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Introduction 

 

For Caribbean writers, telling the story of childhood affords a unique opportunity to examine both 

their present milieu and ideological inheritance as these have affected their identity formation. 

Accordingly, literary works that foreground the bodies of children illustrate national concerns. 

Guillermina de Ferrari writes that “postcolonial childhood stories seem to address the building of 

collective histories that are strategically channeled through the personal story of the child” (104). 

Through stories about childhood, Caribbean writers allow us to encounter our historical past, both 

the colonial histories of slavery and imperialism as well as the postcolonial histories of 

independence and nation formation. For de Ferrari, girlhood stories in particular illustrate the types 

of cultural colonial violence that survive well into the period of nationhood because they depict the 

ways in which European norms are upheld and maintained through control of the young female 

body.  
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Childhood represents a period of malleable identity in which children acquire desirable 

characteristics and values. It is, further, a period in which children learn appropriate gender and 

sexual mores, mores that later present themselves as naturalized components of the social fabric. 

Given children’s propensity to question and to imagine alternatives, childhood becomes a 

dangerous period until the child’s body comes under complete social control. Literary depictions of 

children’s questions and imagined alternatives offer powerful critiques of many naturalized sex and 

gender norms that have become so imbricated in national practices as to appear naturalized.   

 

Shani Mootoo’s Cereus Blooms at Night and Jamaica Kincaid’s Autobiography of my Mother are 

two contemporary Caribbean novels in which young girls question the division between the public 

and the private spheres of the Caribbean and their subsequent coding as male and female 

domains, respectively. In this paper, I will first provide a theoretical framework that foregrounds and 

traces the emergence of this gendered and Manichean division of space that characterizes the 

postcolonial nation. I will then explore the ways in which Mootoo’s characters illustrate the 

Caribbean state’s consolidation of itself through the simultaneous creation of gendered spaces and 

gendered bodies. As Cereus shows, the nation creates a male-dominated public sphere in tandem 

with a private domestic sphere that is, to an extent, understood as women’s domain although it still 

exists within the aegis of patriarchal authority. In Autobiography, the nation-state reinforces this 

division by containing young girls within the home so as to secure well-behaved (re)productive 

female citizens. The nation state teaches girls to conform to specific gender norms by policing the 

division between the private and public spheres through a combination of cultural and legal codes. 

Hence, the ways in which these novels interrogate and repudiate these absolute divisions through 

children’s imagination will be considered. 

 

Jurgen Habermas’ concept of a public sphere as elaborated in The Structural Transformation of the 

Public Sphere posits the existence of a space in which civilian participants can engage in public 

debate through rational arguments over issues of joint interest and concern. According to 

Habermas: “Public debate was supposed to transform voluntas into a ratio that in the public 

competition of private arguments came into being as the consensus about what was practically 

necessary in the interest of all” (83, his emphasis).  

 

Increasingly, the middle class generated new ideas and practices within this space and 

differentiated between separate spheres of political authority and quotidian domestic life. These 

joint processes—collectivization through the formation of a public sphere, and privatization through 

the cultivation of individual subjectivity—allowed for more than mediation between the individual 

and the state; notably, it also allowed for the bourgeoisie family to be increasingly privatized. The 

conversations in the public sphere, therefore, filtered out many issues that were seen as relevant to 

the private and domestic.  

 

Habermas’ configuration of the public sphere proves problematic for the non-Western world, 

which has largely been enslaved through the instruments of reason and universalisms; in particular, 

it is problematic for women, who are categorically excluded from the intellectual public sphere, and 

by extension public space, thereby limiting their potential for bringing about societal shifts at the 

level of state institutions. At the same time that this separation takes place, it is masked so as to 

make the division appear natural—a separation of spheres that carries with it a system of 

corresponding oppositional values. The public sphere was the space for community and for the 
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rational. It is the space for capitalist interactions through which the public self can be performed. 

The private sphere was the place for the individual and for love and emotions. It is the private space 

of the individual.  

 

Women in the Caribbean were not always marginalized in public spaces. During slavery, women 

labored equally in fields outside of the domestic space and alongside men. Gender was virtually 

non-existent as a force that determined labor relations (Bernard Moitt 172). Women in the 

nineteenth century Caribbean political sphere, although not having the right to vote, remained 

politically influential. Male politicians sought them out as an important part of the black community. 

Post-emancipation, the nature of this labor relationship changed, in part because new ideological 

forces were at work in these communities. One of the reasons for this shift, as Swithin Wilmot 

discusses in the context of Jamaica, is the gender ideology put forth by British missionaries in the 

Caribbean. Former slaves were encouraged by the missionaries to follow the pattern set by the 

English bourgeoisie, an order in which men left the home to work and earn money while women 

stayed in the home (280).  

    

The process of pushing women out of the public sphere was further enabled by 

overtly coding public and private spaces as male and female, respectively, while 

simultaneously gendering bodies, especially in terms of movement. This worked 

in the Caribbean context where the conventional understanding of human rights 

violations as occurring only at the hands of state actors, precluded a 

consideration of violence against women perpetrated by private actors within 

the human rights discourse. The abuse of women was viewed as a cultural, 

private or individual issue and not a political matter that required state action 

(Pargass and Clarke 39). 

 

The above quotation exemplifies what Susan Gal explains as the mapping of the private onto 

familial relations and the domestic, and the ensuing privatization of abuse (30). Critical responses to 

Habermas’ work have thus advocated for the understanding of a counter-discursive space for 

feminism. One such space emerges in Rita Felski’s model of a feminist public sphere, which she 

models on Habermas’ notion of the public sphere. Felski presents an alternative that is based on 

“the shared experience of gender-based oppression which provides the mediating factor intended 

to unite all participants beyond their specific difference” (166). Furthermore, as critic Lisa 

McLaughlin attests, such counter-public spheres offer “a space for the invention and circulation of 

counter-discourses by members of subordinated social groups” (160). In response to 

marginalization in public spheres, women can create alternative public spheres.  

 

Belinda Edmondson posits that, within the Caribbean context, it is less a common space and more a 

question of a common language that is necessary for feminist counter discourse: “…debate within a 

public sphere is not so much contingent upon possessing common social status as on speaking the 

same language” (95). Mootoo and Kincaid show that this common language may occur in both 

public and private spaces at the macro-level of institutions and the micro-level of the private home. 

At the micro-level of the home, “negotiations in gender relations can take place at the individual 

level where men and women, men and men, or women and women, work out their own gender 

boundaries and norms, in the privacy of their homes, bedrooms or in the workplaces or social 

gatherings” (Mohammed 29). While gender and sex may be a body of relations that is largely 
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framed on the macro-level, sources of power can be allocated in favor of women at the micro-level 

of the home.  

 

Through interactions at both the macro and the micro levels, bodies acquire a sex and gender that 

register them as citizens. Although sex and gender are thought of as being socially assigned at 

birth, acquiring both sex and gender is a process. As Judith Butler explains, the bodies of women 

are called upon to enter the normative world of feminine gender from childhood through 

processes of citationality and materialization. Over a period of time, bodies are “cited” as they are 

repeatedly referenced in relation to certain identifiable norms. Since matter is neither site nor 

surface as societies usually imagine it, bodies are instead “materialized” over time as they are 

repeatedly referred to in specific ways that “produce the effect of boundary, fixity, and surface we 

call matter” (Butler 9).  

 

The system of patriarchy is the gender system that works in tandem with this gendering and sexing 

of bodies. Patricia Mohammed describes a gender system as “the rules governing the social, sexual, 

and reproductive behavior in any given society” (21). Bodies that do not subscribe to these 

governing rules within the national space are prevented from exercising the full rights of a citizen. 

In fact, they are converted into abject bodies. Jacqui Alexander makes precisely this point in relation 

to women defined as lesbians and prostitutes who were constructed as outside of the law so that 

the state could then discipline and punish them (23). Should a young woman reject the model of 

gender conformity that is placed before her or  invest in her own erotic autonomy as a source of 

power, she then becomes a threat to the nuclear heteropatriarchal family so valorized in 

nineteenth century abolitionist Christian agendas and nationalist gender ideology. This then gives 

the state and civil society the power to label her an outsider and to treat her with social opprobrium 

while denying her the protections that would be afforded to other citizens.     

 

Both Mootoo and Kincaid examine the gendering of the public and private spheres in Cereus and 

Autobiography by looking at the ways that gender ideology when mapped onto the separate 

private and public spheres has very real consequences for women in these spaces. For Mootoo’s 

characters, this drama plays out most distinctly in the public theatre of El Dorado Park. For Kincaid’s 

Xuela, this plays itself out at school and on the road she travels daily to get there. As children in 

these spaces, Mala and Xuela learn that they must fulfill gendered expectations that they be 

subservient and become wives and mothers and in this capacity uphold the patriarchy and the 

system of reasoning on which it rests. 

 

In Mootoo’s Cereus, we meet Mala Ramchandin first as an adult resident of an asylum community. 

She has been brought there after the police have discovered her murdered father’s body 

barricaded and rotting in a room in the house. By this time, we know that Mala committed this act 

of patricide after years of incestuous, physical and emotional abuse by her father. After committing 

this act, Mala’s excessively fractured psyche finally unravels entirely. She lives outside of the 

decaying house in her garden. The garden itself is so overgrown that it threatens to overrun the 

house. The police, unable to find enough evidence to prosecute Mala because of a fire that 

destroys the house and the decayed corpse, instead remand her to the custody of the Head 

Matron, also referred to as Sister, at the local asylum. At the asylum, Mala meets Tyler, a male nurse, 

who begins to piece together the story of Mala’s trauma by coaxing from her a testimony of her 

past abuses.  
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One of the clearest articulations of the community’s approach to the training of children comes in 

the form of Sister’s statement to Nurse Tyler. In relation to troublesome residents at the nursing 

home, Sister states, “At their age, they are all like children. And when children misbehave, you have 

to discipline them. Not so? Don’t get too thoughtful over Mala Ramchandin” (13-14). These words 

equate children and the elderly. Both are sectors of the society that do not produce whose bodies 

must be disciplined. This comment also points to the element of malleability in childhood identity, 

describing the social responsibility for conscious shaping.  

 

As a child, Mala learns this lesson in El Dorado Park where her peers enforce social rules of gender 

and sexual normativity. The park itself represents a public space, designated by the nation for 

recreational and family activities. As children, Mala, Asha and Boyie go there one morning to play. 

Mala wants to be leader of the games that day; however, Walter Bissey is the leader that the group 

of children elects. Walter tricks the sisters into a game of blindman’s bluff. Mala is blindfolded. The 

children then gang up on her, beating her with sticks. As for Asha, they gag her and tie her hands 

together, leaving her unable to speak and crying by a standpipe. Mala and Asha are punished for 

being different, for Mala’s attempts to step out of her assigned gender role. As a young woman, 

especially in the presence of such a strong and forceful young man as Walter Bissey, Mala is 

expected to accept his authority unquestioningly. Her presence and her purpose, however, do 

exactly the opposite.  

 

Walter and his gang of friends attack Mala by taunting her about her mother’s homosexual desires. 

By this time, everyone in Paradise village knows that Sarah, the mother of these girls, has run off to 

the Shivering Northern Wetlands with Lavinia Thoroughly, her female lover. Walter taunts Mala 

(whom he calls Pohpoh) by saying, “Pohpoh, is true what we hear about your mother? Where your 

mother Pohpoh? You giving Boyie or you like girls?” (87). Attitudes toward Sarah’s homosexuality, 

which is defined as errant and repulsive by the community, are inculcated into the Lantanacamaran 

community’s youngest members. Sarah’s sexual behaviors become attached to her daughters’ 

bodies. Walter’s taunts as well as his violent attack when Mala tries to assert herself conflate same-

sex desires with a desire on the part of girls to assume power. Through these actions, 

homosexuality, which the community defines as a deviant sexuality, becomes conflated with sexism 

in the youngest of minds. Furthermore, these dual beliefs play out illustratively in public spaces. 

Mala’s beating and Asha’s gagging are representative of the violent silencing that takes place 

among those defined as transgressors of sexual and gender roles. If they are not well-behaved 

citizens, they cannot access public spaces such as El Dorado Park. Walter and his peers chase Mala 

and Asha out of the park since this is a place for “decent people” with normal desires.  

 

In the case of Xuela in Autobiography of my Mother, censorship of the female child’s body within 

the public space occurs in relation to the educational space of school. Xuela’s mother dies at 

childbirth, leaving Xuela in the care of her harsh and uncaring father. He takes her to Ma Eunice, a 

woman who washes his clothes every week. Not only does Xuela grow up without love, but she 

also has the identity of victim attached to her. She is viewed in terms of the Carib ancestry that she 

inherited from her mother, an identity associated with a conquered and defeated people. As a 

young woman, she is taken to live with a white couple who expect her to give them a child. Xuela 

chooses not to have children and instead eventually marries a man that she does not love. 
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Xuela’s interaction in the public sphere during her childhood involves her time at school and her 

time spent traveling public roads in transit from Ma Eunice’s house to school. Xuela describes her 

world as “silent, soft, and vegetable-like in its vulnerability, subject to the powerful whims of 

others…” (17). At this time in her life, Xuela is vulnerable to the whims of the authority figures in her 

life. In particular, Xuela’s teacher and father work to produce Xuela as well-disciplined and docile. 

Thus, any behavior she may engage in that does not conform to what they expect of one who is 

poor and downtrodden is met with violent suppression by them.  

 

Xuela attends school at her father’s behest, but she is the only girl in this space. She enjoys the 

intellectual work, and this leads her to overstep the boundaries allotted to her as a young girl who 

is a descendant of the defeated and all but forgotten race of Caribs. Xuela talks constantly, most 

times to herself and occasionally to others. She remembers everything. She likes reading and 

writing and has a very sharp memory. At school, however, Xuela’s teacher seeks constantly to 

remind her of her proper subordinate space as a descendant of a defeated race of Caribs. This 

identity coupled with Xuela’s mental quickness leads the teacher to see Xuela as evil and possessed: 

“My memory…was regarded as unusual, so unusual that my teacher who was trained to think only 

of good and evil…said I was evil, I was possessed….She pointed again to the fact that my mother 

was of the Carib people.” (17). The binary thinking process of Xuela’s teacher with its 

accompanying value system of good and evil seeks to exert itself as a corrective force to Xuela’s 

difference. Later, in an effort to humiliate Xuela before the class for her audacity in writing letters to 

her father describing the unpleasantness of her life at school and at her caretaker Ma Eunice’s 

house, Xuela’s teacher calls her proud and sinful. From this experience, Xuela understands that 

there is a certain self-hatred that exists within her teacher’s understanding of herself and which she 

directs to Xuela. The teacher functions as an agent of a patriarchal hierarchy that upholds and 

reinforces a certain social hierarchy where girls do not outperform boys. Certainly, not girls 

descended from a now extinct race.  

 

Xuela’s father is a second patriarchal heteronormative force that upholds and enforces the rational 

ordering of things in the public sphere. For the children in the novel, the roads are a dangerous 

space. Once, while crossing a river on their way to school they see a seductive woman standing in 

the river and beckoning to them. One of their band, a young boy, succumbs to the temptation. He 

is swallowed by the river and never seen or heard from again. Thus, Xuela recalls: 

 

We walked together in a companionship based on fear, fear of things we could 

not see…It was only after we had left the immediate confines of our village and 

were out of the sight of our parents that we drew close to each other. We would 

talk, but our conversation was always about terror. How could it not be so? We 

had seen that boy drown in the mouth of the river we crossed each day (Kincaid 

49). 

 

This passage shows us the extent of the vulnerability of children. The threat that Xuela recognizes 

and articulates is a supernatural one. It is made even more threatening by the fact that children are 

especially susceptible to it because their youth enables them to perceive these forces. Xuela remarks 

that if their education had been complete, they would not have been able to perceive the female 

figure at all. In other words, if the Western reasoning of the British Empire had succeeded she 

would not have seen this phantom. Xuela’s father, whose education in the rational has been 
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successful, refuses to believe that there was any such woman that lured her companion into the 

water. Further, he tells her that by telling these tales, she is in fact threatening his standing as a 

public official. The roads represent a space that undermines the apparent naturalness of the public 

sphere as a space predicated upon reason. 

 

Xuela has another, similar, experience when one day, on her way home from school, she throws 

three stones at a monkey. The monkey catches the last of these, and with an unerring aim of its 

own, wounds her above the eye. Her father refuses to believe that this is possible. He thinks instead 

that a boy at her school did this and that she is protecting his identity. This prompts him to remove 

her from school. Xuela’s father’s disbelief leads him to withdraw his parental protection within the 

public sphere.  

 

Both Mala and Xuela grow up to be women who have restricted access to public spaces because of 

the ways in which they overstep the sex and gender roles assigned them. These actions in and of 

themselves legitimately question established orders of reason and the Judeo-Christian tradition that 

in turn shapes gender and sexual mores. Both Mala and Xuela reveal the potential of patriarchy to 

abuse weaker members of society within the public sphere. However, Mootoo and Kincaid provide 

literary representations of counter-public spheres located within private spaces that afford 

opportunities to challenge these assertions of power.  

 

Nevertheless, children’s imaginations can potentially imagine an alternative to nationally created 

public spaces and their accompanying borders. For Mala, it is the physical space of her garden, 

whereas for Xuela it is the physical landscape of the island itself. The garden and the landscape 

function as alternative counter-public spheres that, as Felski suggests, allow for sharing experiences 

of gender-based oppression and uniting beyond their differences. Both Mala and Xuela are able to 

challenge accepted definitions of the public sphere as a male space and the private sphere as a 

female space. Mala does this by bringing elements of the domestic outside of the confines of the 

home into her garden; conversely, Xuela challenges the structure by bringing elements of the 

public arena into the inner domestic space. 

 

In the case of Mala, she constructs a garden where all organisms are equally respected. She avoids 

trampling or otherwise interfering with snails, birds and plants alike. She cannot bear to see a 

cutting of a plant or a flower that has been separated from the rest of it. This ethic of equally 

valuing all bodies directly contradicts Judeo-Christian traditions of placing man in dominion over all 

other bodies. The cereus plant in her garden is the ultimate symbol of this ethic. It blooms only once 

a year. When it does, its blossom is the most intoxicating of scents. The remainder of the time the 

cereus is the most unattractive of plants, described as leafy and gangly. Yet Mala takes as much care 

of it as of any more decorative plant, caring for it in its homeliness and patiently awaiting its bloom.  

 

When it does bloom, other villagers are able to share in her garden space and in its heady and 

intoxicating fragrance, most notably, Otoh Mohanty. This space disrupts the binary of the private 

and the public by opening up the domestic space to outsiders. Otoh, born Ambrosia, is a biological 

female who has consistently dressed as a man. Otoh challenges normative gender and sex roles. As 

Allison Donnell writes, figures such as Otoh and Tyler, the homosexual male nurse who cares for 

Mala, encourage us to think of sexuality and desire beyond the discourse of the state “by 

desegregating ideas of the ‘natural’ and those of sexual identity” (241). 
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In addition to challenging gender normativity within the garden, the system of equality at work in 

the garden, whereby all entities matter equally, issues a direct challenge to the hierarchical value 

system of the patriarchy. This space values hybridity over the much-touted purity of the sacrosanct 

home space. According to Sarah Phillips Casteel’s reading, the cereus plant in this garden prefigures 

the movements that Indo-Trinidadian Sarah and European Lavinia make when they are 

“transplanted” to the Shivering Northern Wetlands. These two characters that transgress norms 

through their lesbian identity also represent a hybridity by way of their union (26).  

 

Like Mala, Xuela’s challenge to the gendered binary divisions occurs when she challenges the 

domestic space. However, unlike Mala who creates a hybrid private/public space for herself outside 

of the home. Xuela upsets gendered expectations by refusing to perform the prescribed roles of 

wife and mother that would recreate the traditional home of the private sphere as expected. At 

certain moments during Xuela’s childhood, she is able to transcend imaginatively the limits imposed 

on her by normative gender restrictions. As Amanda Putnam writes, Xuela’s intense awareness of 

the natural world “reveal[s] an unconstrained acceptance of herself and the physical world around 

her” (120). These moments of awareness usually take place when she is alone in the natural world. 

This in turn fosters an independence of spirit and identity that will eventually translate into her 

refusal to accede to patriarchally conceived roles of mother and wife. Xuela remembers: 

 

…my World then…was both a mystery to me and the source of much pleasure: I 

loved the face of a gray sky, porous, grainy, wet, following me to school for 

mornings on end, sending me soft arrows of water; the face of that same sky 

when it was a hard, unsheltering blue, a backdrop for a cruel sun; the harsh heat 

that eventually became a part of me, like my blood; the overbearing trees (the 

stems of some of them the size of small trunks) that grew without restraint as if 

beauty were only size, and I could tell them all apart by closing my eyes and 

listening to the sound the leaves made when they rubbed together (17). 

    

This sensitivity to nature that Xuela illustrates, the deep connectedness to the elements and the 

landscape, is not reflective of her experience with human interactions. She does not feel love 

toward other family members including her sister, her father and her stepmother. Instead, Xuela 

feels a deep kinesthetic connection to nature, experiencing this connection through all her senses. 

More importantly, however, is the individual nature of this interaction. In the above passage, she 

experiences nature alone. The images of nature with which Xuela identifies herself are images of 

strength. The arrows of water and the harshness of the sun might even be described as cruel. 

These allow her to fashion a version of selfhood. As a child, after moving back to her father’s house 

to live with his new wife and children, Xuela creates a safe space for herself in the nearby wooded 

area as a haven to protect her from her stepmother’s hatred.  

 

The natural world is portrayed as existing within the boundaries of private space. It is far away from 

the public gaze of the community or the patriarchy as represented by her father. Nature as a space, 

as a resource, and as a nurturing presence all come together to enable Xuela to resist the forces of 

patriarchy that threaten to eradicate her selfhood and independence. When Xuela becomes 

pregnant for the LaBattes, she chooses to have an abortion. She is able to make this choice because 

of her knowledge of plants. Later in the novel, she chooses not to bear Roland’s child although she 
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loves him, again showing the strength of her sense of self as it has been nurtured by her interaction 

with the natural world. She states that “I would bear children, they would hang from me like fruit 

from a vine, but I would destroy them with the carelessness of a god…” (97-98). Kathryn E. Morris 

writes that Xuela’s “renunciation of motherhood, her narcissistic sexuality and the strength of her 

imagination” (966) make her a literary response that reclaims a lost history and makes a place for it 

in the public sphere.  

 

By rejecting the roles of mother and obedient wife, Xuela is thereby able to exercise some form of 

control over her body and her life. She therefore commands the gaze of the public state by refusing 

to choose from the options that it has given her. The private becomes a site in which to undermine 

and contest the demands of the public. By injecting her personal choice into the area of the private, 

Xuela is bringing an outside and transgressive influence into the private space. This choice, 

therefore, brings elements of the public into the private home space.  

 

The bodies of the novels’ young protagonists, Mala and Xuela, become sites upon which the newly 

birthed nation state’s investment in heteronormative timelines of policed and disciplined sexualities, 

nuclear families, and sanctioned reproduction wreaks havoc as these prescriptions are applied to 

fulfill their normalizing imperatives. The relentlessness of this agenda promises to culminate in the 

destruction of the girls’ bodies and psyches, forcing Mala and Xuela as young women to challenge 

norms and find ways of belonging to the national community through types of interaction with 

their physical environment.  

 

The individuality of these characters’ choices is preserved. Xuela and Mala do not offer their actions 

as prescriptive norms to be adopted by the population at large. Xuela states that “my impulse is to 

the good, my good is to serve myself. I am not a people, I am not a nation. I only wish from time to 

time to make my actions of a people, to make my actions be the actions of a nation” (216).  

Through such activities as gardening, through their knowledge of the landscape, and through a 

type of communing with nature, these protagonists critique the project of nation building in its 

patriarchal, rational, and otherwise Eurocentric form. Instead, they argue convincingly for a 

different model of an affective community that exists as a hybrid space that is at once both private 

and public. Such spaces are ultimately more inclusive of racially and sexually marginalized 

populations than the patriarchal heteronormative nation. As the characters in Cereus Blooms at 

Night and Autobiography of my Mother demonstrate, women’s participation in the public sphere 

and civil society are often contingent on their willingness to abide by heteropatriarchal norms of 

sexuality and gender—a process that the state begins to teach girls in childhood. Their failure to do 

so can give rise to alternative models of public and private spaces that are less defined by gendered 

expectations and more receptive and inclusive. These choices remain individual choices; yet, they 

afford marginalized members of a society access to spaces that they would otherwise be denied.  
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