienced
greater level of pre-to-postnatal depressive symptoms. Lisset.all (2012), in their research,
used self-discrepancy theory in a cross-sectional, self-report study of mother to examine
the relationship between self-discrepancy, guilt, shame and fear of negative evaluation.
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They concluded that guilt and shame were not only linked with maternal self-discrepancy
but in women who harbored a greater fear of negative evaluation this relationship
escalated as opposed to those mothers who had lower fear of negative evaluation (p.2).

Vogt-William  (2019) investigates shame and honor in diaspora in
Sanghera’sShame trilogy. She explores how shame and honor, “operate as technologies
of power that police south Asian Women’s sexuality and desire” (p.341). This article
supports that honor-shame discourses are weaved into the “matrix of patriarchal
authority” (p.341) and Asian people seldom question it rather, as Sanghera asserts (2009)
“it’s as though they absorb it with their mother’s milk” (p. 25). Ahmad (2014) speaking
in the same vein further asserts that, “shame becomes a domesticating feeling and a
feeling of domestication” (p.107). This finds connection with Hamid’s Mumtaz in Moth
Smoke who is domesticated through shaming and forced to keep the child. She is made to
understand that her husband’s love is conditional on her acceptance of social ideals of
being a wife and a mother.

I11. Theoretical Framework
A Nancy Chodorow’sThe Reproduction of Mothering (1978) and De Beauvoir’s

The Second Sex (1949)

Chodorow’s work makes a connection between culture, psyche, psychoanalysis
and sociology. Her postulates in this book can be grouped into the following main ideas:
Women’s understanding of themselves as heterosexual, women’s urge or desire to
mother, feminine traits specific to women and how this may help in understanding the
structure of male dominance and hopefully help to change it. According to Chodorow,
when a woman becomes a mother, her relationship with her daughter is characterized by
a recognition of similarity i.e being the same. This special connection is also
acknowledged by the daughter which becomes part of her psyche. Thus, a girls’ gender
development is bonded to her closeness with her mother. Chodorow claims that mother’s
exclusive care makes her the primary object of love and meaning for the child, (p.79).
Women are programmed at early stages for mothering as explained in the words of
Nancy Chodorow:

“Women’s capacities for mothering and abilities to get gratification from it are
strongly internalized and psychologically enforced, and are built developmentally into the
feminine psychic structure”. (Chodorow, 1978, p. 39). Speaking in the context of
mothering, De Beauvoir, clearly states the significance of mothering for the lives of
women in the following words, “It is through motherhood that woman fully achieves her
physiological destiny; that is her “natural” vocation, since her whole organism is directed
towards the perpetuation of the species” (p.597). However, patriarchal oppressions, male
dominance and social expectations unfortunately deprive women of the joys of
mothering, making it a challenging experience, controlled and centered towards male
desire. Consequently, as shall be demonstrated by the examination of the life trajectories
of the various characters, women in such circumstances almost always have a troubled
relationship with their children, driven by fear, anger, resentment and revenge. Beauvoir
highlights the dangers of this in the following words:

“The great risk present for the infant is that the mother to whom he is tied and
bound is almost always an unfulfilled woman: sexually she is frigid or unsatisfied,;
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socially she feels inferior to man; she has no hold on the world or the future; she will try
to compensate for her frustrations through the child”. (1949, p.632)

This fear expressed by Beauvoir rings true as various female characters
experience a troubled relationship with their children due to patriarchal intervention,
pressure and unjust meddling by men. The consequent abandonment of or estrangement
from the child carry devastating effects for children who, as Chodorow explains, “may
become mildly depressed, generally withdrawn, psychotically unable to relate, totally
apathetic and, in extreme cases, may even die (p.33)”. The male dominance and the
consequent female oppression can cause more harm than mere abandonment of or
estrangement from children by the mother. It may result in emotional as well as physical
violence against the child mostly as a revenge for all the sufferings the women had to go
through. Beauvoir (1949) beautifully sums this in the following words, “A mother who
beats her child does not only beat the child, in a way she is taking her vengeance on man,
on the world, or on herself (p.632).”

The above presented argument becomes even more complex when the concept
of mothering is over shadowed and intertwined with honor-shame. In other words, in
most Muslim societies, that are patriarchal in nature, to mother a male child is seen a
matter of honor as opposed to shame for the birth of the female child, especially if it is
second or third girl in the family. This honor-shame paradigm so strongly informs the
lives of these mothers that it may lead to psychological complexes, as Beauvoir argues in
the context of Freud’s argument, that mother, as a woman, feels inferior and ashamed
because of biological lacking (penis), she finds her fulfillment through a son that she
wants to be "hers." She encourages him to grow aggressive, selfish and greedy”. She
further remarks that such mothers, “usually put their strongest hope in their son; from the
first scream of the newborn, she has waited for this day when he will hand out all the
treasures the father was never able to satisfy her with” (p.711).

1V. Analysis
A. The Pakistani Bride

Miriam, from Sidhwa’sThe Pakistani Bride, is a middle-aged woman who is
childless and thus her life is marred by a constant fear that her husband, Nikka, will take
another wife. Nikka introduces his wife to his friend, Qasim, in the following words,
“She is barren. Women are strange. | know she cries her eyes out thinking 1 will get
myself another wife” (p.37). Furthermore, Nikka’s confession of sexually exploiting
Hindu childless women during the holy Spring Puja in Banaras, in the guise of a Brahmin
Priest as he recounts, “Childless women flock to the temple to invoke Shiva’s pity and
assistance...You can do with them what you like” (p. 37) reveals the helpless plight and
vulnerability of women caught in the desperate desire to have children. However, with
the arrival of Zaitoon, a young girl rescued and adopted by Qasim, as he flees the 1947
partition violence into Lahore, Miriam finds a daughter to ‘mother’ as soon as these new
neighbors settle near them. Interestingly, Qasim too trusts Miriam’s mothering ability
way more than his own. Consequently, Zaitoon is often entrusted to Miriam who instructs
her in the arts of household chores. She plays the role of a surrogate mother instructing
and teaching her socially approved womanly roles. Zaitoon is slowly awakened to a
world where women are always seen busily engaged in childbearing and child rearing,
“Entering their dwellings was like stepping into gigantic wombs; the fecund, fetid, world
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of mothers and babies” (p.55). Zaitoon happily begins to participate in helping her friends
clean, dress and feed their siblings.

Zaitoon’s initial lessons into ‘mothering’ prove insufficient to explain the bigger
reality that defines the harsh lives of Muslim women. Stuck in an unwanted marriage to
Sakhi, Qasim’s nephew in the mountains, a few years later, Zaitoon too begins to yearn
for a child so that she may be allowed to travel back to her father in Lahore. To mother a
child is the only option for Zaitoon to escape her husband’s tribe where women lived a
harsh life, “Zaitoon knew it took nine months for the child to come. She was sure to have
a child by then” (p.175). This feeble hope which Zaitoon desperately held onto began to
waver as she witnesses her husband Sakhi beating his mother, Hamida, on a slightest
pretext.

Hamida, an old withered woman whose young body had eventually eroded due
to multiple pregnancies and childbearing haunted Zaitoon as she feared a similar fate.
Hamida, had lost count of how many children she had born. Hamida recalls her three
dead sons who had been killed by the opposing tribes to assuage their hurt egos or
reclaim lost honor. However, her maternal sufferings, pinning for her sons, and her pain
of losing her sons is hardly noticed. Hamida voices her suffering in the following words,
“the weight of each child in her body for nine months, the excruciating pain, drudgery,
sweat: and scant years later, the heartbreak, when one by one, each of her sons was
carried home on a crude stretcher, swinging from the men’s shoulders” (p.191). Hamida,
a toothless old haggard woman can only silently watch as men driven by revenge
continue to play their honor killings to nurse their hurt male egos. Another incident from
this novel makes Zaitoon realize how little control a mother has over her children in this
tribal world who can even beat their mothers with no regard to her motherly position, no
respect for her love and status. As once when Sakhi was beating Zaitoon and Hamida ran
to save her, Sakhi was furious and began to beat his own mother, “Hamida coward under
the raised stick. The blow caught her shoulder. She scrambled like a crab down the
sloping terrain” (p.172). The fictional representations of mothers in this novel through the
characters of Miriam, Zaitoon and Hamida clearly show how women keenly yearn for
mothering, and mothering is closely associated and accepted as womanly role. However,
mothers who raise their children are allowed little control over them and in certain cases
may even be victimized mostly by their sons.

B. “I am a Monster”: Mumtaz’s Maternal Conflict in Moth Smoke

Mumtaz, from Hamid’s Moth Smoke, is a Pakistani American who falls in love
with Orangzaib, commonly known as Ozi in the novel. Their initial years of marriage
were centered around partying and marry making, “We were growing together, and | was
happy. Then I got pregnant... I told Ozi about it sadly, because I’d decided to have an
abortion.” (p.150). As evident, Mumtaz’s ensuing pregnancy is undesired. One of the
probable reasons could be her own childhood experience of an abusive father who
tortured her mother. Consequently, her own news of becoming a mother scares her rather
than exciting her. Ozi at this point sheds away the modern liberal persona he had been
carrying and emerges as a typical patriarchal man by emotionally exploiting Mumtaz and
pushing her to keep this pregnancy. Mumtaz expresses, “he was ecstatic. I’d never seen
him so happy. He told me I had to think about it for a week. And he did something I still
haven’t forgiven him for: he told his mother. (p.150). Consequently, Mumtaz is shamed
for not being happy with her pregnancy and made to feel further ashamed for wanting to
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kill her unborn child by both her husband and mother-in-law. Mumtaz’s mental conflict
can be clearly seen as she says,

“I felt guilty. More than that, | felt selfish. | tried to convince myself that I
wanted a child as well, that childbirth was an expression of female power, that it would
make our bond even stronger”. (p.150)

Mumtaz’s ensuing mental conflict subsides as she reluctantly decides to keep the
child considering it, “a martyrdom, sacrificing myself for something noble” (p.151).
However, this pregnancy proves to be an emotionally draining and challenging phase for
her as, Mumtaz expresses, “most mothers glow when they are pregnant, I sweated”
(p.151). Her life becomes grimmer with the arrival of their son, Muazzam. Mumtaz
noticed she had not only drifted away from her self but Ozi had too created an emotional
void. As a mother and as a wife she catered to the needs of both men in her life, nurturing
the son and sexually appeasing the husband with Mumtaz being nowhere in between. She
ceased to exist for Ozi as he seldom spoke to her about herself, “we just played with the
baby, watched the baby and screwed. When we did talk it was always about Muazzam”
(p.152). Mumtaz feels her body as a source that provided energy to both men yet this
constant depletion of energy was not being replaced in anyway. Interestingly, her role as
a mother so overwhelms her being that even her husband pretended to be like a child
during their sexual encounters as Mumtaz is horrified to experience, “Ozi began drinking
my milk and talking like a little boy when we made love” (p.152). Motherhood and
mothering for Mumtaz overshadows, usurping her identity, leaving her voiceless, the
repercussions of which manifests themselves in the form of her lack of attachment to her
son. As Mumtaz expresses, “My son, my baby, my little Janoo, my one and only: I felt
nothing for him. No wonder, no joy, no happiness. Nothing...I was a monster, but [
didn’t want to be (pp.152-153).

Mumtaz’s postnatal depression aggravates as she is again emotionally
pressurized to leave her job to look after her son. It is here that Mumtaz again witnesses
how Ozi, being a man, succeeds in making her play the ‘mothering role’ culturally
assigned to her as her duty of selfless love and sacrifice. This subtle working of male
dominancy never fails to leave its mark on Mumtaz’s psyche who drifts further away
from the two men in her life, “Ozi had found my weak spot...he now knew he could
make me do things that I didn’t want to. And that’s an awful power to give one person in
a relationship” (p.153). Her life becomes suffocating as she continues to ‘provide for’ the
men in her life. It seems she was caught in a relationship where more was ‘to give’ and
less or nothing to take. As she voices this situation in the following words, “Ozi still
came to me when he needed to be held and comforted, and | was so lonely that | was
grateful for the opportunity. But my resentment grew. | had two selfish children on my
hands, and they were making me miserable” (p.153). This suggests that Mumtaz ends up
‘mothering’ not only her son but also performs a symbolic mothering role for her
husband as well.

The repercussions of Mumtaz’s ‘troubled mothering’ initially find expression
through emotional withdrawal, depression, and silent suffering which later find a fuller
expression in the form of physical and emotional abandonment of her son in the care of a
nanny and an extra-marital affair with Ozi’s best friend, Daru. Her secret writing as a
journalist, under a male pseudonym of Manto, is another attempt at regaining her voice
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and agency as she begins to discover herself through writing. This takes place after
shifting to Pakistan, which is again Ozi’s decision. Interestingly, as Mumtaz discloses to
Daru that she has left her son with a nanny and does not feel any attachment to him and
would even like to disappear from his life, Daru responds by saying that, “wouldn’t be
very motherly of you” (p.131). The irony and hypocrisy of male psyche becomes evident
here that Daru considers it ok to sleep with the wife of his friend but frowns at Mumtaz’s
suggestion of leaving her son claiming it not ‘motherly’. One may question his own
manliness amidst his immoral involvement with his friends’ wife. It also reinforces the
sacredness associated with mothering which is seldom forgiven even by men like Daru
who have no qualms in sleeping with other women.

C. A Thousand Splendid Suns

Centered on two Afghan women, Miriam and Leila, this novel offers a
multidimensional love narrative that specifically focuses on the multiple struggles these
women have to face in a war-ravaged patriarchal Afghan society. Miriam, labelled as
‘harami’, as mentioned in the novel, due to her illegitimate birth is forced into early
marriage, to a much older man. This marriage turns sour and brutal. Leila, a younger
woman, educated and hoping to have a better future as compared to Miriam is also
tragically brought under the same roof by the turn of events which force her to marry
Rasheed, Miriam’s husband. Leila, pregnant with her lover, Tariq’s child marries
Rasheed in order to escape shame and humiliation.

Miriam’s own mother, Nana, had lived a similar life shrouded in shame for
committing adultery. Miriam, her illegitimate daughter, becomes a symbolic
representation of her shame. The young Miriam is subjected to verbal abuse of being
called ‘a worthless harami’ which her young mind, at the tender age of five, is unable to
fathom. Miriam’s passing days are constantly guided by her mother’s valuable lessons
into the male superiority as opposed to female vulnerabilities, “Like a compass needle
that points north, a man's accusing finger always finds a woman. Always. You remember
that, Mariam" (p.3). Her mother introduces and inculcates in her a very lowly self-image,
rooted in an acute sense of shame, driven by hostility and aggressiveness.

All of the women characters in this novel are shown to be indulged with
‘mothering’ one way or the other. Miriam after her marriage with Rasheed miscarries
multiple times leading to despair as Rasheed begins to resent not having a son. Her
inability to carry a child does not sound surprising given that her childhood and her own
experience with her mother was in no way an encouraging bond. Leila’s own mother is
seen as depressed and alienated for losing two of her sons in the Army. Leila’s childhood
had been hugely influenced by her father. It may not be wrong to assert that he ‘mothers’
her thereby Leila’s strength of character symbolically reflects her father’s confident
upbringing as opposed to Miriam’s miserable self-worth owing to her mother’s teaching
her to accept, reconcile, adjust and sacrifice. This clearly resonates Chodorow’s idea
where she questions that both men and women have ‘mothering capabilities’ so why is
‘mothering’ considered to be a female responsibility only. This proves risky as through
mothering women usually repeat their own past and learning, instilling the same values
they learned at the hands of patriarchal society. In this way they play a significant role in
perpetuating and reinforcing the oppressive male dominated patriarchal code which
repeats like a cyclic process.
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D. Mothering Honor, Mothering Shame: Shafak’sHonor

Naze, in Shafak’s Honor, represents a Turkish counterpart to the Afghani Nana.
Whereas as Nana is ashamed and resents her illegitimate daughter, Naze in Honor is
ashamed of having only daughters.Naze is unable to develop an emotional bond with her
daughters. She treats her daughters severely and even beats them, “Naze smacked them
with the thin wooden rod in her kitchen. Never on their faces - a girl’s beauty was her
dowry - but on their backs and bottoms.” (p.15). Naze severely teaches her daughters
never to defy their future husbands and to be submissive to them. She inculcates it into
their minds that they have to bear all marital abuse without giving a thought to quit their
men under any circumstances, “No daughter of mine will abandon her husband, if she
does, | will beat the hell out of her, even if I am dead by then. | will come back as a
ghost” (p.11).

Naze’s valuable lessons to her daughters are so severely cemented in their
psyches that they silently succumb to male oppression later in their lives. For instance,
Naze’s daughter, Pembe, moves to live in London with her husband Adem. Pembe
silently bears all the burden of household chores in addition to earning for the house
whereas Adem starts living with Roxana, a bar dancer. Shame in Honor is deeply and
inextricably linked with the lives of women, especially mothers.

Pembe’s life trajectory remains the most significant in this novel as she
‘mothers’ honor and shame whilst upbringing her son. For instance, Pembe, surges with
pride as her first born is a son as opposed to her own mother, Naze, who dies a bloody
death during the delivery of her ninth daughter. Pembe recalls how her mother became
delusional and amidst bloody agony of a difficult delivery kept screaming, “Cut me, you
bitch! Take him out. It’s a baby boy don’t you see.’? (p.19). Naze’s desperate cries speak
volumes of the grim reality where women are driven to even abandon their bodies,
completely considering them as tools to facilitate the arrival of a male child into this
world.

Whereas most of the mothers analyzed so far have been shown to mother
daughters with an acute sense of shame, passivity and humbleness, Pembe, is shown to
mother her son, Iskander into an arrogant man much conscious of the honor-shame code
prevalent in the traditional Turkish society. Pembe very much like Hamida in The
Pakistani Bride, has an insecure sense of self. She tries to hide behind the male image of
her son whom she always calls ‘my Sultan’ and ‘my lion’. When Iskender is circumcised
she feels honored to be the mother of a man, “How proud she was that her little boy was
becoming a man.” (p.26). She encourages him to be masochistic. When she comes to
know that Iskender has made a gang and is bullying around, she does not discourage him
instead she feels proud, as Iskender notes, “but she only looked at me long and hard and I
think I saw a trace of pride in her eyes” (p.165). This trace of pride in her eyes is seldom
seen for her daughter, Esma. In fact, Pembe reproduces the mother she learned as a girl
from her mother as she rears her daughter. Pembe is equally obsessed with the virginity
of her daughter and subconsciously repeats the mothering pattern of Naze. “It would be
many ironies of pembe’s life that the things she hated to hear from Naze she would repeat
to her daughter, Esma, word for word, years later in England” (p.16).

This analysis finds connection with Chodorow’s argument that, “mothers treat
sons as differentiated beings but daughters as extensions of themselves because of their
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gender similarity or otherness” (p.82-83). In Pembe’s case, she sees her son an
autonomous being and understands that his maleness grants him an esteemed position in
the society therefore, she encourages his egoistic, rude and rash behavior as opposed to
her daughter Esma. It shows that time and place cannot change the destiny of women if
the mothering pattern is not altered through a change in women’s psyche. The poignant
irony of Pembe’s inculcation of honor-shame code into her young son’s mind becomes
evident as he is provoked to murder his own mother as he learns of her secret friendship
with llyas. Interestingly, he seldom displays such murderous intentions for his father who
is in relationship with a bar dancer and has completely abandoned his family to live with
her. Pembe’s pitiable plight reflects Hamida’s situation whose son Sakhi has no qualms
about beating his mother to assert his manliness, just as Iskander feels killing his mother
is the only punishment to restore the family honor. Both Hamida and Pembe were
programmed to infuse this honor driven arrogance in their sons being naively unaware
that are in a way making a rod for their own backs.

E. 10 Minutes 38 Seconds in This Strange World

This novel begins with Binnaz and Suzan, two wives of Haroun, who marries for
the second time as his first wife, Suzan, was unable to have a child, thus failing to bring
honor to him. However, this fairly common situation takes a graver turn when Haroun
decides to take his first-born daughter, Leila from her mother, Binnaz, and hands it to
Suzan. This decision devastates Binnaz who listens in horror as Haroun informs her of his
plan, ‘We’ll give this baby to Suzan... Let Suzan raise her. She’ll do an excellent job.
You and I will make more children” (p.22). Interestingly, Haroun decides to keep one
wife for biologically conceiving and producing children whereas the other wife for
performing the ‘mothering’ role. Binnaz is further tormented as she learns that she is not
only being deprived of her child but also of the privilege of being called a mother as she
questions, “And who will my daughter call Mummy? What difference does that make?
Suzan can be Mummy. You’ll be Auntie” (p.22). Haroun makes it sound very casual
overlooking Binnaz’s emotional pinning for her daughter.

Being deprived of her child, Binnaz is hurled into a huge mental conflict that
leave deep scars on her psyche as she begins to cry not due to anger or disappointment
but, “of resignation, of the kind of defeat that is tantamount to a loss of greater faith”
(p.25). Binnaz is hugely disappointed with her husband who denies her to own her child
and ‘mother’ her, love her and care for her. Binnaz’s helpless plight bears a startling
resemblance with Mumtaz in Moth Smoke who similarly loses faith in her husband after
his sly coaxing her into keeping the baby. Men in both situations by depriving or
forcefully pushing women into childbirth leave women emotionally wounded which
never heal. The remaining life of Binnaz in the novel is presented as a silent suffering,
emotionally detached and alienated as stated, “Her womb, her mind, this
house...everything felt hollowed and dried up. Everything but her sour, swollen breasts,
leaking rivulets of milk” (P.27). The flowing milk which refuses to dry up is perhaps the
symbolic representation of her urge and desire to ‘mother’ that overwhelms herself. This
desire to mother and own her child grows within Binnaz with the passing years and forces
her to confide in Leila the true nature of their relationship, “I am the one who gave birth
to you...If they find out that I’ve told you they will send me back to the village or maybe
lock me up in a mental hospital” (p.41-42). This can be seen as a feeble attempt to
reclaim her right of ‘motherhood’ in the eyes of her child that had been forcefully taken
away from her by her husband. Leila becomes upset and suspicious on learning this new
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piece of information. Though she is more inclined towards disbelieving Binnaz due to
Binnaz’s marginalized position in the house where she is often disregarded as insane,
foolish and mad. However, it hurls Leila into deep confusion.

V. Conclusions

The various life trajectories of the female characters as examined here reveal
how their bodies and reproductive abilities are used by men in their favor. It also reflects
how ‘mothering’ is linked with honor-shame paradigm further complicating this
emotional journey for women who must perform their mothering duties even at the cost
of personal freedom and self-respect. As shown women not only become the victim of
honor-shame code but actively play a crucial role in instilling similar notions of male
superiority into their children. Consequently, such women play a vital role in reinforcing
the patriarchal grip on women in general and mothers in specific. The various characters
are shown to feel alienated from their own bodies and end up abandoning or harming
their children as shame and guilt push them to extreme levels of depression. Mothering is
thus presented as a vulnerable and ambivalent site that is mostly and easily exploited by
patriarchy thus depriving women of the joys of motherhood. This systematic infiltration
of mothering as a means of propagating honor-shame ideologies proves detrimental for
both mothers and children. For women to reclaim their joys of mothering as a liberating
and power enabling experience, it is important that women should resist and challenge
honor-shame association with motherhood and mothering.
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