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Abstract 

Gloria Naylor’s literary works intricately explore the multifaceted experiences of Black women, with motherhood 

emerging as a central and transformative theme. Through novels such as The Women of Brewster Place, Mama Day, and 

Bailey’s Café, Naylor presents motherhood as a dynamic force shaped by love, sacrifice, trauma, and resilience. Her 

portrayal of maternal figures extends beyond biological definitions, encompassing surrogate mothers, community 

caretakers, and spiritual guides. Naylor challenges traditional narratives by highlighting the complexities of motherhood 

within marginalized communities, addressing issues such as generational trauma, poverty, and systemic oppression. This 

paper examines how Naylor’s depiction of motherhood reflects broader social and cultural struggles, ultimately 

celebrating the strength and enduring legacy of maternal bonds in African American communities. By analyzing key 

characters and relationships, this study reveals how Naylor redefines motherhood as an act of empowerment and survival, 

fostering both individual and collective healing. 
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Introduction 

Motherhood has long been a pivotal concern within feminist discourse, with its significance 

evolving in tandem with the development of feminist thought. The concept of motherhood has 

undergone significant transformations throughout the various waves of feminism, resulting in distinct 

perspectives on the issue. Early American women writers, such as Anna Bradstreet and Mary 

Wollstonecraft, who advocated for women's rights, also explored the theme of motherhood in their 

work. However, their approach differed substantially from that of later feminist thinkers like Virginia 

Woolf, Sara Ruddick, and Adrienne Rich. 

 

For instance, first-wave feminists like Mary Wollstonecraft emphasized the importance of 

women's education in enabling them to become capable and responsible mothers. In her influential 

book, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, Wollstonecraft poses a rhetorical question, highlighting 

the need for women's education to facilitate effective parenting and household management. This 

perspective underscores the notion that women's empowerment is essential for them to fulfill their 

roles as mothers and caregivers. 
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Gloria Naylor begins this women-centered novel with a lullaby. This enigmatic epigraph serves 

to introduce the novel’s birth with this cradle song: hush now can you hear it can’t be far away needing 

the blues to get there look and you can hear it look and you can hear the blues open a place never 

closing (Bailey’s Café). 

 

Embracing motherhood is a transformative experience that can be both challenging and 

empowering. As women navigate this journey, they often discover inner reserves of strength, 

resilience, and capacity for love that they never knew they possessed. Motherhood brings a new sense 

of direction and significance to life, as women find themselves driven by a profound passion and 

devotion to their children. This unparalleled bond awakens a depth of emotion and commitment that 

can be life-changing. 

 

Motherhood is a profoundly emotional journey, one that can profoundly alter a woman's sense 

of identity. As she embracingly takes on the role of "mom," she may occasionally lose sight of the 

person she once was, before the arrival of her precious children. The relentless demands of childcare 

can sometimes reduce her existence to a never-ending cycle of diaper changes and laundry, leaving 

her feeling like her sole purpose in life is confined within the walls of her home. 

 

Despite the overwhelming love she has for her children, the all-consuming nature of 

motherhood can evoke a deep-seated longing for something more. She may yearn for personal 

fulfillment, creative expression, or intellectual stimulation, leaving her with a bittersweet ache. 

Moreover, motherhood can be utterly exhausting, both physically and emotionally. As she pours her 

heart and soul into nurturing her children, she can't help but dream of the bright futures that lie ahead 

for them. Her mind is filled with visions of the incredible adventures they will have, the challenges 

they will overcome, and the people they will become. 

 

Motherhood is a multifaceted journey, filled with moments of joy, exhaustion, and selflessness. 

It's the late-night struggles to soothe a toddler to sleep, after a long day of reading Goodnight Moon 

and wishing for a moment's peace. It's the endless task of cleaning up messes, from wiping down 

kitchens to washing floors and cleaning windows smudged with tiny fingerprints. 

 

Motherhood is also a symphony of emotions, a delicate balance of kisses, cuddles, and late-

night snuggles. It's the comforting of a teenager struggling with self-doubt and bullying, and the 
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rebuilding of pieces torn apart by life's challenges. 

 

Despite its many rewards, motherhood can be overwhelming and stressful. A woman often 

wishes for more hours in the day and more days in the week to manage the demands of parenting. The 

guilt of leaving home and the frustration of being confined can be suffocating at times. 

 

Yet, motherhood is also profoundly simple and amazing. A mother's heart beats for her child, 

and she finds joy in the love and adoration reflected in their eyes. Her greatest hope is to nurture her 

child into a unique and compassionate individual. 

 

Defining motherhood is a daunting task, as it encompasses the entirety of human experience, 

from birth to death. It's a kaleidoscope of raw emotions, experiences, hopes, and dreams. Motherhood 

is a sacred journey, one that requires a woman to embark on a path of selflessness, devotion, and 

unconditional love. 

 

Every mother's journey is unique, yet the rewards of motherhood remain universal. This sacred 

journey is one that a woman should cherish and revel in, for it brings unparalleled joy and fulfillment. 

Gloria Naylor's novel, Bailey's Cafe, presents a poignant portrayal of motherhood, woven together 

with themes of female sexuality, pain, and resilience. Set in a mythical diner in 1940s New York City, 

the narrative is guided by the enigmatic cafe owner, Bailey. 

 

Through the voices of seven women, each with their own tale of struggle and triumph, Naylor 

crafts a rich tapestry of stories that evoke the blues. Each character is a testament to the human spirit's 

capacity to persevere in the face of adversity. Despite being ostracized by society, these women find 

solace and transcendence within the walls of Bailey's Cafe. 

 

The novel's structure is a deliberate homage to the musicality of the blues, with chapter titles 

such as "Maestro, If You Please…", "The Jam", and "Miss Maple's Blues". This lyrical quality adds 

depth and emotional resonance to the narrative, underscoring the transformative power of storytelling. 

Bailey's Cafe is a testament to the human capacity for redemption and growth. The novel shows that 

even those who have been marginalized and oppressed can rise above their circumstances to create 

meaning and purpose in their lives. In doing so, Naylor redefines the notion of heroism and challenges 

societal norms, offering a profound exploration of the human condition. 
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Bailey, the enigmatic owner of the café, begins to recount the stories of the most elusive 

women, each with their own unique tale of struggle and resilience. The narrative commences with 

Sadie, a name derived from the Hebrew name Sarah, meaning "princess" or "goddess." Sadie's story 

serves as a poignant introduction to the themes of identity, vulnerability, and strength that permeate 

the novel. 

 

The character of Eve is then introduced, evoking the biblical narrative of the first woman 

created. Eve's story serves as a powerful metaphor for the consequences of desire, temptation, and the 

complexities of human nature. 

 

Next, Bailey tells the story of Sweet Esther, a young woman whose name is derived from the 

biblical Esther, meaning "star." Esther's narrative is one of transformation, from being an orphaned 

Israelite girl to becoming the Queen of Persia. Her story embodies the themes of resilience, courage, 

and the power of the human spirit. 

 

The character of Jesse Bell is also introduced, whose name refers to the biblical Jezebel, the 

wife of King Ahab of Israel. Jezebel's story is one of corruption, idolatry, and the abuse of power. Her 

narrative serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of unchecked ambition and the consequences 

of evil actions. 

 

Through these characters, Bailey weaves a rich tapestry of stories that explore the complexities 

of human nature, the power of resilience, and the transformative nature of experience. 

 

In the New Testament, Jezebel's name is invoked as a metaphor for a false prophetess who 

seeks to entice Christians into idolatrous practices. The biblical narrative of Jezebel's life is chronicled 

in 1 Kings, chapters 16, 18, 19, and 21. 

 

The character of Peaches in Bailey's Cafe may have been inspired by the electronica musician 

Merrill Beth Nisker, known professionally as Peaches. Nisker's music often explores themes of sex, 

gender identity, and the blurring of traditional gender roles. It is possible that Gloria Naylor drew 

inspiration from Peaches' music and persona when crafting her own character. 
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The cafe setting in Bailey's Cafe serves as a sanctuary for a diverse cast of characters, each 

with their own unique voice and story to tell. Bailey's Cafe and the nearby boarding house, run by Eve, 

offer a safe haven for those who have been battered and bruised by the outside world. The characters' 

experiences, shaped by their long-lasting scars, inform the narrative and interactions throughout the 

book. 

 

By using the split personality syndrome, Naylor points out the two different people who act in 

an entirely different manner and believe in the exact opposites. 

 

In horror I watched her grow up, and I learned to hate her for breaking my father’s heart. 

Nothing satisfied her, nothing. And I tried to make her go away Any porter, Any storekeeper, Any 

race, any age, any size any son of any man had the power to drive away that demon from the mirror. 

Over and over, they became my saviors from her (BC 20) 

 

Jesse Bell, a troubled soul struggling with addiction, makes a desperate attempt to escape the 

bleakness of her life in the slums by moving to the hilltop. However, her efforts are met with 

devastating consequences, as she is ultimately "robbed" of her husband and son. 

 

In contrast, Miss Maple's story is one of transformation and resilience. Born into a wealthy 

African American family, Miss Maple is a brilliant and well-educated young man who defies societal 

expectations by embracing his true self. Shunned by white society, Miss Maple finds solace and 

purpose in his role as a transvestite housekeeper and bouncer for Eve's home. 

 

Through these characters, Gloria Naylor highlights the importance of inner strength and 

resilience in the face of adversity. Despite the challenges and hardships they face, Jesse Bell and Miss 

Maple demonstrate that true strength lies within, and that it is this inner fortitude that enables them to 

navigate the complexities of their lives. 

 

There is no greater love than reaching beyond boundaries to other men. There is no greater 

wealth than possessing true peace of mind. When my son left me to go out on his own, I wanted to 

give him a vision of such a brave new world. You pissed on that gift (BC 186). 
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The narrative voice of the father expresses his disappointment and disillusionment with the life 

his son has chosen. However, Gloria Naylor skillfully subverts this expectation, presenting a complex 

and nuanced portrayal of the son's journey. 

 

One of the most striking characters in the novel is Mariam, an Ethiopian woman who has 

suffered the trauma of genital mutilation and a forced virgin pregnancy. Her story is a powerful 

testament to the resilience of women in the face of unimaginable hardship. 

 

The women in the novel find refuge in Eve's boarding house, a sanctuary surrounded by a 

beautiful garden. Here, they are able to find solace and support from one another, as well as from Eve 

herself, who is a complex and multifaceted character. 

 

Bailey's own story is woven throughout the narrative, offering a rich and nuanced portrayal of 

his life. As the narrator of the novel, Bailey's voice is both authoritative and intimate, drawing the 

reader into the world of the café and its inhabitants. 

 

Through her masterful storytelling, Naylor creates a richly textured and deeply moving novel 

that explores the complexities of human experience. The characters in Bailey's Cafe are 

multidimensional and nuanced, each with their own unique story to tell. As the novel unfolds, Naylor 

reveals her extraordinary ability to imagine and create the stories of those who have been marginalized 

and oppressed. 

 

Bailey's Cafe is a richly layered narrative that seamlessly weaves together elements of religion, 

magic, history, myth, and imagination. The novel is replete with biblical references and allusions, 

which serve to underscore the universal themes of human suffering and resilience. 

 

Gloria Naylor's masterful storytelling posits that fiction has the power to transform and 

transcend the destructive forces of reality. The novel's concise yet expansive narrative spills into the 

reader's imagination, inviting multiple interpretations and reflections. 

 

One of the most striking aspects of Bailey's Cafe is its unflinching portrayal of pain and 

suffering. Naylor confronts the reader with the harsh realities of the world, yet balances this darkness 

with an exuberance that is both life-affirming and uplifting. 
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Through her luminous prose, Naylor achieves a narrative that is at once poignant and 

celebratory. Bailey's Cafe is a testament to the transformative power of storytelling, and a tribute to 

the enduring spirit of motherhood, which is woven throughout the novel like a vibrant thread. 

Ultimately, the book is a powerful exploration of the human condition, one that acknowledges the 

complexities and challenges of life while affirming its beauty and wonder. 
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