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國立政治大學英國語文學系碩士班 

碩士論文提要 

 

論文名稱：瑪莎．諾曼《晚安，母親》中的家庭權力與反抗 

指導教授：姜翠芬先生 

研究生：陳彥臻 

論文提要內容： 

  在二十世紀，女性依然受到家庭與社會中父權意識形態的壓迫。核心家庭的

孤立不僅使其擁有更多隱私，也導致家庭成員與親朋好友們隔離。此外，在父權

社會的性別分工之下，女性於職場中通常位居劣勢並被隔離至家庭領域中。因此

女性――尤其是母親――被迫負責家務工作與照顧家庭，包括養育孩子的重責大

任。依賴科學的養育方法與母親角色的理想化同時造成母親受限於家庭環境與養

育孩子過程，並為其所苦。 

  本篇論文旨在探討《晚安，母親》中塞爾瑪囿於家庭與養育孩子的過程，受

苦的同時也壓迫潔西，但兩人皆反抗父權的壓迫。在獨自撫養患有癲癇的女兒之

過程中，塞爾瑪無可避免受到父權意識形態宰制的養育標準所壓迫，最終在這樣

的過程裡變得被動消極。為了達成養育孩子的標準，她被迫將附和此標準的特定

價值強加於潔西身上，並導致潔西在養育過程中受到傷害。然而，塞爾瑪和潔西

或多或少透過顯著或細微的想法與行動反抗壓迫的困境。相較於塞爾瑪只在女兒

將自盡的這個夜晚表達對於自己不幸婚姻的真實感受，潔西則透過自身養育孩子

時的獨立思考、對於家庭與婚姻的不同態度、甚至是自殺的最終手段，持續反抗

父權意識形態並奪回自主權。 
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Abstract 

     In the twentieth century, women are still oppressed by patriarchal ideology in 

the family and in society. The isolation of nuclear family not only leads to more 

privacy in the family but also makes family members isolated from their relatives and 

friends. In addition, under the sexual division of labor, women are usually 

disadvantaged in workplace and segregated into the domestic sphere in the patriarchal 

society. As a result, women, especially mothers, are forced to be responsible for the 

domestic work and taking care of the family, especially childrearing. At the same time, 

the scientific ways of mothering and the idealization of mother’s role influence 

mother, and therefore she suffers from the confined domestic environment and the 

process of mothering.  

     This thesis argues that in ’night, Mother, Thelma is victimized in such restricted 

condition in the family and her mothering process, and her suffering eventually leads 

to Jessie’s oppression, but both of them also fight against the patriarchal oppression. 

During the process of raising her epileptic daughter alone, Jessie, Thelma is inevitably 

oppressed by the standard of mothering reinforced by the patriarchal ideology and 

eventually passively engaged in the process of mothering. In order to reach the 

standard, she is compelled to impose certain values upon Jessie, who consequently 

suffers from Thelma’s damaging mothering. However, to a greater or lesser extent 

both Thelma and Jessie resist the repressive predicament through minor or significant 

thoughts and actions. While Thelma only expresses her true feeling towards her 

unhappy marriage that night, Jessie has endeavored to fight against the patriarchal 

ideology through her independent thinking revealed in mothering, her attitudes 
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towards family and marriage, and her ultimate action of obtaining her autonomy by 

committing suicide. 

 

Keywords: Marsha Norman, ’night, Mother, mothering, domestic power, patriarchal 

ideology, resistance 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 

     Born in 1947 in Louisville, Kentucky, Marsha Norman is an American 

playwright whose works include stage plays, novels, and screenplays for film and 

television. Darryll Grantley claims that “[Norman] is at her best in plays which focus 

on women, and in these she shows herself capable of rendering very powerfully the 

crises of identity which arise from the position of her women imprisoned in a social 

structure dominated by patriarchal power and values” (143). Following Norman’s 

previous plays, Getting Out and Third and Oak: The Laundromat, which both “focus 

on women characters” and “chart the possibilities (limited, but real) of female 

autonomy within the confines of a patriarchal society” (Spencer, Psycho-drama 

365), ’night, Mother, her fifth play concentrating on mother-daughter relationship, 

continues to represent the adversity of women’s oppression and resistance in the 

patriarchal society. 

     First premiered in 1982 and later won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama in 

1983, ’night, Mother has been translated and performed worldwide (Miller 995; Paige 

393), and it is probably the most well-known and widely acknowledged play by 

Norman. The play begins with a normal Saturday night, a mother and a daughter in an 

ordinary house. Thelma Cates, the mother, is eating her favorite cupcake and waiting 

for her manicure which is usually done by her daughter, Jessie, now keeping finding 

what she needs in the house. She asks Thelma where Daddy’s gun is, and later 

announces that she will commit suicide that night. Jessie’s declaration shocks Thelma, 

who disbelieves Jessie’s words at first. While Jessie does the preparation for her 

departure step by step, Thelma comes to realize that Jessie is serious, and her attitude 

changes into supplication. She tries every way to have Jessie give up her mind; a long 
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conversation between mother and child progresses, and more answers to Jessie’s 

doubts about the family are revealed through their talk. However, after telling the 

truth, Thelma only discovers that these answers do not help solve the 

problem―finally she fails to save Jessie from suicide, and the play ends with the gun 

shot and Thelma’s deep sorrow. 

     The themes shown in ’night, Mother sometimes remind people of its 

outstanding ancestors in drama history, but at the same time it proves itself as an 

incomparable contemporary work as well. Leslie Kane compares Norman with 

several contemporary male playwrights, including Samuel Beckett and Anton 

Chekhov, whose plays share the same themes with Norman’s―such as survival and 

seriousness in Samuel Beckett’s works (255), yet Kane concludes that “none of these 

men focuses as sharply as Norman does on mothering nor offers as many portraits of 

mother and child” (256). Spencer also indicates that ’night, Mother “foregrounds 

issues of female identity and female autonomy, [and] focuses on the mother-daughter 

relationship” (Psycho-drama 365). “Mother and daughter” and the relationship 

between the two are important themes in ’night, Mother. However, the images of 

mother and daughter are altered and cannot even be considered “normal.” 

Traditionally mother passes life on to daughter, who lives after mother ages and dies, 

but now daughter turns out to be the one who “chooses” to die first. Moreover, while 

“the image of a mother with her daughter has historically evoked a sense of domestic 

peace” (Kundert-Gibbs 47), the image of mother and daughter depicted in ’night, 

Mother is not a typical one that audience can perceive a sense of peacefulness. In fact, 

the daughter and the mother are struggling with each other throughout the play: Jessie 

is resolved to commit suicide, and Thelma desperately tries her best to save her 

daughter’s life. The daughter’s resolution is in contrast to the mother’s effort to rescue 

the daughter. Jessie’s and Thelma’s actions both display one’s autonomy and the 
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controlling power over one’s life. Their “desire to control” is so strong that it attracts 

my attention, and therefore reveals another crucial theme hidden behind the form of 

the play and may provide a different perspective on finding the reason why Jessie is 

oppressed. 

     To thrust the confined condition upon the female characters in ’night, Mother, 

Norman sets the whole play in a minimalistic form. In this one-act play without 

intermission, only two characters appear on stage, and the stage design is reduced into 

a country house in which the whole performance takes place. From the beginning to 

the end, Jessie and Thelma are limited within their house, and even “Jessie’s departure 

is ultimately to another part of the house” (Spencer, Psycho-drama 366). Thus, the 

house on the stage is an important image; it not only represents the family but also 

symbolizes the prison for Jessie and Thelma. In other words, family, the most ancient 

institution constructed by human beings, is the space where domestic power is 

performed and which restricts Jessie and Thelma. In an interview with David Savran, 

Norman mentions that “[southern writers] share the notion that you cannot escape 

your family. You can’t escape where you were born, who you were born to and what 

you’ve inherited” (183). The author believes that “This is a southern version of fate” 

while “northern, urban writers have the notion . . . that you can sort of make up the 

past as you go along, you can find new family” (183). For Norman, family is the fate 

that every person has to bear for life; in ’night, Mother, family is the starting point and 

the destination of Jessie’s life. Therefore, I consider family a crucial theme while I 

attempt to explore the repression of Jessie and Thelma. 

     According to Oxford English Dictionary, family is “a group of people 

consisting of one set of parents and their children” (“family, n. and adj.”).With the 

concern for the themes―especially the family―mentioned above, I find that during 

the conversation between mother and daughter in ’night, Mother, the father and the 
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son, even not present, still exert their influence on the two female characters. Jessie 

complains about her brother, Dawson, invading her privacy, and Thelma is anxious 

about her inability to control Jessie’s action while her husband never seemed to show 

such emotion and action of control when he was alive. Thelma’s reaction here shows 

that she monopolizes the authority over her children, the power and duties solely 

possessed and taken by the mother in the family―namely, from the traditional 

perspective, the mothering responsibilities. What is the exact reason why Jessie 

commits suicide? Why does she have to choose such “abnormal” action to end her life 

(Spencer, Psycho-drama 366)? Why is Thelma the only parent worried about the 

children? Is her mothering the possible reason for Jessie’s unnatural action to end her 

life earlier? It is in the vein of Thelma’s “unusual” anxiety and the “different” 

rationale held by Jessie that I wish to probe into the real reasons behind Jessie’s 

suicide within such minimalistic play. 

 

Literature Review 

     The critiques on ’night, Mother mainly focus on the mother-daughter 

relationship, especially on the discussion of female autonomy and female identity. 

Many critics consider Jessie’s decision to commit suicide as her means to attain 

autonomy. Leslie Kane points out that Norman’s play “dramatizes the personal crises 

of ordinary people struggling to have a self and be a self” (255). The whole play is the 

process in which Jessie gains the control of her life. Sally Browder recognizes Jessie’s 

suicide as “a repudiation of her mother’s choice” (110), a power which finally 

separates the mother and the daughter (113). Before the separation, Jessie and Thelma 

are in “a relationship of symbiotic entrapment” (Browder 154); however, Jessie’s 

suicide can be regarded as “a positive choice” and the control over her own life 

(Browder 157), even though Darryll Grantley thinks that the play “fails to challenge 
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or subvert the dominant patriarchal ideology” (158). Although both mother and 

daughter are trapped in the house and their relationship, they are able to be freed 

through Jessie’s action in the end of the play, which John Kundert-Gibbs considers as 

“a positive step toward liberation” (61). 

     Some critics discuss female autonomy through the analysis of symbols in ’night, 

Mother. Linda Ginger Brown discusses the image of kitchen and considers hunger as 

the search for “sustenance and nurturance” (72). In ’night, Mother, Jessie hungers for 

“a cohesive self” and “a sense of personal autonomy” (Brown 73), but Thelma fails to 

satisfy Jessie’s appetite and to recognize her daughter as a separated, autonomous 

adult (Brown 77). Although the problem of mother and daughter’s contradictory lives 

has not been solved in the play, Jessie’s suicide is a success revealing her own 

decision of the food which nourishes her (Brown 84). Linda Robrer Paige compares 

Thelma’s friend’s―Agnes’―action of burning her house and Jessie’s suicide, the 

deconstruction of the metaphorical house of her own (396). Paige affirms Jessie’s 

suicide as a success that “[o]n one level, the destruction of real houses symbolically 

represents women’s fiery response to patriarchy (which ‘imprisons’ them within the 

confines of the ‘house’). On another level, the destruction of the ‘house,’ at least in 

Jessie’s case, signals women’s rebellion against patriarchy’s claim to her body” (396). 

     Jessie’s suicide is usually deemed as the ultimate method and action to attain 

and to prove her autonomy, and even as her “triumph” that “with the final gun shot, 

Jessie assumes control over her life” (Brown 73; 84), but nevertheless both praises 

and attacks exist among critics. Feminist critics approve of the revelation of female 

entrapment in the patriarchal society but also disapprove of suicide as the resolution 

to solve the problem (Demastes 109). From another perspective, the problem Jessie 

faces is so intractable that she cannot help but opt to commit suicide, an extreme and 

painful way, to end “it all” (Norman 22). As Sally Browder indicates that ’night, 
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Mother “is about the problem and the elusiveness of autonomy, one of the stages on 

which the drama of human development unfolds” (110), she continues to analyze the 

maturation of human being from the psychological and psychoanalytical viewpoints. 

In The Reproduction of Mothering: Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of Gender, 

Nancy Chodorow adopts psychoanalytical theories to explain the psychological 

development of children and the relationship with their mother. Mother-daughter 

relationship is different from mother-son relationship. While a mother sees her son as 

an individual and tends to have him develop his autonomy, she identifies with 

daughter and considers her as her own extension (108-9). On the other hand, by 

adopting Chodorow’s theory, Sally Browder analyzes that while a boy develops his 

identity by differentiating himself from the mother, a girl keeps her connection with 

the mother, “the model for [her] female identity” (111). Therefore, it is more difficult 

for daughter to develop a sense of self―what Jessie wants to obtain for life. 

Conversely, it is also difficult for mother to see her daughter as an independent person, 

not her extension. 

     Daughter’s dependency upon her mother will lead to her own struggle when she 

wants to “develop an adequate sense of meaning and autonomy” (Browder 111). 

Consequently, both mother and daughter struggle in their relationship (Browder 

111-12), and so do Jessie and Thelma. Jessie wants to separate herself from Thelma in 

order to attain autonomy by committing suicide, but Thelma cannot let Jessie kill 

herself because her daughter is her own extension. “Thelma faces losing a part of her 

self, her daughter” (Brown 76). Linda Kintz also proposes that according to Luce 

Irigaray, both mother and daughter look like each other; looking at each other is like 

seeing herself in the mirror (Irigaray 61). The doubleness eventually results in the 

impossible separation of the two and also Thelma’s great pain (Kintz 227). 

     Jenny S. Spencer also adopts psychoanalysis theories in her critique to find the 
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answer to her observation that there is an astonishing difference between the 

responses to the play from men and women respectively during the discussion after 

the performance, and to explain why and how the catharsis works on the female 

viewers rather than on the male viewers. Since Jessie, as a daughter, generally 

identifies with Thelma’s female gender to become a “normal” woman, Jessie 

inevitably has to separate herself from the image of her mother in order to obtain her 

autonomy (Spencer, Psycho-drama 369-70).The performance on the stage which 

provokes the personal experiences and the infantile complex from female viewers 

forces them to identify themselves with both Jessie and Thelma at the same time 

(Spencer, Psycho-drama 372), and finally causes pains and catharsis on female 

viewers only. 

     Moreover, Spencer indicates that the roles of Jessie and Thelma in the play are 

fluid (Psycho-drama 370). Darryll Grantley also notices that the expected 

mother-daughter relationship is reversed by Jessie’s care of her mother as well 

(154-55). By adopting Nancy Chodorow’s finding that mothers see their daughter as 

extensions of themselves (50), John Kundert-Gibbs notes that mothers tend to 

“maintain the status quo,” while daughters attempt to “move beyond their mothers’ 

views of them” (Kundert-Gibbs 57-58). Within the closed space of a house full of 

repeated daily routines, Jessie and Thelma are in a revolution in which Jessie takes 

care of her mother and Thelma is like a child when she is with her daughter 

(Kundert-Gibbs 59). In terms of symbolic meaning, life and death in the play are also 

revolved as Jessie wants to commit suicide while Thelma shows her strong will of 

living on (Kundert-Gibbs 59-60).  

     Except female autonomy, female identity, the struggle in mother-daughter 

relationship, and the revolved roles of mother and daughter, the discussion of 

mothering responsibilities and adversity are still outside the main focus of the 
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critiques. Sally Browder points out that Thelma is responsible for believing that she 

alone “could provide everything” Jessie needs and for her failure to achieve it 

(Browder 112). Linda Ginter Brown also infers that “Thelma assumes, as a mother, it 

must be her fault if her daughter refuses the food proffered” (78-79). In terms of the 

maternal protection, Leslie Kane comments that Thelma chooses to conceal the truth 

about the epilepsy in order to protect Jessie, but her protection results from “her own 

shame and guilt” she actually wants to deny (266). Sally Browder also indicates that 

“[m]others alter the truth in an effort to shield their daughters from what . . . may be a 

harsh reality[;] . . . however, they fail to equip their daughters to deal with reality” 

(112), and Thelma lies to Jessie in order to save her life as well. Although many critics 

have discussed and analyzed ’night, Mother on women’s oppression since its premiere, 

critics so far merely mention the stress of mothering responsibilities and its impact on 

both mother and children briefly and thus do not pay much attention on such themes 

in their analysis of ’night, Mother. 

 

My Argument 

     In this thesis, I argue that Thelma and Jessie are oppressed under mothering 

responsibilities in the patriarchal society, and nevertheless within such severe, 

confined condition both Jessie and Thelma, whom critics merely consider as the 

subjugator of the oppression, struggle and strive to fight against the social 

environment. In the play, both Jessie and Thelma, two individuals of different 

personalities, are repressed in their relationship because of woman’s mothering 

responsibilities imposed by patriarchy. To rear a child with an incurable, lifelong 

illness, Thelma, without supports, tries her best, but her protection turns out to be the 

oppressive control over her child. Due to epilepsy and due to growing up in a family 

influenced by the sexual division of labor, Jessie fails to fulfill the expectations for 
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women in the patriarchal society. Her suicide is not only the complete separation from 

Thelma but also her rejection of the strictly disciplined roles of daughter, mother, and 

wife under patriarchy. 

     Thelma and Jessie are trapped in the house, in the consanguinity they have 

inherited and shared. Whereas the former submits to her fate, the later takes action in 

order to have her destiny change. Jessie’s declaration of her suicide is also her 

independent declaration which claims complete control over her own body and life. 

After the declaration, the house becomes the battlefield between mother and daughter. 

Thelma endeavors to regain her control of her daughter and Jessie continuously insists 

her decision. Through the conversation between mother and daughter, the problem of 

the Cates is revealed as well. Several kinds of domestic power are 

performed―between husband and wife, parents and children, and even between 

siblings―so that the power relation in the Cates family is complicated. While critics 

view Dawson as the representative of patriarchy (Burke 118) or as the power Jessie 

fights against (Spencer, Psycho-drama 368), I notice that the father seemed to be 

absent even when he was still alive, so the mother has taken the overall responsibility 

of mothering. Therefore, Thelma becomes the one in the position of authority in the 

family. Moreover, in regard to motherhood, she controls Jessie’s life and it results in 

Jessie’s repression. Unlike some critiques stating that the mother is simply a victim of 

patriarchy, I consider Thelma as not only the victim but also the victimizer and the 

accomplice, of patriarchy. She is oppressed by the mothering process first, and then 

becomes the one who has the authority in mothering and the oppressor to Jessie. 

Unconsciously she reinforces patriarchal ideology that mother should take care of her 

children; otherwise she will be regarded as an irresponsible mother. 

On the other hand, Jessie falls victim to the oppressed relationships and the 

illness. In Thelma’s house, which symbolizes family bond, she can hardly find the 
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sense of belonging or any community to support her. Jessie fails to establish a close 

relationship with other people except her late father, with whom she shares the same 

taciturn, quiet personality. Jessie’s relationship with her father contrasts sharply with 

the one she has with Thelma. With her mother, she seldom finds happiness, and her 

epilepsy only makes her fail to achieve the expectations from Thelma and her 

husband. Through the conversation with her mother, Jessie not only fights against the 

patriarchal ideologies, which define the “normal” role of woman as daughter, mother, 

and wife, but she also strives to gain her autonomy from Thelma’s control and the 

epilepsy she suffers from. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

     In order to analyze women’s oppression of mothering responsibilities in the 

patriarchal society, I will adopt feminist theories along with psychological and 

sociological theories and historical facts to read the literary text. In The Reproduction 

of Mothering, Nancy Chodorow notes that “Feminist theorists . . . early recognized 

the family as a central agent of women’s oppression as well as the major institution in 

women’s life” (13), which echoes the plight Jessie and Thelma face. Chodorow 

continues to explain that woman’s mothering is not a natural fact because “human 

behavior is not instinctually determined but culturally mediated” (14), which is 

similar to the famous quotation from The Second Sex by Simone de Beauvoir: “One is 

not born, but rather becomes, a woman” (267). Feminist literature also tends to 

consider women’s mothering as “role training or cognitive learning [which] . . . like 

other aspects of gender activity, is a product of feminine role training and role 

identification” (Chodorow 31). In short, woman’s mothering is not a genetically 

inherent characteristic but rather a becoming process culturally constructed. Although 

woman’s body is biologically for childbearing, she does not necessarily have the duty, 
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or instinct, of nurturing her child.  

Disagreeing over socialization theories by questioning why men do not rear 

children as women do, Margaret Polatnick argues that “men use their power to 

enforce the perpetuation of women’s mothering” (Chodorow 31). Therefore, women’s 

mothering “is a fundamental constituting feature of the sexual division of labor” 

(Chodorow 32). Moreover, Christine Delphy indicates that marriage is the “institution 

by which [women’s] unpaid [domestic] work is extracted from a particular category of 

the population, women-wives” (54), and the extraction is “enforced backwards by the 

marketplace in which women are at an economic disadvantage, which constitutes a 

pressure that drives women into marriage and keeps them there” (Kintz 205). This is 

the enclosed domestic environment where Jessie and Thelma are at the very beginning 

of the play. Whereas the members in the Cates family seem to be seen as the 

individuals showing up in Jessie’s and Thelma’s life by critics, I would rather view 

them as the individuals composing the family and having different roles in it, and 

from this viewpoint to analyze the power relation in the family further. 

     As for woman’s mothering responsibilities, Alison Jaggar in Feminist Politics 

and Human Nature points out that motherhood could be an alienating experience for 

women (114-15; 308). When scientists determine what the right child-rearing should 

be, mothers under great pressure without any assistance may become estranged from 

their children. Eventually, mothers will tend to deem children as their needs for love 

and recognition in society. Therefore, it becomes impossible for a mother to consider 

a child to be an individual in a community to which they also belong. I will use this 

perspective to analyze why Thelma only concerns about the right way of child-rearing 

and why she ignores Jessie’s health condition and personalities, which are unique and 

different from “normal” children. I will also employ the sociological theories to the 

alienation of Thelma’s rearing which finally results in Jessie’s depression and suicide. 
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Organization 

     This thesis is aimed to analyze female’s oppression and resistance in the family 

in the patriarchal society, and to provide another perspective to understand the reason 

of Jessie’s suicide. In chapter two, I will analyze the power relation in the Cates 

family and how the patriarchal ideology represses the mother and the children in 

mothering in order to examine Thelma’s and Jessie’s oppression. Chapter three will 

discuss how Jessie and Thelma, positively and negatively, strive to resist and fight 

against the restrictions imposed by the patriarchal society. 

     In ’night, Mother, Norman presents women’s oppression and resistance in the 

patriarchal society. Isolated in their own house and in the family, Thelma and Jessie 

are oppressed in the confinement of the patriarchal ideology in society. Due to the 

characteristics of nuclear family and the power relation in the family, Thelma is 

forced to shoulder total responsibilities of the domesticity, especially the childrearing. 

The sole mothering responsibilities not only make Thelma oppressed in the process of 

raising her epileptic daughter but also authorize her to control everything about Jessie. 

The mother’s controlling power in mothering inevitably leads to Jessie’s oppression 

and her decision of committing suicide. However, while Thelma almost submits 

herself to the patriarchal ideology, Jessie strives to fight against it and to show her 

autonomy through minor but significant actions. 
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Chapter Two 

The Domestic Repression of Women 

 

     In this chapter, I will analyze how the female characters, Jessie and Thelma, are 

repressed by patriarchal ideology of mothering. In modern society, especially at the 

time when Marsha Norman grew up, mothering is usually limited to mother only. This 

limitation results from the isolation of mother’s position in the family and the society, 

and it causes much pressure on mother and consequently on children as well. 

Although Jessie and Thelma both are oppressed in the process of mothering, Thelma, 

the mother, is the one who dominates the whole process of mothering and hence could 

be considered the oppressor of her children. However, there are still other members in 

the Cates family―the father and the son. Unlike the typical family in the patriarchal 

society, the taciturn father seemed to be absent even when he was alive; the son has 

moved out and married. The male characters are not even presented onstage but they 

still imperceptibly influence. The father’s absence in fact authorizes Thelma to wield 

power in the mothering, causing the oppression of her and Jessie. 

     I argue that the mothering responsibilities are imposed by the patriarchal 

ideology upon mother, and Thelma, falling victim to such long-term repression, is 

restricted to discipline children according to the reinforced patriarchal ideology, 

which finally causes the oppression of children. To understand the restricted modern 

mothering in ’night, Mother, an analysis of the power relation in the Cates family will 

be presented in the first part of this chapter. In the second part, I will analyze how 

patriarchal ideology causes the oppression of mothering, and the third part will be the 

analysis of how Thelma is oppressed in the mothering process and how her mothering 

ultimately leads to the repression of Jessie.  
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Domestic Power Relation 

     Throughout history, the image of mother is always linked with child care and 

family. Mother not only bears her children but also has to take care of them after 

parturition. Her life-long task is also signified in the meaning of “mother” and “father” 

as verbs. It is significant that to mother can mean “[t]o protect, as with maternal care,” 

and “[t]o bring up, take care of, or protect as a mother; to look after in a (sometimes 

excessively) kindly and protective way” (“mother, v.1.”), while only one entry of 

father as verb means “[t]o act as a father to; to look after” (“father, v.”). It is supposed 

that caring and rearing children are usually limited to mother solely. Ann Dally in her 

Inventing Motherhood: the Consequences of an Ideal points out that “[t]oday mothers 

and children are confined together in small spaces” and “[t]he result is that today’s 

mother probably has total power over her child” (201). The mothering responsibilities 

limit mother to children, restrict both in the family, and at the same time authorize 

mother the power to handle and control everything related to children.  

     In order to analyze the intricate power relation in the Cates family, it is 

necessary to concern about the social conditions which cause women’s oppression 

especially in the twentieth century and the characteristics of the Cates family. 

Nowadays, family consists of fewer members, has fewer connections with other 

people but more privacy than ever. In The American Family: from Obligation to 

Freedom, David Peterson del Mar notices that “[t]he family became smaller and more 

isolated” in the early twentieth century (84). Except for the baby boom, women 

gradually have fewer children than their counterparts did in the nineteenth century, 

and families contain “fewer extended kin and domestic servants” than before (del Mar 

84). These smaller families are also more isolated as del Mar points out that “[m]ore 

working-class couples rented and even owned houses by the 1920s rather than 

crowding into tenements or boardinghouses” (del Mar 84). After the Second World 



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900438

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

15 

War, with mortgage program from American government, almost every family was 

able to possess their own houses (del Mar 106). Many people left their kin and moved 

to the suburb, which provided more autonomy for the family (del Mar 107). Fewer 

family members and more isolated living environment lead to more privacy the family 

can have. That is to say, people in pursuit of individual freedom also gain more 

privacy than ever. 

     Privacy makes clear the distinction between the public and home. Family with 

more privacy means less intervention from other people, for instance, relatives and 

neighbors, and “parents are regarded as having extensive rights over their children” 

(Jagger 144). People in modern society gain more individual freedom, but at the same 

time become isolated from the outside. Norman puts Jessie and Thelma in an isolated 

place as she writes in the note of the play that they are in “a relatively new house built 

way out a country road” (6). The Cates family is probably far away from their 

neighbors, friends, and even the shops where they purchase daily commodities. They 

are isolated from the people who are in their social connections. Even when Thelma 

wants Dawson to rescue Jessie from suicide, she has to call him first. The situation 

which the two female characters face is so isolated that they can hardly get help from 

outside when they are in an emergency. This isolation is not only a metaphor in the 

play but also the reflection of the society―women are usually restricted and 

oppressed in the patriarchal society and they can escape into nowhere. 

     With smaller household and more isolation and privacy than before, the 

structure of the nuclear family makes the isolation which mother and children 

confront even worse. Although far from the Middle Ages “the great majority of people 

[had] been reared in nuclear families” (Degler 62), mother and children were not so 

distant from other people. The difference between the past and the present is that 

“there were many more people around [mother and children] all day, including 



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900438

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

16 

[father], and often helpers in the work that went on at home” (Dally 201) because in 

the preindustrial time, human’s production was tied up with home. “Prior to the 

opening of the [nineteenth] century,” as Carl N. Degler points out, “the vast majority 

of people in the world lived on farms or peasant villages” (62). Family at that time 

was “a cooperative economic unit” in which parents and their children worked 

together: “[h]ome and work were close together, and wife and husband participated in 

both” (Degler 62-63). At this time, productive activities were not so much separated 

from people’s family life, which means parents and even their children worked 

collaboratively and none of them were totally separated from each other as husband 

from wife and children nowadays. 

     However, this work pattern changed “dramatically with the spread of the 

industrial factory system in both Europe and America after the [eighteenth] century” 

(Degler 63). The “industrialization removed the husband from the home to play his 

major economic providing role elsewhere . . .” (Adams 85). Nowadays, the productive 

activities are usually separated from home, and so are workers’ private life and their 

work (Dally 51). In Familiar Exploitation: A New Analysis of Marriage in 

Contemporary Western Societies Christine Delphy and Diana Leonard also observe 

this social change occurring in northern Europe and North America. From 1918 to 

1968, “fewer men were self-employed . . . and fewer worked in or near their homes” 

(11). After industrialization, husband worked more far away from home and left wife 

and children behind. Parents no longer worked together in or near their home so that 

mother had to take care of the domesticity and be the main caretaker of children. 

Consequently, she and her children were isolated from the outer world and trapped in 

the small space together. 

     The separation between home and work also separates father and mother into 

different types of work they do, and the labor made by different sexes is categorized 
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into different aspects in modern society. In Feminist Politics and Human Nature, 

Alison Jagger points out that in the contemporary society “the most obvious 

manifestation of the sexual division of labor . . . is marked by the division between the 

so-called public and private spheres of human life” (128). Although the line between 

the two spheres has been changing throughout history (Jagger 127), there is one thing 

unchanged―“the private realm has always included sexuality and procreation, has 

always been viewed as more ‘nature’ . . . and has always been viewed as the realm of 

women” (Jagger 128-29). While the public sphere is a male domain in Marxist 

perspective, the private sphere―the family―“is still a female preserve in a sense that 

women, with virtually no exceptions, are responsible for housework and childcare” 

(Jagger 70). As a result, women are confined to the domestic sphere and the work 

done within it.  

     Under the sexual division of labor, a woman is usually considered to be the one 

who stays at home or is compelled to manage everything in the family such as caring 

for her husband and children. In addition, this separation has reinforced the distinction 

between the public sphere and the private sphere and thus caused women’s oppression. 

The sexual division of labor in modern society restrains women not only in the 

domestic sphere but also in the limited kinds of work. Even though during World War 

II women were encouraged “to work outside the home” (del Mar 101), and numerous 

women entered paid workforce after the war (Jagger 70), male privileges and their 

dominance in the public realm are still preserved. The end of WWII also ended 

women’s high wages (del Mar 103); female worker’s payment per hour at average is 

lower than male worker’s (Jagger 70), and “college-educated women made less than 

high-school educated men” (del Mar 108). Del Mar also notes that in post-war 

America, more women entered college, but many of them got married soon after 

graduation and then had children (108). Moreover, women can hardly reach higher 
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positions in business, politics, and government agencies (Jagger 70). Because 

women’s work in the so-called public sphere is devalued and even their labor only 

equals a pittance in the market, such restricted circumstances easily segregate women 

into low-paying work or into domesticity. Eventually, women will be helplessly 

restricted in subordinate position of the society. 

     In ’night, Mother, Thelma indeed falls victim to the sexual division of labor, 

under which her husband did not take mothering responsibilities and it reinforces her 

isolation and causes the oppression of her. In this family, Mr. and Mrs. Cates play 

different roles and work separately in different aspects in the family. The father 

worked on the farm, thought about the possible clients to buy farms, took care of the 

sick cows, and went fishing in his spare time―to stay outside his home (Norman 32). 

After work, he always sat quietly and did not have much interaction with his family, 

especially with his wife, and preferred to be alone; for him, the family was a shelter 

where he could relax. The father never took the responsibilities of nurturing his 

children except the time when Jessie usually had “quiet little conversations” with him 

after dinner every day (Norman 32-33).  

     Under the sexual division of labor, the father’s silence and his absence in the 

family and mothering both lead to Thelma’s isolation in the family and authorize her 

completely to dominate mothering thoroughly. There is no clue throughout the play to 

tell the audience whether the mother has ever worked outside the family. Therefore, it 

is probable to infer that Thelma is excluded from the so-called public sphere. She may 

not be able to find a job she wants or one with reasonable payment which is either 

comparable to her husband’s or enough to support her family. Besides, her young 

children―Jessie and Dawson, definitely need a caretaker when parents go to work. 

Thelma, economically and financially disadvantaged, has no choice but to shoulder 

the responsibilities of taking care of the household solely at home, without any help 
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from her husband, relatives, or friends. Had the father and the mother shared the 

domestic work together, the oppression of Thelma and, even of Jessie, would be less. 

     The inequality of the division of labor between men and women in modern 

society segregates women into family and forces them to take the overall 

responsibilities of childrearing and to depend on the financial support from men. 

In ’night, Mother, Thelma’s isolation becomes even worse especially her husband was 

almost absent from the process of childcare and childrearing within the domesticity. 

Consequently, she is compelled to possess her domestic authority due to the 

contemporary sexual division of labor and her husband’s absence as well. Whether or 

not she should assume such domestic authority is not a decision she can make; this 

authority is actually imposed upon her by an external power―the patriarchal ideology. 

Christine Delphy and Diana Leonard also argue that the inequality in the sexual 

division of labor is merely one of the mechanisms which maintain the male 

dominance over women (16); why women are oppressed under the sexual division of 

labor is that actually women’s labor is appropriated by men (Delphy and Leonard 

16-17). In other words, with their power from the rooted patriarchal ideology in the 

society, men can dominate women and therefore women’s work is exploited by them. 

     The sexual division of labor in the patriarchal society makes men privileged and 

women subordinate to the former. Women are segregated into the domestic sphere, 

and compelled to shoulder the responsibilities of the caretaker for the family and 

children. Further, within the isolated, repressed domestic environment, mothers are 

authorized to wield power in mothering and able to control everything about their 

children. When the impression of a mother is strongly attached with domesticity, 

caring, and childrearing, strengthened by the patriarchal ideology, mothers have to 

tackle with more stress and hence are oppressed in the patriarchal society. 
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Mothering under Patriarchal Ideology 

     The patriarchal ideology is still prevailing in modern society. Women are 

consequently subordinated in the workplace because they usually earn less money and 

have lower position than men; they are dependents as housewives at home; wherever 

they are, women are usually dominated by men. When it is harder for them to enter 

political and academic sphere, where the authority is controlled and the discourses of 

different ideologies are produced, they have fewer possibilities to participate, to gain 

the authority, and to change the status quo. Women nowadays are likely to be 

segregated not only from the center of authority but also from the formation of social 

ideologies to which they submit. Even in the modern mothering, which is usually 

supposed to be a female domain, women are still influenced and victimized by the 

progress of science and technology supported by the prevailing patriarchal ideology. 

     In “Constructing Mothers: Scientific Motherhood in the Nineteenth and 

Twentieth Centuries,” Rima Apple observes there is an obvious trend in 

America―mothering practices are gradually influenced by scientific and medical 

expertise and experts from the nineteenth century (191-92). She points out that in the 

past women used to learn the information of mothering mainly from experienced 

females, such as grandmothers. In the nineteenth century, the ideology of scientific 

motherhood emerged and encouraged mothers to find the suitable scientific and 

medical information for the health of their families (Apple 192), especially for 

childrearing. Published in the 1840s and including almost every kind of domestic 

tasks, Treatise on Domestic Education was the earliest publication which suggested 

that domestic work requires the assistance of scientific rationale (Apple 195). Like 

men “studied and [were] trained for their profession,” women must prepare for their 

profession in life―mothering (Apple 195). Due to the growing prestige of science in 

America, people usually believed that the status of women’s domestic labor could be 
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enhanced by the application of scientific and medical innovations (Apple 195).  

     However, in the twentieth century, the ideology of scientific motherhood put 

more emphasis on the notion that it was necessary for mothers to receive education of 

mothering from “authoritative resources” (Apple 195). Not only the articles and 

columns of women’s magazines and journal written by the scientific and medical 

experts such as doctors and nutritionists promoted this idea, the government also 

participated in the process of advocacy of the scientific motherhood in America. In 

1912, the Children’s Bureau was established by the federal government to provide the 

information about child welfare and later the new educational plan for American 

people (Apple 196). First published in 1914 by the Children’s Bureau, Infant Care 

was the most popular pamphlet of the federal government’s publications and over 

twelve million copies were distributed by 1940 (Apple 196). In addition to the 

influential Infant Care and other publications from the Children’s Bureau, home 

economics or domestic science classes were offered in schools and were “mandatory 

for girls,” who were considered more likely to have the chance of taking care of 

babies and young children in their life, and the school education could guarantee that 

every girl would be prepared for the future work in her life―mothering (Apple 198). 

Outside the school system was another mothering course usually provided by city 

public health departments called “Little Mother’s classes” (Apple 198). With the 

prospect of healthier family and children, both girls and women in twentieth-century 

America were informed and instructed by the ideology of scientific motherhood.  

     The ideology of scientific motherhood started to play an important role in 

women’s mothering in the nineteenth century; mothers were encouraged “to be 

actively involved in decisionmaking about the health of their families” at that time 

(Apple 192). By the twentieth century, mothers became passive in the mothering; they 

gradually depended on the directions from scientific and medical experts and the 
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knowledge learned in the courses provided by authorial institutions. Moreover, except 

for “the field of home economics,” the experts in “science, medicine, and 

professionalism” were usually male or generally “described in male terms” (Apple 

202-03). The scientific motherhood promoted in the twentieth century also reinforced 

and reproduced the ideologies that domestic environment is still women’s domain, 

and women are responsible for domestic work and, “most significantly, the care and 

raising of children” (Apple 203).  

     Once the image of a mother is tightly connected with domesticity, caring, and 

childrearing, reinforced and reproduced by the daily practice of mothering, mothers 

confront much more stern challenges. In Inventing Motherhood: the Consequence of 

an Ideal, Ann Dally observes that due to the idealization of homemaking (96), the 

thirty years before and after World War II was “the age of idealization of motherhood” 

in America and the UK (92). During these decades the importance of family, mother 

love, and the certain ways of mothering were emphasized in the society. Mother’s role 

was idealized, or it was needed to be so because when men were employed there must 

be a person to take care of the household; put differently, running a day care center 

needed lots of expenses from the government, which had spent a lot for the war (Dally 

96). At that time John Bowlby’s report in 1951 helped the official idealization of 

mother. In his work, Bowlby, a Freudian psychoanalyst, concludes that “an infant and 

young child should experience a warm, intimate and continuous relationship with its 

mother (or permanent mother substitute) in which both find satisfaction and 

enjoyment” (Dally 98). He also emphasizes, “Just as the baby needs to feel that he 

belongs to his mother, the mother needs to feel that she belongs to her child and it is 

only when she has the satisfaction of this feeling that it is easy for her to devote 

herself to him” (Dally 100). However, Bowlby did not study further and he ignores 

the variety in mothers with different personalities, and nor did he take into 
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consideration whether every mother is suitable for such mothering. His report was 

misinterpreted and the importance of the symbiotic relationship between mother and 

her children was overemphasized, so mothers were thrust in the domestic environment 

with the life-long responsibilities of caring for their family, especially rearing their 

children on her own. 

     Obviously in the twentieth century women’s domestic labor was appropriated 

by the government and male chauvinists to maintain the operation of family (Delphy 

and Leonard 18). It was emphasized that women’s role in the family was important, 

but at the same time women received little help from others. Nowadays, mothers face 

the same condition in mothering process. Through the idealization of motherhood, 

mother “could be controlled and, when necessary, denigrated” (Dally 97). Idealizing 

mother and blaming mother for her fault in mothering are the same thing because both 

of them are based on the “belief in the all-powerful mother” (Chodorow and Contratto 

65), but in fact such idealized mother “has total power over her child, and over no one 

and nothing else” (Dally 201-02). It implies that mother who devotes herself to her 

children often find themselves isolated with children in the domestic environment or 

small spaces, such as “playgrounds or mother and toddler clubs” (Dally 201). Both 

mother and children are confined to Bowlby’s idealized relationship but at the cost of 

the risk that it is hardly likely for both of them to be supported by others when there is 

any problem in their closely connected relationship. 

     In ’night, Mother, after Jessie has moved back home, Thelma, who is supposed 

to be responsible for nurturing her children, admits to Jessie that “[n]othing I ever did 

was good enough for you” (Norman 37), and Jessie also accuses her that “[w]hat if 

you are all I have and you’re not enough” (Norman 47). The mother, alone in charge 

of the mothering, worries and is anxious about failing to take good care of her 

daughter; the daughter is discontent with her mother’s inability to provide the right 
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nutrition she wants. Obviously Thelma and Jessie are trapped and oppressed in the 

close but excluding relationship of mothering because they cannot be helped by 

people outside their relationship. The firm but exclusive mother-children bonding has 

its limitation that “[i]f the mother is temperamentally unsuited to a cloistered life with 

small children . . . [and] if she survives, she does so at the expense of herself or her 

child, or both” (Dally 203). In ’night, Mother, the result is obviously the last 

one―both Thelma and Jessie are oppressed in the process of mothering. Without any 

help from others, Thelma fails to be a responsible mother who should support her 

daughter’s growth, and Jessie suffers from the inadequate support by her mother. 

     In addition, such close, limited mother-daughter relationship will lead to the 

daughter’s lack of ability to get accustomed to the world outside the relationship. 

According to Dally’s observation, “[m]others and children from families that are 

isolated from others often have serious difficulties” that both mother and children may 

not be able to adapt to the outside world since one day in their life both of them have 

to face the outside world (203). It is crucial that children have to be prepared for the 

world outside their families, and this ability has to be cultivated through their personal 

growth and development. Under the present sexual division of labor and the imposed 

mothering responsibilities, mother’s personalities and capabilities play important roles 

in children’s growth and the preparation for the future. Sara Ruddick points out that 

“[m]aternal practice is governed by (at least) three interests in satisfying these 

demands for preservation, growth, and acceptability” (78). Especially in the last two 

demands, mothers must be capable of simultaneously responding to the changing 

reality and also to children’s development so that they can foster children’s growth 

and the acceptability to the social norms (Ruddick 83). However, due to women’s 

subordinate position in the patriarchal society, mothers may “blind [themselves] to the 

implications of [their] obedience” and imposes “some values that are psychologically 
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and physically damaging to children” through which they are usually “rewarded for 

such protective albeit destructive internalization” (Ruddick 85). In other words, “[t]he 

qualities that we think of as characterizing a good mother are not necessarily qualities 

that enable young daughters to attain autonomy” (Browder 113). 

     Mothers lacking flexibility probably have rigid personality and tend to be 

unaware that actually their decisions and actions in mothering are likely to be harmful 

to their children. In ’night, Mother, Thelma’s rigid adherence to the expectations and 

certain ways of mothering both made by the patriarchal ideology behind the scientific 

motherhood and the idealized role of mother oppresses Jessie. At Thelma’s insistence, 

Jessie cannot make any decision on how many marshmallows she wants for cocoa 

milk, and it is hard for her to communicate with her mother, who has unrealistic 

expectations of her daughter and always expects her to have a job and lead a “normal” 

life as other people in the society. Jessie’s autonomy and her personal characteristics 

are neglected by Thelma since she is accustomed to following the rules without any 

reflection so that she does not realize her decisions and actions may oppress her 

daughter. It is important that children can be socially accepted in the society, but when 

mothers are oppressed and subordinated to the patriarchal ideology, they may 

unconsciously reinforce damaging values in mothering.  

     In order to live up to the expectations of “a good mother,” which is endorsed by 

the patriarchal ideology, mothers remain in the domestic sphere, are isolated from 

other people, and take care of their children by the instructions from scientific and 

medical experts. Moreover, the scientific childrearing methods have the assumptions 

that “the child is a product which has to be produced according to exact specifications” 

and that “mothers are ignorant of how to rear children and have to be instructed by 

experts” (Jagger 312). As a result, mothers inevitably become accustomed to certain 

ways of mothering, and the rigid dictates set by the patriarchal ideology for mothers 
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will be likely to harm children. For example, traditionally son is encouraged to be 

independent and active and daughter to be pliant and passive. If mothers submit to 

this social expectation upon children, daughter will inevitably fail to develop her 

independency and agency, and has to rely on men in the future. Under such way of 

mothering, children are treated as objects, like their parent’s possessions which can be 

controlled, rather than individuals with their own thoughts and autonomy.  

     Eventually, oppressed by scientific childrearing methods and the idealization of 

the mother, mothers deem their adherence to the rigid rules the high priority rather 

than children’s preservation, growth, and acceptability. In the end, they probably 

forget the goal of childrearing. This transformation of such mothering from a 

promising growing process to the oppression of children is very similar to the process 

of Protestants’ pursuit of wealth in the western history. On the way to his study of the 

development of the spirit of capitalism in western culture, Max Weber observes that 

due to their religious belief, Calvinists had developed and led an ordered, ascetic life 

which was rationalized, and which fitted the characteristics of those who were 

“predestined unto everlasting life” (100). They engaged in activities which could 

“increase the glory of God” (Weber 157) and also “pursue their ascetic ideals within 

mundane occupations” so they opposed the “relaxation in the security of possession, 

the enjoyment of wealth with the consequence of idleness and the temptation of the 

flesh” (Weber 121; 157). However, nowadays this ascetic life merely affects the 

“modern economic order” so that “the pursuit of wealth, stripped of its religious and 

ethical meaning, tends to become associated with purely mundane passions . . .” 

(Weber 181-82). Calvinists have forgotten that they pursue wealth for the religious 

belief, for the promotion of the glory of God. 

     Similarly, oppressed mothers in modern patriarchal society also get lost in the 

long process of mothering. They only blindly follow the instructions from experts in 
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order to be a “good” mother and let the childrearing method override the goal of 

mothering―to preserve children’s life, to foster their growth, and make them be 

acceptable in the society. Finally, what they have in mind is to rear children by 

whatever others tell them to do. They forget that children are independent individuals 

like themselves, changing from time to time, needing physical and psychological 

support, having their own feeling and thoughts, and may be hurt through the 

oppressive process of such mothering. 

 

The Oppressed Mother and Children 

     Both mother and children suffer from the oppressive mothering process in the 

patriarchal society. In ’night, Mother, Thelma undertakes the mothering 

responsibilities which are imposed solely on her, a mother, by the patriarchal ideology 

in society. She therefore develops certain routes of dealing with problems in the 

mothering process to assure that her daughter will become acceptable by the 

patriarchal society. Submitting herself to the mothering standard set by the patriarchal 

ideology, Thelma becomes rigid in her mothering responsibilities to protect Jessie, to 

control her behavior, and to impose the “normal standard” of a woman on her 

daughter, and eventually Jessie is oppressed by her rigid personality and ways of 

mothering.  

     In the conversation between mother and daughter, it is clear that Thelma has 

strong sense of responsibility towards mothering. For instance, after Jessie told her 

that the bullets for the gun are bought by Dawson, her son, Thelma becomes excited 

and anxiously asks, “where was I while this was going on?” (Norman 15), and later 

she decides to call Dawson to stop Jessie and take the gun away. Although Thelma is 

responsible in mothering process, she often over-emphasizes the importance of 

mothering responsibilities so that Jessie is underestimated, over-protected, and 
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harmed by her. When her daughter announces that she will commit suicide that night, 

Thelma neither cares about Jessie’s true feelings nor takes it seriously at first. She 

disapproves of Jessie’s decision and thinks her daughter must have forgotten to take 

medicine on time so that she has to remind her of it. Only because of valuing 

mothering responsibilities and deeming Jessie as an immature child who needs full 

attention and protection does Thelma have such demands on her daughter. 

     Nevertheless, Thelma shoulders the mothering responsibilities alone, especially 

taking care of her epileptic daughter. The most crucial goal in taking care of Jessie is 

to protect her from hurt or death. Whenever Jessie has a fit, Thelma always catches 

her since she keeps Jessie in her sight at all times (Norman 46). She knows well how 

the epileptic fits occur and how to deal with Jessie having a fit. When Jessie asks what 

the seizures look like, she can describe the process of a fit in detail and explain her 

way to protect Jessie step by step without hesitation (Norman 43-44). Raising a child 

with incurable illness is hard for a mother, and it becomes even harder when no one 

can, or is willing to, share the responsibilities of mothering with her. In Thelma’s case, 

she takes the overall mothering responsibilities and at the same time, “in her effort to 

protect Jessie and to deny her own shame and guilt” (Kane 266), keeps the secret of 

Jessie’s epilepsy so that even her husband did not know Jessie was born an epileptic, 

inherited from him. She tells Jessie, “He thought you were . . . you fell down a lot. 

[ . . . ] You were careless. Or maybe he thought I beat you” (Norman 46). That Jessie’s 

epilepsy is a secret for her father, a secret only known to Thelma, implies that 

definitely Thelma is the only person in the family taking care of children and bearing 

the pressure of having an epileptic child. 

     The pressure and the shame coming along with Jessie’s epilepsy bear heavily on 

Thelma and causes the mother’s anxiety, compunction, and over-protection of her 

daughter. In the suicide night she spends with Jessie, Thelma finally admits that she 
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does not want anyone to know her daughter is an epileptic, especially Jessie herself, 

for fear that Jessie will think herself a freak (Norman 46-47). Shortly after, Thelma 

breaks down and frantically confesses to her worry and anxiety in the mothering 

process: 

Maybe I did drop you, you don’t know. . . . Maybe I fed you the wrong thing. 

Maybe you had a fever sometime and I didn’t know it soon enough. Maybe it’s 

a punishment. . . . Because of how I felt about your father. Because I didn’t want 

any more children. Because I smoked too much or didn’t eat right when I was 

carrying you. It has to be something I did. (Norman 47) 

No matter what may be the reason causing Jessie’s epilepsy, Thelma attributes blame 

to herself only―her mothering responsibilities mainly, and her marital discord. It is 

obvious that Jessie’s epilepsy not only influences her health and life, but also makes 

profound impact on her mother. Since the symptoms of epileptic fits are usually 

horrible, according to Thelma’s description, unnatural, mysterious, and unusual in 

society, epilepsy and epileptic patients are stigmatized, and even, so are their family 

and friends. 

     Susan Sontag in Illness as Metaphor and AIDS and Its Metaphors indicates that 

“Any disease that is treated as a mystery and acutely enough feared will be felt to be 

morally, if not literally, contagious” (6). It is not the illness itself but the 

stigmatization of illness that makes patients’ relatives and friends avoid them. People 

and doctors tend to conceal the diagnosis result from patients, or patients themselves 

conceal it from others. Thelma justifies her decision not to tell Jessie the truth by the 

implication that Jessie may have low self-esteem and be unable to accept the identity 

as an epileptic and the stigma of epilepsy. Her intention and action are from the 

protection of mothering responsibilities, but Jessie thinks it is because Thelma is 

ashamed (Norman 46). Had Thelma told her the truth, Jessie would not have ridden 
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the horse, had a fit accidentally and then fallen from the horse’s back.  

     The contradiction between Thelma’s protection and its tragic outcome―Jessie’s 

accident―reveals the predicament and pressure mothers confront in the mothering 

practices. Thelma might not imagine her protection would lead to Jessie’s suffering. 

According to Thelma’s description, when Jessie has an epileptic fit she falls down, 

twitches without consciousness, and may bites herself. She could get hurt during any 

seizure. All the mother has to do is to protect her child and prevent her from any 

harm―to fulfill the demand for protecting her children and preserving their life. It is a 

difficult and hard work on raising a child with incurable illness, but it is the very 

reason which causes Thelma’s oppression on Jessie―nothing is more important than 

Jessie’s life, and hence the goal of Thelma’s mothering is to protect Jessie. In order to 

keep her daughter alive, Thelma can do everything. 

     Overwhelmed by the responsibility of protecting Jessie, Thelma fails to 

remember that it is also important to present the real world and to construct right 

values for her daughter, since both of them have to face the outer world. She warns 

Jessie that her suicide will teach Ricky, Jessie’s aberrant son, that killing is right and 

may encourage him to start to kill people:  

MAMA. You’ll be telling him killing is O.K. with you, you know. Want him to 

start killing next time? Nothing wrong with it. Mom did it. (Norman 20) 

In reply to Jessie’s decision of committing suicide, Thelma is anxious about killing 

and death, the enemies of mothering. She stresses the importance of mothering and 

the responsibilities of it, but apparently she cannot distinguish suicide from killing 

others. This shows Thelma’s conviction that one of the mothering responsibilities is to 

be a role model for children to follow.  

     However, what she presents in front of Jessie is not always appropriate and 

positive. It is ironic that she emphasizes the importance of mothering to Jessie but at 
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the same time lies to her. According to Browder, “[t]he lack of honesty in 

mother-daughter relationships is not always intentional or malicious and usually arises 

out of a desire to protect. Mothers alter the truth in an effort to shield their daughters 

from what well may be a harsh reality. In doing so, however, they fail to equip their 

daughters to deal with reality” (112). In order to change Jessie’s mind, Thelma lies to 

her about Agnes, one friend of hers, that she has a house full of birds and eats okra 

two meals a day, which makes her crazy, but in fact Thelma does not know how much 

okra Agnes eats a day and Agnes only keeps two birds. After being seen through by 

Jessie, Thelma even insists, “Things don’t have to be true to talk about [them],” 

revealing that she is weary and in torment in her almost life-long mothering task 

(Norman 29). She can do whatever she wants in order to save Jessie’s life, but at the 

same time she fails to be a competent mother to present the real world and truth for 

Jessie to know and learn. 

     Thelma’s contradictory behavior of protecting Jessie and preventing her growth 

at the same time reveals that she is accustomed to certain ways of mothering. She 

becomes rigid and can hardly make any change in her personality and her ways of 

mothering, and discover her shortcomings in mothering process. In addition to taking 

care of Jessie, she has to do housework, another heavy burden she bears in the family. 

She is torn by mothering, the trivial work, and daily routine. Her attitude towards the 

people and things in her life is casual, as Norman notes in the introduction of 

characters “[Thelma] believes that things are what she says they are” (5, italic 

original). It implies that the fact she perceives is based on her thinking or surmise, her 

own words without further thoughts, but not on the truth which can be proven by 

evidence or rational inference. She even says to her daughter, “How was I supposed to 

learn anything living out here? I didn’t know enough to do half the things I did in my 

life. Things happen. You do what you can about them and you see what happens next” 
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(Norman 39). The limited knowledge and little thinking will inevitably make Thelma 

become restricted, rigid, and conservative, which is damaging to Jessie’s growth. 

Eventually, Thelma is not able to “change in response to the changing reality” 

(Ruddick 83) and to be well aware of what she should do in mothering process, 

especially in fostering Jessie’s growth and helping to establish her autonomy, and she 

cannot help subjecting herself to the mothering standard reinforced by the patriarchal 

ideology. 

     Therefore, Thelma’s excessive control over Jessie makes her the “patriarch” 

rather than the “matriarch” in the family. Since what Thelma unconsciously reinforces 

during her mothering process are endorsed by patriarchal ideology, she is actually in 

the position of patriarchal authority. Her authority performs in the ways she controls 

Jessie and imposes the “normal standard” of a woman on her. Even when Jessie grew 

up and moved back home after divorce, Thelma still treats her middle-aged daughter 

as an immature child who needs parents’ guide, discipline and suggestions. For 

Thelma, Jessie probably becomes something fragile and priceless, the possession she 

has to guard, rather than her child, who will grow up and develop into an independent 

individual like her, as her line reveals: “Jessie, Jessie, my child . . . Forgive me. [. . .] I 

thought you were mine” (Norman 58). Thelma’s realization coming late in the end of 

the play contrasts sharply with her rather controlling attitude towards her daughter. 

Due to the constant attention which is only required in infancy and childhood, that 

Jessie’s constant need for mother’s attention and care will cause Thelma’s 

misrecognition that Jessie is still a child requiring her full attention and control. At the 

very beginning of the play, Thelma’s reply to Jessie’s preparation for her suicide 

clearly reveals this contradictory misconception in Thelma’s mothering: 

MAMA. What have you been doing there? 

JESSIE. And a big piece of plastic like a rubber sheet or something. Garbage 
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bags would do if there’s enough. 

MAMA. Don’t go making a big mess, Jessie. It’s eight o’clock already. 

JESSIE. Maybe an old blanket or towels we got in a soap box sometimes? 

MAMA. I said don’t make a mess. Your hair is black enough, hon? 

JESSIE. (continuing to search the kitchen cabinets, finding two or three more 

towels to add to her stack) It’s not for my hair, Mama. (Norman 10) 

Indeed Jessie knows what she is doing and what she will do that night since she has 

made a list for everything in preparation for her suicide, but her action here is like a 

child messing up around the house in Thelma’s eyes so she needs to be disciplined by 

parents.  

     Thelma tends to not only control Jessie’s behavior but also limit her right to 

choice. When Thelma finished making cocoa milk for both of them, Jessie says she 

does not want any marshmallows but Thelma insists, “You have to have 

marshmallows. That’s the old way, Jess. Two or three? Three is better” (Norman 28). 

Jessie has no choice but to accept her mother’s suggestion: “Three, then” (Norman 

28). The way she treats Jessie is still like a parent treating a disobedient child who 

needs guidance from parents. Under the discipline by Thelma, Jessie loses not only 

the right to choose but also her autonomy as an independent individual.  

     Moreover, Thelma expands her authority and declares her ownership of the 

house and everything in it, implying that Jessie should be obedient when she lives in 

her house with her. When she just learns Jessie’s plan of committing suicide that night, 

Thelma expresses her discontent with Jessie’s decision and threats her by replying 

that “You can’t use my towels! They’re my towels. . . . And you can’t use your 

father’s gun, either. It’s mine now, too. And you can’t do it in my house. . . . No. you 

can’t do it. I won’t let you. The house is in my name” (Norman 17). Although Thelma 

may be too panic to accept Jessie’s decision to commit suicide when she has such 
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statement, it can be suggested that she, like a patriarch, is the person who has the 

authority in the family and the right of ownership of the house, and even Norman 

emphasizes Thelma’s ownership of the house in the introduction of characters 

in ’night, Mother (5). Thelma’s declaration of her possession also implies Jessie, 

having no right to use towels and Daddy’s gun and even to do anything she wants in 

her house, does not have a sense of belonging and is merely the adjunct to the family 

and the subject under her rule. Nevertheless, when she realizes Jessie is completely 

determined and the suicide will ruin her reputation as “good mother,” she changes her 

statement, “You don’t have to act like you’re just visiting here, Jessie. This is your 

house, too,” in order to keep her daughter alive (Norman 44). Thelma’s capricious 

attitude implicitly shows that she, the patriarch in the family, considers Jessie’s 

suicide as a shame which is needed to be eliminated in order to save the family’s 

reputation. 

     Except her contradictory misconception about the fact that Jessie is a dependent, 

immature child who needs protection and discipline from her parents, Thelma 

imposes the “normal standard” of a woman in the patriarchal society on Jessie which 

leads to the daughter’s oppression. Traditionally, a person will move out and work 

after reaching adulthood. Most people get married and form their own family, and 

later they may have children to take care of. This is the “normal” life a “normal” adult 

leads, or at least most adults do. However, Jessie is outside this mainstream because 

as an epileptic, she is physically weak and has other physical problems, such as 

double vision, swelling gem, and rashes (Norman 44). It seems to be impossible for 

her to live alone because she needs someone to take care of her when she has an 

epileptic fit. It is also doubtful that she can take care of her child if she has one. Hence, 

she is regarded as a child needing parent’s protection and control.  

     Jessie is hampered by her epilepsy that she can hardly lead a “normal” life as 
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other adults in the community, but Thelma does not perceive this fact. On the one 

hand, she treats Jessie like a child who needs to be protected and disciplined. On the 

other hand, she also treats her like a “normal” adult who needs to lead a “normal” 

adult life. Due to Thelma’s concealment of the identity of Jessie’s epilepsy from 

others, if Jessie cannot lead an independent life in her adulthood, her reputation as 

“good mother” will be damaged. Under such complicated mothering pressure, Thelma 

still applies the standard of the “normal” life to Jessie with the expectation that she 

can be as a normal person as others, without concerning whether Jessie could meet the 

standard or not. When Jessie was young, her mother married her off to a man who did 

not love her because for Thelma, it is still important that her epileptic daughter must 

get married: 

MAMA. . . . I wanted you to have a husband. 

JESSIE. And I couldn’t get one on my own, of course. 

MAMA. How were you going to get a husband never opening your mouth to a 

living soul? 

JESSIE. So I was quiet about it, so what? 

MAMA. So I should have let you just sit here? Sit like your daddy? Sit here? 

JESSIE. Maybe. 

MAMA. Well, I don’t think so. . . . I married you off to the wrong man, I admit 

that. So I took you in when he left. I’m sorry. (Norman 39) 

Jessie clearly knows she is not able to lead a “normal” life, but her mother does not 

realize this fact and refuses to accept it. In order to live up to the expectations of a 

responsible mother, Thelma, blind herself to the fact that Jessie may not be suitable 

for marriage, imposes the harmful but “normal” standard of an adult woman on her.  

     Ended with a divorce, the arranged marriage turned out to be the oppression of 

Jessie since she cannot live up to her husband’s expectations. She had tried to exercise 
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more, keep herself awake, ride a horse, and “stay outside” with Cecil (Norman 39), 

but her endeavor did not keep him stay. He had an affair with Carlene, Thelma’s 

friend’s daughter, and he finally left Jessie and their son, Ricky. Until now Jessie has 

not recovered from his heart-breaking departure, and her divorce becomes one of the 

reasons causing her oppression. The failed marriage gives Jessie a sense of 

powerlessness that everything valuable in her life is always out of her control and 

finally leads to her decision of committing suicide. 

     Except for marriage, Thelma cannot give up other impractical expectations of 

Jessie, such as having a job (Norman 25). However, her daughter has realized that she 

is not able to lead a financially independent life due to her experiences of failure from 

the job she had had: 

I took that telephone sales job and I didn’t even make enough money to pay the 

phone bill, and I tried to work at the gift shop at the hospital and they said I 

made people real uncomfortable smiling at them the way I did. . . . You know I 

couldn’t work. I can’t do anything. I’ve never been around people my whole life 

except when I went to the hospital. I could have a seizure any time. What good 

would a job do? The kind of job I could get would make me feel worse. 

(Norman 25)  

Jessie had tried to lead a “normal” life but it turned out to be the experiences of 

hopelessness and her powerlessness which Thelma may not understand for life. Her 

failure in the telephone sales job may result from her epilepsy which “has resulted in a 

lack of social experience” (Spencer, Psycho-drama 367) and her lack of 

communication with other people outside the family. As an epileptic having to be 

protected, Jessie seldom leaves home so that she may not be able to know how to face 

the clients in the gift shop. She cannot fulfill the requirement for a “normal,” 

independent adult in society and only experiences the feeling of defeat again and 
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again. 

     However, Thelma has not realized that having a job will lead to Jessie’s 

depression and still suggests her daughter to have a job and to be a “normal” person 

by the standard set by patriarchal ideology. To assure Jessie that it is possible for an 

epileptic to lead a normal life, Thelma gives an example of a lady she read in a 

magazine that “[the lady] had anywhere between five and five hundred fits a day and 

they lasted maybe fifteen seconds apiece, . . . and she had a full-time secretary job and 

an IQ of 120” (Norman 42). This lady in the example reflects what Thelma wants 

Jessie to be: intellectual, having a job that can support her own life―an independent 

life, but it only proves again how weak and powerless Jessie is and what she lacks, 

regrets, and suffers from. 

     After her divorce, Jessie moved to live with Thelma by the mother’s concerns 

and mothering responsibilities of taking care of her epileptic daughter, but it turns out 

to be another compelling demand from the mother. Since then, she has undertaken 

most housework. Like mothers drained by the trivial and dull housework, Jessie is 

also tired of the gnawing domestic work. However, not until that night does Thelma 

realize that letting Jessie “have something to do” is a “mistake” and so is her decision 

of letting Jessie live with her (Norman 24). Due to her mothering responsibilities and 

her guilt about marrying Jessie off to the wrong man, Thelma took her epileptic 

daughter home after divorcing, but she underrates the fact that Jessie, as an individual, 

should have her own place to live in and the opportunity to make new friends and lead 

a new life. Under the influence of the patriarchal ideology, Thelma’s oppression 

forces her to unconsciously impose damaging values on Jessie, who also falls victim 

to the repressive patriarchal ideology. Thelma would not have realized her love and 

decisions intending to care about and protect her daughter turn out to be the 

oppression for her.  
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     In the mothering process, Thelma is oppressed by restricted rules and standards 

set by patriarchal ideology and therefore she is inevitably affected by them and then 

oppresses her daughter. Due to the family structure and the sexual division of labor, 

she is segregated into domestic sphere and forced to shoulder the heavy burden of 

mothering responsibilities alone. The trend of scientific mothering and the 

idealization of motherhood in the twentieth century force mother to be passive and 

dependent in mothering process. Under such influences, eventually Thelma becomes 

complicit with and endorses the reinforcement of the patriarchal ideology in order to 

meet the requirement of a responsible mother. Consequently, Jessie under Thelma’s 

restricting mothering is oppressed since she cannot live up to the expectations from 

her mother. 
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Chapter Three 

Women’s Resistance to Patriarchy 

 

     In modern society, both mothers and children suffer from the mothering process 

which is implicitly endorsed by patriarchal ideology. In ’night, Mother, Thelma and 

Jessie fall victim to the oppressive mothering in the patriarchal society. Nevertheless, 

as Michel Foucault in The History of Sexuality indicates that “Where there is power, 

there is resistance” (95), to a greater or lesser degree Jessie and Thelma endeavor to 

challenge patriarchal ideology through infinitesimal but significant actions. By 

adopting Paulo Freire’s theory, the definition of resistance is extended into the 

awareness of the oppressive environment, which is the very beginning of any resistant 

actions. Therefore, the awakening to the oppression, the ideas in mind opposing the 

repressive conditions in Thelma’s and Jessie’s minds, and the implicit, minute actions 

taken by them, can be regarded as the resistance from them. This chapter aims to 

analyze how Jessie and Thelma fight against the restricting patriarchal ideology 

respectively in their life through various types of minor consciousness and actions 

while they are oppressed by the patriarchal ideology in society. 

 

From Oppression to Resistance 

     In ’night, Mother, it is evident that Jessie and Thelma are oppressed in the 

patriarchal society, but for many critics their resistance does not seem to be as 

obvious as their oppression because they merely comply with the patriarchal ideology. 

Oppression is “[p]rolonged cruel or unjust treatment or exercise of authority, control, 

or power; tyranny; exploitation” (“oppression, n.”). On the contrary, resistance means 

opposing the painful or unfair treatment. In addition to opposing the oppressor or 

oppression, refusal of compliance can also be considered as one way of resistance. 



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900438

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

40 

However, it is difficult for the oppressed to resist their oppression. As I have argued 

in the second chapter, Thelma finally gives way to mothering according to the 

standard endorsed by patriarchal ideology and it leads to Jessie’s oppression. The 

causes of the tragedy are closely connected to people’s position in society or in the 

institution. If they only obey the rules or passively take actions, they are likely to 

become those who submit themselves to the environment. On the contrary, if they 

actively participate in the process of every event they join, they are more likely to be 

the subjects and the masters of their own. On the whole, any evidence showing a 

person’s autonomous thinking, will, or actions opposing the restricted, repressive 

condition can be considered as the proof of resistance. 

     In his Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Paulo Freire uses “Conscientização” to 

“[refer] to learning to perceive social, political and economic contradictions, and to 

take action against the oppressive elements of reality” (35). The oppressed have to be 

aware of themselves and be conscious of “the world in which and with which they 

exist” (Ferier 95) so that they can be prepared for “the struggle against the obstacles 

to their humanization” (Ferier 119). Ferier points out that “Conscientização” is a 

process of changing from inner awakening to practical actions. It implies that 

resistance is not an abrupt action against the oppression. Instead, it is a kind of 

development from the internal into the external, from the unseen ideas to the practical 

acts. The awareness is the first step to resist oppression and the foundation of the 

following resistant evolution.  

     With Ferier’s definition of “Conscientização,” Thelma’s and Jessie’s resistance 

can be explored further to the most subtle part, including their awareness of the 

oppressive condition and belief against the repression. Both Jessie and Thelma to 

some extent have the awareness of the predicament in which they are situated. 

However, Thelma is almost overwhelmed by the domination of patriarchal ideology 
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and seems to be oblivious to the possible actions she can take in order to fight with 

the oppressive condition. When her husband was alive, she was merely subjected to 

her loveless, disappointing marriage and could hardly took any resistant actions or 

found resolutions to make marital relationship better, or to communicate with her 

spouse. Until Jessie takes actions in the suicide night and asks her mother about the 

truth in their life does Thelma finally express her dissatisfaction over her marriage 

rather than merely passes the time without any more reflections on her life.  

     On the contrary, Jessie is obviously more conscious of what causes her 

oppression and of what actions she can take to resist the oppression. She had tried but 

only found herself unsuitable for working, failing to manage her marriage, restricted 

in her rooted epilepsy and unstable health condition, and limited within Thelma’s 

house and her order after her divorce. Hence, she takes actions to prepare for her 

suicide and has detailed plans for Thelma after her death. Compared with Thelma, 

who numbly accepts her fortune and submits herself to patriarchal ideology, Jessie 

observes reality, discovers long-term oppression in her life, and takes actions against 

her oppression. She refuses to live under Thelma’s mothering which is meant to 

protect her but in fact limits and oppresses her. She faces the truth behind her 

miserable life and her family; she desires to know the fact instead of only learning 

what Thelma informs her of and stays blinded to the reality. 

     Every change on the oppressed, whether important or insignificant, great or 

subtle, demonstrates the sufferers’ autonomy, agency, and their own resistance against 

the oppressive condition they suffer from. Hence, through these changes on 

themselves, Thelma and Jessie can also reveal their humanity and autonomy, remove 

themselves from the position of the subjugators to the subjects, and become 

independent individuals. Then, these changes would shed light on Jessie’s and 

Thelma’s resistance to patriarchal ideology in the following part of this chapter. 
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The Resistance from Thelma 

     Although Thelma is a victim in the patriarchal society, she can hardly take 

practical actions to fight against patriarchal ideology. Mainly she is restricted within 

the domestic sphere and the unhappy marriage for almost all her life, eventually 

becoming numb with the oppressive environment she is suffering from. However, 

somehow encouraged by Jessie, Thelma reveals her true feelings about her life and 

resists the patriarchal oppression apparently. In the past, she only expressed her 

dislike for her husband implicitly. Since she could not live up to her husband’s 

expectations and it resulted in the lack of communication and marital disharmony, 

Thelma rejected to stay with her taciturn husband, “storming out” to watch Gunsmoke 

at the night he died (Norman 36). Having suffered from the inharmonious marriage 

before her husband’s death, Thelma could not escape from oppression, not to mention 

the possibility of expressing her true feelings. 

     In addition to her loveless, unhappy marriage, Thelma is also numb with reality, 

the oppressive environment of hers for almost her whole life, and tends to accept 

whatever the reality will be without thinking, but she finally opts to confront the 

reality and her true feeling. Before being shaken and inspired by Jessie’s independent 

thinking, her notion of the outside world is that “[t]hings don’t have to be true to talk 

about [them]” (Norman 29). Saying to Jessie that “I don’t like things to think about. I 

like things to go on” (Norman 36), Thelma obviously leads her life by muddling along 

day after day, trapped within the oppressive predicament but merely adjusting the 

confinement in the patriarchal society without any feeling or comment. However, 

somehow encouraged by Jessie’s asking her for the truth about Agnes, Thelma reveals 

her true feelings about her life the suicide night.  

JESSIE. [. . .] Did you love Daddy? 
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MAMA. No. 

JESSIE. (pleased that MAMA understands the rules better now) I didn’t think 

so. . . . (Norman 31) 

Knowing that Jessie only wants the truth from her, Thelma finally confesses that she 

did not love her husband. This time, she does not conceal the truth from her daughter 

as she tells lies about Agnes previously; she chooses not to lie to herself and to face 

the reality. Compelled to present the wrong information in order to make Jessie laugh 

to prevent her from committing suicide, Thelma presents the fact to her daughter so 

she knows that she is a good and competent mother who influences Jessie in a 

positive way since a child living in the false world constructed by mother will not be 

able to adapt to the real world outside the family. 

     Inspired by Jessie, who would rather face the real world, Thelma not only 

expresses her dissatisfaction with her husband but also starts to think about the reality 

on her own and comes to realize her numbness towards the real world may do harm to 

Jessie: 

JESSIE. I thought it might be better for you after [Daddy] died. You’d get 

interested in things. Breathe better. Change somehow. 

MAMA. Into what? The Queen? A clerk in a shoe store? Why should I? 

Because he said to? Because you said to? (JESSIE shakes her head.) Well 

I wasn’t here for his entertainment and I’m not here for yours either, Jessie. 

I don’t know what I’m here for, but then I don’t think about it. (realizing 

what all this means) But I bet you wouldn’t be killing yourself if he were 

still alive. That’s a fine thing to figure out, isn’t it? (Norman 34) 

Even though she knows her husband had lower opinions of her because of her failure 

of being a satisfactory wife fitting the “normal” standard and his expectations, Thelma 

never changes herself in order to amuse and to cater to him. She is aware that she does 
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not live for other people but for herself and is able to opt for other kinds of life to lead 

rather than being compelled to fit the standard set by others, especially by her 

husband and the patriarchal ideology. By asserting herself in this conversation with 

her daughter, Thelma reveals her autonomy and makes the first, positive step towards 

resistance against the patriarchal society. In addition, after her later realization that her 

numbness of the reality is one of the reasons causing Jessie’s oppression during the 

mothering process, Thelma adds two more sentences―“But I bet you wouldn’t be 

killing yourself if [your dad] were still alive. That’s a fine thing to figure out, isn’t 

it?”―to express her awareness of the importance of facing the reality instead of 

accepting it passively (Norman 34). Thelma’s realization in this conversation shows 

her change from merely accepting the reality and unknowing her mothering doing 

harm to Jessie to becoming conscious of the possible influence she may exert on her 

daughter. 

     When Thelma is conscious of other kinds of life she can lead, she then is 

encouraged to express her thinking and feeling and then continues to admit what she 

really likes in her oppressed life as a caretaker of the family. After throwing dishware 

out of the cabinet and angrily says that she only needs one of each for the rest of her 

life, she confesses that “I’m not going to cook. I never liked it anyway. I like candy. 

Wrapped in plastic or coming in sacks. And tuna. I like tuna. I’ll eat tuna, thank you” 

(Norman 35). Although Thelma’s behavior seems to be childish, her dislike of 

cooking and preference for candy seems to be weird and can be seen as the words she 

utters in anger, her reactions symbolize her resistance of being a mother usually 

providing food and warmth for her family by the traditional definition in the 

patriarchal society. It is one of her steps to confront the restriction and oppression in 

reality positively without any tolerance. 
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Jessie’s Resistant Actions 

     In the previous chapter, I have demonstrated that Jessie is oppressed by 

Thelma’s protection and compulsion to totally reach the “normal” standard of a 

woman under patriarchal ideology. Nevertheless, she has performed her resistance in 

her thinking of and attitude towards mothering, the traditional values institutionalized 

within family, marriage, and meaning of her life. Compared with Thelma, who totally 

submits to patriarchy, Jessie has more reflection on mothering her criminal son, Ricky, 

a juvenile delinquent. He seems to run away from home for a long time so no one 

knows where he is now. Knowing Ricky stole two rings which are “the last valuable 

things [his mother] had,” Jessie estimates that “now he’s started in on other people, 

door to door” (Norman 13). Ricky’s antisocial behavior is unacceptable in society and 

it shows that he is not a “normal,” socialized child who satisfies one of the mothering 

demands―to rear children to be socially acceptable.  

     Having a delinquent son, Jessie is likely to be blamed for Ricky’s misbehavior.     

However, Jessie does not think the same way as Thelma, who deems mothering 

responsibilities the most crucial task in a mother’s life, and she is not as anxious as 

her mother when her son’s deviant behavior is not socially accepted. Since Ricky is 

like her, Jessie thoroughly understands what kind of person Ricky is and how he may 

think; she knows the reasons why he becomes who he is now: 

I see it on his face. I hear it when he talks. We look out at the world and we see 

the same thing: Not Fair. And the only difference between us is Ricky’s out 

there trying to get even. And he knows not to trust anybody and he got it straight 

from me. And he knows not to try to get work, and guess where he got that. He 

walks around like there’s loose boards in the floor, and you know who laid that 

floor, I did. (Norman 40) 

Unlike Thelma, who always demands Jessie to be as “normal” as other people in 
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society, Jessie understands Ricky and stands by him somehow. For Jessie, Ricky’s 

individuality seems to be more important than whether he is as “normal” as other 

people in society. Her different attitude towards mothering probably results from her 

own experiences when she grew up. Suffering from incurable illness and unsteady 

health condition, Jessie is isolated from people and the outer world so that she finds 

herself not fitting in anywhere in society. In her opinion, Ricky is similar to her 

because his behavior does not fit the social norms, making him isolated from people 

and society. 

     Both her inherited illness and delinquent son are beyond the scope of her 

control, but Jessie’s powerlessness does not mean she spoils Ricky. Jessie makes 

effort in her ways of mothering and deems Ricky as an individual, having his own, 

unique personalities, rather than as a dependent, immature child who needs to be 

trained to reach the standard set by the society. As an epileptic mother who has been 

hurt during her growth, Jessie tends to respect Ricky’s individuality and not to 

demand him to live up to the “normal” expectations in a patriarchal society as Thelma 

does. Her own ways of mothering do not arise from her inability, her irresponsibility 

as a mother, nor her intention of giving Ricky up, but from her knowledge of what she 

has given him and who he becomes. Hence, she performs her own ways of mothering 

which may be different from the “normal” one in the patriarchal society. For example, 

before committing suicide, Jessie decides to give Ricky her watch while overlooking 

Thelma’s opposition that he will sell the watch to buy drugs. She even adds “I hope he 

gets some good drugs with it” (Norman 56). In the “normal” mothering process, any 

mother will not allow children to take drugs since its addictiveness and fatality will 

destroy the most important mothering task―to secure children’s life and their growth. 

On the contrary, Jessie hopes Ricky can buy some “good” drugs, which can be seen as 

her way of mothering and her opposition to the “normal” standard of mothering 
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imposing by patriarchal ideology. 

     In addition to her practical mothering practice as her resistance, Jessie 

implicitly accuses the sexual division of labor in the mothering process under 

patriarchy. By saying that “Ricky is [Cecil and I] together for all time in too small a 

space . . . tearing each other apart, like always, inside that boy . . .” (Norman 40), 

Jessie implies that Ricky is tortured by inharmonious relationship between his parents 

and then becomes deviant. In other words, it is impossible to blame Jessie for Ricky’s 

aberration; if she is responsible for rearing Ricky, Cecil must be responsible as well 

since they both hurt Ricky through the process of raising him. As a result, Jessie does 

not seem to be as anxious, desperate, and severely oppressed by mothering as Thelma. 

She is not completely conditioned and restricted by patriarchal ideology, and therefore 

she retains independent thinking and her own reflections on mothering. 

     Except for mothering, Jessie has developed different attitude towards family, 

and she also finds her ways to oppose the traditional, oppressive values of family. By 

thinking that she and her husband are “together for all time in too small a space . . . 

tearing each other apart . . .” (Norman 40), Jessie implicitly denounces the 

characteristics of modern family: the isolation and family members’ suffocating 

closeness to each other. While Thelma shows her not minding being bothered or her 

numbness with the over-close relationship in the family, Jessie expresses her distaste 

for those repressing values and characteristics of family. She tells her mother how 

Dawson bothers her and how she wants family members to treat her: 

JESSIE. He just calls me Jess like he knows who he’s talking to. He’s always 

wondering what I do all day. I mean, I wonder that myself, but it’s my day, 

so it’s mine to wonder about, not his. 

MAMA. Family is just accident, Jessie. It’s nothing personal, hon. They don’t 

mean to get on your nerves. They don’t even mean to be your family, they 
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just are. 

JESSIE. They know too much. 

MAMA. About what? 

JESSIE. They know too much about you, and they learned it before you had a 

chance to say whether you wanted them to know it or not. They were there 

when it happened and it don’t belong to them, it belongs to you, only they 

got it. Like my mail-order bra got delivered to their house. 

MAMA. By accident! 

JESSIE. All the same . . . they opened it. They saw the little rosebuds on it. [. . .] 

MAMA. (shaking her head no) What do they know about you? I’ll tell them 

never to talk about it again. [. . .] 

JESSIE. I just don’t like their talk. (Norman 19-20) 

Unlike Thelma, who accepts the conventional family values without any words, Jessie 

expresses her discontent with her disturbed life. Having lost her chance to lead a 

normal, healthy life, Jessie loses another opportunity to control and within her close 

but stifling family. She does not have the right to choose what kind of life she wants 

to lead, the right that she can autonomously perform at her will, but she does not lose 

her autonomy of thinking and clearly conveys her dislike for Dawson’s invasion of 

her privacy and the offensive way he treats her.  

     “Dawson’s ignorant self-absorption” is a kind of intrusion from Jessie’s 

perspective that he invades her privacy and life in an uncomfortable way (Spencer, 

She-Tragedy 158). In the last night of her life, Jessie finally takes actions to fight back 

against Dawson’s offensive behavior. She announces that a calculator will be given to 

Dawson, who gave it to her after he bought a new one and he did not want his wife to 

know he squandered his money. She will also give Loretta, her sister-in-law, a sack of 

house slippers, which were gifts from Dawson but only in Loretta’s size. The 
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calculator and the house slippers from Dawson are another kind of his arbitrary 

intrusion into Jessie’s life. Giving back these unwanted gifts from Dawson symbolizes 

Jessie’s attack on him in response to his encroachment. 

     Although Jessie’s marriage ended up with divorce, she has a different attitude 

towards marriage from Thelma’s as well. She actually loves Cecil and had tried to 

change herself in order to be with him, but when she realized their marriage life could 

not be maintained any longer, she accepted Cecil’s decision and got divorced. 

Although her divorce has deeply wounded her, and even after she talks about Cecil to 

Thelma, she “all the way [tries] desperately to regain her calm” (Norman 41), Jessie 

considers her divorce as giving each other another chance. Unlike Thelma, who does 

not love her husband but still stays married, restricted in the “normal” standard of a 

woman set by the patriarchal ideology, Jessie, not simply following the conventional 

road constructed for the “normal” people in society, displays her independent thinking 

and autonomy on the way to seek more possibilities in her life. After planning for the 

past ten years, she chooses another way out to pursue and possess other possibilities. 

In the last night, she opts for another route for her life―committing suicide. 

     As an epileptic divorcee, Jessie has been restricted in the society under the 

patriarchal ideology. Suicide is the last and the only method for her to fight against 

her epilepsy, patriarchy, and the social pressure imposed by the whole society. 

Although some critics believe that Norman fails to challenge patriarchal restrictions to 

women, and some even “condemn the play’s defeatist resolution of suicide in face of 

[female entrapment in a male-centered ideology]” (Demastes 109), Jessie explains to 

us how and why she chooses suicide as a method of fighting against her oppression 

through her thorough plan of her last night. She lost the right to control her life, but 

she never gives up any hope to regain the strength, or authority, to be the master of 

herself. She explains to Thelma that “I can’t do anything . . . about my life, to change 
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it, make it better, make me feel better about it. Like it better, make it work. But I can 

stop it” (Norman 26). In the last sentence, “I can stop it,” “I” is put in the subject 

position. Hence, by stating this sentence, Jessie strongly demonstrates her autonomy 

and shows her resistance to the oppressive condition. Suffering from her poor health 

condition and being oppressed by the patriarchal society, Jessie now discovers a way 

to get rid of the dominant power of her life and be the one who controls it by suicide. 

     Through her plan of committing suicide, Jessie not only obtains the authority to 

control her own body and life but also demonstrate her sense of responsibility and 

autonomy as a mature adult. She tells Thelma that she has meticulously planned for 

her suicide for ten years and waits until her health condition enables her to take 

further actions. During her preparation for suicide, Jessie takes actions according to 

her to-do list step by step. She checks and prepares everything Thelma does and may 

need for living, teaches Thelma in detail how to do the domestic work which has been 

done by her after she has moved back home, and even instructs her mother how to 

behave tonight after her suicide and on her funeral. Instead of shooting herself without 

any words, Jessie informs Thelma about her plan and the ultimate goal in the last 

night of her life. She leads most conversation with Thelma and asks her questions she 

has wondered for life. Jessie behaves like an independent, thoughtful adult, who is 

responsible for both herself and others. 

     Even though imprisoned in the patriarchal society and suffering from incurable 

illness and every kind of pressure from the mothering process to expectations to reach 

the “normal” standard of a woman in the patriarchal society, Jessie still obtains 

independent thinking and the capacity to evaluate, make decisions, and take actions. 

She chooses suicide to say no to whatever oppresses her, and therefore she clearly 

knows that suicide is a method, rather than the goal she attains to achieve. To a certain 

extent her decision embodies her identity as an independent individual and the 
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autonomy of her own. Through a series of actions, Jessie not only proves herself an 

autonomous individual but also fights against the oppressive confinement of her 

illness, patriarchy, and the society. 

     Both Jessie and Thelma fight against the oppression to a greater or lesser extent 

through the awareness of the predicament they confront and the autonomy revealed in 

their various actions. Originally accepting the oppressive condition passively, Thelma 

is inspired in the conversation she has with Jessie and comes to react to her 

oppression actively by expressing her true feelings about her unhappy marriage, 

awakened from her numbness towards the real world, and her preference for candy.      

Oppressed in the society and suffering from restriction of the “normal” standard by 

patriarchy, Jessie tries to resist the “normal” standard of a woman in the patriarchal 

society by displaying her resistance in her thinking of and attitude towards mothering, 

the traditional values institutionalized within family and marriage. Eventually she 

finds suicide as her ultimate method to fight against her epilepsy, patriarchy, and the 

social pressure imposed by the whole society. Although both mother and daughter fall 

victim to the patriarchal society, that night they eventually take actions positively to 

resist the oppression of patriarchal ideology and other limitations they suffer from. 
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Chapter Four 

Conclusion 

 

     Although women’s rights have been improved since the nineteenth century, 

they are still repressed by patriarchal ideology in modern society. Due to the sexual 

division of labor and sexual discrimination, they are usually segregated into domestic 

sphere and low-paid job, and shoulder mothering responsibilities. Hence, women’s 

labor is exploited by men in the patriarchal society. They often find themselves 

overwhelmed by the heavy domestic work and torn by mothering responsibilities, so 

they can hardly pursue their personal goals, retain their autonomy, and lead an 

independent life.  

     In ’night, Mother, Norman represents the predicament women confront in the 

patriarchal society in a realistic and even naturalistic way. Under the sexual division 

of labor, the father is the financial support of the family, and the mother is in charge of 

housework and childrearing. After the changes in scientific motherhood and the 

idealization of motherhood in the twentieth century, mothers nowadays are limited 

within their house, with children alone. They strive to take care of their children and 

rear them according to the expectations set by patriarchal ideology, and at the same 

time they become the one in the authorized position in mothering. Their influence on 

children accordingly becomes greater than ever.  

     Having authority over mothering her children, Thelma is oppressed during her 

mothering process, and inevitably oppresses Jessie at the same time. As an epileptic, 

Jessie can be hurt any time when a fit occurs, and her special health condition 

intensifies Thelma’s protection for her. Oppressed by mothering responsibilities, 

Thelma unconsciously becomes restricting, loses independent thinking, and 

eventually oppresses Jessie by subjugating her to the “normal” standard set by 
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patriarchal ideology. Regarded as immature child and “normal,” healthy individual by 

her mother at the same time, Jessie cannot help but be controlled and suffer from 

Thelma’s expectations and orders. She tried to find a job but failed. She was married 

off to the man Thelma found for her, and later took mothering responsibilities to rear 

her son. After her divorce, she moves back to live with Thelma and takes over most 

domestic duty from her mother. Like the mother in modern society limited within 

domestic sphere, Jessie is again confined to the expectations from others rather than 

from herself. She is oppressed, powerless and hopeless, and therefore she decides to 

end all the predicaments she faces. 

     Although ’night, Mother ends with her tragic suicide, Jessie actually reveals her 

independent thinking and autonomy through her plan and actions. She has more 

reflections on mothering, has different attitudes towards family and marriage. With 

incurable illness, Jessie endeavors to achieve everything in her life, shows her identity 

as an individual and her autonomy to fight against the restrictions put by patriarchy 

upon her body and mind. Seemingly encouraged by her daughter’s words and actions 

in their conversation that night, Thelma reveals her true feeling which had been 

concealed for her life. Both the mother and the daughter are oppressed in modern 

patriarchal society, but in return for the oppressive predicament, while Thelma finally 

confronts the repressive environment and expresses her true feelings, Jessie strives to 

challenge the patriarchal ideology through minor but significant actions.  
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