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Main themes
Family, Tradition, and Obligation
Theme Analysis

„As I step out of the door minutes later, I hastily throw out a couple of reminders: what they’re supposed to do for me that day around the house, what food they’re not to touch. “And remember, I want you all in when I come back!” Not that I think this makes any difference to what will actually happen. But, as a mother, I’m supposed to have authority over my children, over the running of my house. Never mind that I’m never there. Monday to Saturday, I go to work in the kitchen of my mlungu woman, Mrs Nelson; leaving the house before the children go to school and coming back long after the sun has gone to sleep. I am not home when they come back from school. Things were much better in the days when I only had Mxolisi. […] To remind them of my rules therefore, each morning I give these elaborate, empty instructions regarding their behaviour while I am away. A mere formality, a charade, something nobody ever heeds. The children do pretty much as they please. And get away with it too. Who can always remember what was forbidden and what was permitted? By the time I get back in the evening, I am too tired to remember all that. I have a hard time remembering my name, most of the time, as it is. But, we have to work. We work, to stay alive.”
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 The members of the black South African families at the center of Mother to mother rely on each other and their larger community for support and structure. In a country where many social support systems and government help have failed, black South Africans are left only with the strong, tight-knit communities and family units that have carried them through since before colonization. These groups, tied by proximity, blood, and tradition, offer a sense of comfort and safety in a hard world. However, as Mandisa discovers most poignantly when she joins her new husband’s family, they also create distinct expectations and demands that can be incredibly burdensome. The novel ultimately argues that family and community, and the obligations that come with them, are both a blessing and a curse—at once a support system and a prison.
Mandisa’s life is a testament to the way that family units can be a source of productive discipline and firm guidance, as well as encouragement and support. As an adult, Mandisa loves and does all she can for her children. At the same time, she believes that as a mother it is her duty to give them rules to follow and keep them in line. She notes, “As I step out of the door minutes later, I hastily throw out a couple of reminders: what they’re supposed to do for me that day around the house, what food they’re not to touch. […] Not that I think this makes any difference to what will actually happen. But, as a mother, I’m supposed to have authority over my children, over the running of my house.” To her, love and respect and authority are all tightly connected, and as a parent she is a figure who alternately offers comfort and discipline when necessary. Mandisa’s own parents raised her this way: she recalls how her strict mother would bring her and her brother to church while other children had Sunday mornings free, and would rarely let the kids out to play, instead saddling them with errands and chores. Mandisa implies that even though her younger self felt stifled at times, living in accordance with such rigid rules gave her a structure and set of boundaries that she needed as a child. As she got older, Mandisa was motivated to continue with school because of her mother’s pressure, and now similarly encourages her children to attend classes. Though Mandisa’s childhood was far from perfect, she benefited from the firm structure and moral guidance that her mother provided her with, and went on to model that combination of support and constructive discipline for her own children.
At the same time, the novel highlights how family relationships can require obligations that are too demanding, and how adherence to wider community traditions and expectations can actually burden or isolate individuals and push them away from their families and communities. For instance, when Mandisa becomes pregnant despite having carefully avoided penetrative sex, her mother and father (Mama and Tata) practically disown her and force her to marry China, the child’s father, although she is no longer interested in him (and vice versa). Mandisa then suffers in her in-laws’ home, as she is treated like a servant as she acclimates to the new household (a common cultural practice called ukuhota) and openly despised by her new husband; however, she feels she has no other choice but to press on and do what her new family and community expects of her. This leads to her own suffering, but also the suffering of China, who eventually leaves her, feeling stifled by his unwanted role as a father and husband. Mandisa’s suffering and China’s desperate flight reveal how familial and traditional expectations can pull people apart instead of draw them together.
The novel also examines how family can be burdensome in the context of parents and children, noting that parents often logically feel responsible for their children. Although she is not directly responsible for the murder Mxolisi commits, Mandisa nonetheless feels she failed as a mother—a view the wider community also holds—and carries his sin with her. She says, “God, you know my heart. I am not saying my child shouldn’t be punished for his sin. But I am a mother, with a mother’s heart. The cup You have given me is too bitter to swallow. The shame. The hurt of the other mother.” Mandisa prays for God to forgive her son, taking responsibility for his spiritual redemption, partially because she feels shame and hurt on his behalf, as well as an obligation to ease his own suffering. Although not directly tied to her son’s crime, Mandisa, as his mother, feels bound up in her son’s actions and choices.
Finally, because so many expect others to honor family and community commitments, when those fall through, people are left even more destitute than before. When family is all a person has, the lack of support becomes even more noticeable. When Mandisa becomes pregnant, her mother is so disappointed in her she sends her away to live with her grandmother Makhulu. When Mandisa eventually returns, her father refuses to recognize her as his daughter, and his soon-to-be grandchild as a relative. This is incredibly hurtful to Mandisa, who, in a time of great uncertainty, needs the love of family more than anything. Furthermore, while Mandisa’s family doesn’t accept her, they expect China and his family to unflinchingly accept Mandisa as the mother of their child, and to take care of her. When China eventually runs away after only a couple years of marriage, Mandisa is left with no true support system and no clear future. Despite this abandonment, Mandisa ultimately goes on to create a family with her son, who brings her joy but is also her greatest sorrow. This supports the broader argument that family is an important source of comfort but also has the potential to cause great pain and suffering.
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