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Things I Tell My Daughter:  An Auto-ethnographic Mother-Writing

I remember a billboard I once read.  In bold white letters pictured above the cutest, most 

precocious little girl wearing a pink dress, it read: “The Most Dangerous Place in the World for 

an African American Child is in the Womb.”  I remember the debate this ad caused.  Sponsored 

by an anti-abortion group based out of Texas, “Life Always” claimed they were alarmed by the 

number of abortions by African American women.   They called it genocide, and hoped that the 

ad placed in SoHo, a neighborhood in lower Manhattan characterized by its fanciful and upscale 

shops and boutiques as well as home to many a liking in the art community, would get attention 

and spark change in the sexual behaviors of African American women.  

This was in 2011.  Over the next couple of years, I’ve thought and thought about this ad. 

Being a mother of a little girl, I thought about how abortion had not figured into my decision to 

have her.  I thought about the choices other mothers have had to make regarding their future. 

Yet, as a scholar, I thought about the deeper implications of this ad, it’s placement in a largely 

white neighborhood as a negative symbol of African Americans.  I thought about how it singled 

out African American women, drawing attention to their sexual behaviors.   I thought about the 

images that already consume popular culture about Black women, from the lustful Jezebel and 

sexless mammy to the sexually irresponsible welfare queen.  

I thought and thought, and then I got angry.  I got angry when I thought about the kind of 

pressure this places on a would-be mother.  It is reminiscent of the kind of pressure that is placed 

on women in general.  Gentile (2011) writes in “What About the Baby? The New Cult of 

Domesticity and Media Images of Pregnancy” that the media now portrays “motherhood as the 

defining credible avenue for women’s fulfillment” (p. 38-39).  She discusses how celebrities like 

Gwyneth Paltrow, Heidi Klum, and Jennifer Garner, among others, have given birth and discuss 
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it as their truly defining moment, and how the media exploits this by focusing on that particular 

act rather than the woman herself.  She notes that we live in a future-oriented culture so much so 

that even non-pregnant women have to focus on their future-child bearing abilities (food, diet, 

weight, drinking, medications consumed, even years before  becoming pregnant.  All because of 

the child.  

The child. There are so many connotations of this word:  innocent, precious, good, 

without fault, and the list goes on and on.  In society, we’ve been made to believe that everything 

must be done for the benefit of the child, from the need to own a home to establish a foundation 

for a child to the best schools to guarantee their success.  Knowing that every decision that I 

make will ultimately affect my child for the good, or bad is overwhelming and consuming.  But 

this was my reality, and I hated being a mother, or so I thought.  What I’ve come to realize is that 

I hate the dominant mothering ideology that continues to pervade society.  The constant 

bombardment of the images and rhetoric of a mother as a being totally devoid of any value 

outside of caring for a child is overbearing, constricting, and suffocating, to say the least.  As an 

African American woman and mother, I find myself stuck between two dominant mothering 

extremes:  the Eurocentric “cult of domesticity” and African American mothering.  

Some would wonder why the “cult of domesticity” would even affect me, seeing that it is 

exclusory towards African American women, and really functioned to create within White 

women a desire for home-based existence revolving around family.  It codified an ideal of 

femininity not even accessible to Black women.  Yet, it is a looming force in society because it 

has helped to sustain and perpetuate a particular type of woman and mother.  Others may assume 

that I would feel more affiliation, or at least more comfortable, with African American 

mothering.  But what I find is that the rhetoric of African American mothering is somewhat 
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limited in that it is so influenced by historical legacies of the past.  For example, research notes 

that African American mothers relate a lot of their rearing practices to the harsh realities of 

racism and discrimination.  

So, where does this leave me?  I’m not one to be stuck in a binary, so I found a different 

way of thinking about motherhood.  I remember how I got a shiver up my spine when I read 

Edelman’s (2004) words: 

fuck the social order and the Child in whose name we’re collectively terrorized; fuck 

Annie; fuck the waif from Les Mis; fuck the poor, innocent Kid on the Net; fuck Laws 

both with capital ls and with small; fuck the whole network of Symbolic relations and the 

future that serves as it’s prop (p. 29). 

I remember thinking, can he say this?  Or more appropriately, can I think this?  Edelman’s words 

began to change my life.  In fact, his book, No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive, really 

enlightened me on what he calls “the cult of the child”.  He discusses how opponents of 

homosexuality see it as dangerous because it challenges our utopian ideals of the future.  He goes 

on to show how arguments are framed with “protecting the children” or “we’re fighting for the 

children” knowing that people would be more hesitant to speak against the children, just like in 

the aforementioned abortion ad.  The child becomes a symbol for the future, and any attacks 

against it, like abortion or homosexuality, become threats to our existence and our future.  

This theory has had a profound effect on my mothering.  It has caused me to think about 

the kind of mother I want to be.  I can take motherhood seriously, but at the same time, not to the 

detriment of my own mental and emotional health.  I can resist the dominant mothering ideology 

by establishing my own style of mothering in the hopes of not only sustaining my own identity 

but also as a way to illustrate to my daughter the freedom of choice from constricting ideologies. 
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. .a mother as a strategy for resistance to the constraints of homogenizing scripts of motherhood. 

Sounds like a superhero script . . . but for now, I’ll call it a new mother.

You own your own body

My first day as a new mother, though not in the since of I recently gave birth.  I’m a new 

mother because I recently discovered my own style of mothering.  As I walk Rajah to school, 

there is so much I want to share with her. I can hear the lines I’ve practiced in my head to repeat 

to her.  Usually, as we walk, we have very casual conversations.  But this morning, I was sure to 

spark her interest, and to teach her about life at the same time.  She’s ready, she’s five after all.

We begin the short trek to school on a cold, but sunny day.  She is always so happy in the 

mornings.  As she tells me about the latest episode of Spongebob, I excitedly interrupt her and 

say, 

“You own your own body.”  

Puzzled, she replies, “What? What does that mean”?  

I stop and look at her, “It means, that’s your body.  No one has the right to touch it unless 

you let them.  It’s yours. You own it.  Your own freedom of movement.”

“Oh . . . okay,” she replied.

Umm . . . I’m thinking to myself, “That’s it?  That’s all I get for that nugget of knowledge I gave 

you!”  Did she not understand the implications of what I said?  Could she not understand that 

everyone from politicians in Washington to the local Baptist minister believes that a woman does 

not own her own body?  Or that decisions on women’s bodies are made by voters and conjured 

up in research laboratories?  She’s too young to appreciate the fact that she has the ability to do 

something that Black women were historically restricted from doing:  movement.  They were 
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restricted by laws enforced by Jim Crow, and before then, laws like the Fugitive Slave Act, 

which sought to return any runaway slave to their masters.  And we cannot forget the millions of 

Black women who were forcibly removed from various African countries only to fall victim to 

the Middle Passage.  They were objects rather than subjects, seen as only being Black and being 

female, further causing them to possess a very limited subjectivity.  I want my daughter to 

possess radical subjectivity!  But, I couldn’t tell her that.  I couldn’t dash her fanciful dreams of 

idyllic life and circumstance.  

So I lovingly replied, “Good.  Have a wonderful day.” 

But I was not deterred.  The journey continued, and in true superhero fashion, I suited up with 

armor in hand for the next golden opportunity.  

You are your own person

I hate Facebook.  Learning that someone got pickles on their Subway sandwich for lunch 

is highly inconsequential for my life.  The postings are usually void of any substantial content. 

Maybe this is a reflection of my friends rather than of Facebook; yet and still, I find it 

unnecessary to hear about the menial thoughts of people.  I guess the good part about Facebook 

is that you can keep up with friends and their lives.  But I find the bad part of it to be dangerous: 

that we can learn the instant thoughts of people, the randomness of some of their beliefs.  In fact, 

I find more sexists, racists, and egregious classist statements on Facebook than anywhere else.  

Yet, one day I found an interesting post by the actress, Jada Pinkett Smith.  It was a 

response to a query about why she allowed her daughter, Willow, to cut her hair.  Jada writes, 

The question why I would LET Willow cut her hair.  First the LET must be challenged. 

This is a world where women, girls are constantly reminded that they don’t belong to 

themselves; that their bodies are not their own, nor their power or self- determination.  I 
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made a promise to endow my little girl with the power to always know that her body, 

spirit, and her mind are HER domain. . . . It’s also a statement that claims that even little 

girls have the RIGHT to own themselves and should not be a slave to even their mother’s 

deepest insecurities, hopes and desires.  Even little girls should not be a slave to the 

preconceived ideas of what a culture believes a little girl should be.”

This was the first post on Facebook that really inspired me.  None of those posts where you have 

to “agree” if you love your sister, or children, or even Jesus for that matter have ever appealed to 

me.  But, Jada’s post stuck to me.  I hurriedly brought Rajah into my office so she could see it.

“Rajah, hurry, I have something to show you.”

“What, Mommie, I’m trying to play with my dolls,” she replied.  I could tell it in her 

voice that she did not want to be bothered.  But I persisted.

“I’ve got something to read to you.”  She came into my office, doll and all, to hear what I 

had to say.  I read it to her, excitedly stressing words like “power, self-determination, own 

themselves,” hoping that she would remember these words.  

When I finished, I asked, “Do you know what this means?”   She didn’t answer, so I 

grabbed her softly and continued.

“It means you are your own person.  You don’t have to be like anyone else.  Just you. 

That makes you special.”  I paused for a moment, eagerly awaiting her response.  I can see the 

words beckoning in her voice.  

Wide-eyed and hopeful, she finally musters those final words, “Can I go now?”

I rub my hands together, and softly replied, “Yes.” 

 I began to think to myself that maybe this was going to be a little more difficult than I thought.  I 

wasn’t sure if she was comprehending this information or not.  I mean, she is used to me saying 
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certain things to her.  Since she was a child, I’ve always reinforced to her how special she is and 

how she should be proud of herself, especially her heritage.  As an African American woman, I 

know that society negatively impacts the self-esteem and self-image of Black youth.  Cornel 

West (2001) writes, “Black people in the United States differ from all other modern people 

owing to the unprecedented levels of unregulated and unrestrained violence directed at them.  No 

other people have been taught systematically to hate themselves through psychic and physical 

violence” (p. XIII).   I’m familiar with how the media constructs blackness as something terrible, 

something to be feared, something “othered”.  The fact that when  a person, ostensibly a child, 

goes missing and a Black person can be immediately identified as the culprit shows just how 

deep negative perceptions of blackness exist in the American psyche.  I’m reminded of the 1994 

Susan Smith case where she identified a Black man as the kidnapper of her children, but in 

reality, she had killed them herself.   Just like in the 1989 case of Charles and Carol Stuart, where 

he shot and killed his pregnant wife, but made up a fictitious black carjacker as the culprit.  

And this is even found on a smaller, more personal level.  Research finds that by the age 

of three, most Black children have negative perceptions of being Black.  Why, you may wonder? 

Because they live in a society that does not show them many positive reflections of themselves. 

If you wander into any toy store, you find very few black dolls. Turn on a kids channel, you see 

very few black children entertainers, minus that awkward one that acts in a supportive role to the 

White star.  In fact, in 2009, Disney unveiled its first African American Disney princess with the 

debut of “The Princess and the Frog.”  So, what does it mean in the mind of an African 

American child that all princesses before this one was White?  What impact does this have on a 

Black child that Cinderella doesn’t look like her, or Snow White, or Belle or Rapunzel or Ariel 

or Aurora?  Think like a child in this instance.  It brings to light Pecola Breedlove’s words in 
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Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye:  “What made people look at them [little white girls] and say 

‘Awwwww,’ but not for me” (p. 22).  Truly, whiteness has had a damaging effect especially on 

the Black female body.  hooks (1981) explains, “White racists and even some black people who 

had absorbed the colonizer’s mentality depicted the white woman as a symbol of perfect 

womanhood and encouraged black women to strive to attain such perfection by using the white 

female as her model” (p. 387).  Knowing this information has definitely influenced my 

mothering, and because of this I have to be proactive instead of reactive.  

She may walk away now, and play with her dolls in her imaginary playhouse.  But I’ll get her, 

and her little doll too . . . .

Be seen, be heard

I’ve noticed that my daughter has a wide vocabulary.  I would like to attribute this to me 

being an English professor, but I can’t take all the credit for this.  It’s true that I use “big words” 

with her.  I don’t talk down to her.  Rather, I speak to her on an educated level.  When she does 

not understand a word, she asks me its meaning and a few days later she uses the word in the 

appropriate context.  

We recently took a trip to the Walmart in New Jersey.  After purchasing a few items, she 

begged me for a happy meal from the McDonalds located inside the store.  I reluctantly agreed, 

and we approached the counter.  As we stood there in line, other customers began to get in front 

of us as if we were not standing there.  When the cashier attempted to take the next order, I 

grabbed Rajah and thrust forward, stating, “We were next.”  The other customers seemed 

shocked at my forcefulness.  I mean, after all, it was just a happy meal.  Still, I stood there and 

placed my order.  The cashier promptly informed me that it was still breakfast and lunch was not 
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being served yet.  I declined to order from the breakfast menu and proceeded to grab Rajah and 

my bags and walk out.  On the way to the car, Rajah asked me if I was humiliated.  

“Humiliated,” I questioned her.  “What do you mean humiliated?”

“Were you humiliated, Mommie, that they did not have the food now and that everybody 

heard you?”

“No.  Should I be?” I asked her.

“Yes, because people heard you order food that was not ready.”

“Rajah, there’s nothing humiliating about being seen and being heard.  You have the right 

to be seen and heard.  You are a person.  Make yourself known.”

She grinned and smiled, her excitement showing that she had used a new word. 

I realized I had just told her something dangerous yet awesome.  Not a lot of little girls 

are told that they should be seen and heard.  When I was growing up in Georgia, it was the exact 

opposite.  A little girl should be seen and not heard.   I think about the women’s movement of the 

1960s where women were making themselves heard, focusing on their reproductive rights, 

gender roles, and political activism, “the personal is political.”  Scenes of women burning bras 

and dumping feminine products in trashcans became synonymous with women’s liberation.  

And yet I’m also reminded of Ralph Ellison’s book, Invisible Man (1952).  The narrator 

is invisible, not physically, but because society refuses to see him.  He is socially invisible, living 

rent free in a disregarded and forgotten basement, illuminated only be the light he steals from 

Monopolated Light and Power.  The narrator articulates his experience in a racialized world and 

how he maneuvers it, yet ultimately ends up underground, unseen and unnoticed.  hooks (1995) 
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helps me to understand this invisibility by writing, “Since most white people do not have to ‘see’ 

black people (constantly appearing on billboards, television, movies, in magazines, etc.) and they 

do not need to be ever on guard nor to observe black people to be safe, they can live as though 

black people are invisible . . .” (p. 36).  The recent fiasco with Clint Eastwood and his “invisible 

chair” addressing the President is only another reminder of privilege of not seeing blackness. 

So, go ahead and smile now Rajah.  I believe that my words will come to save you one day.  

Saving One Life at a Time

I’m not the ideal superhero.  I can’t leap tall buildings with a single bound, or use x-ray 

vision to demise my opponent.  I don’t have superhuman capabilities in strength or stamina or 

some super cool ability like being able to fly or see the future.  

I don’t even pretend to be a super mom.  I’m not the PTA mom, or the soccer mom, or 

even a dance mom.  I don’t belong to any mom groups. I don’t sit endlessly trying to teach Rajah 

to write or read or do arithmetic.  I’m not overly cautious when it comes to Rajah.  She will fall. 

She will hurt.  She will make mistakes.  Just like me.  My job is not to prevent these things from 

happening.  Instead, it is to teach her how to deal with various moments in her life, to show her 

the way to carve out a space for herself in this world.  She doesn’t have to be radical, and neither 

is my mothering.  Radical implies that you are doing something different from the norm.  This is 

our norm, not radical, but normal.  

And admittedly, I’m only able to do this because of my own privilege position.  In true 

auto-ethnographic form, I have to acknowledge the nuances of my own location.  I’m a middle-

class woman who had the privilege to attain advanced education, a doctorate in Communication 

Studies.  Doors have opened for me that I otherwise would not have likely entered, summers 

conducting research in West Africa, trips to the Caribbean, etc.  In fact, I have access to a lot of 
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things that many women may not. And I agree with hooks (1995), “Class power mediates the 

extent to which [I] will suffer from racist exploitation and aggression” (p. 166).  I can’t apologize 

for this location.  I can only acknowledge it, that I am privileging my voice at the expense of the 

many other voices that could be heard.

This privilege position ultimately affects Rajah’s life, and probably her future decisions. 

I don’t believe that the things I tell her are without consequence.  Maybe it is just wishful 

thinking.  Maybe I am just creating the kind of person I want her to be.  Maybe I am influencing 

who and what she becomes, after all, all parents do in some way.  What I hope to do is minimize 

my influence on her, to channel it in a productive way, to allow it to mesh with her own 

personality.  Truly, what I am really offering her is a combination of various mothering 

strategies.    

So, I continue along my path as a superhero, joined by Rajah in our casual conversations 

to school.  When I arrived to pick her up one afternoon, she excitedly approached me, bringing 

along a friend of hers.  

She said while pointing to the little girl, “Tell her it’s okay to cry.”  

I said, “Yeah, it’s okay.  Everyone cries,” reassuring them both.

Rajah hugged the little girl while saying, “See, I told you my Mommie said that.  You are 

your own person.  You own your own body.  It’s okay that people see you cry.”

Another crime solved.
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