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Abstract: 

The article focuses on the hardships faced by three women, who are on the way to self-realization, 

encircled by the indissoluble bonds of consanguinity. The three women had been bound to the care and 

affection of Leonard, whose death creates an imbalance in their life. Gail Kathleen Godwin, an American 

novelist, started her career as a journalist and explores the personal freedom in the life of women through her 

novels. One such novel, A Mother and Two Daughters unfurls the distinctiveness of triangulated lives of 

women in the community. Nell, Cate, and Lydia find their individuality after the death of Leonard, who had 

been their source of support throughout their life. In the absence of Leonard, they try to organize their life on 

the path to self-discovery. The act of self-actualization opens new doors in their life. 
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Introduction: 

The portrayal of the social and political era of the country, exploration of the diversity of people, ways 

of life, religion, and philosophies with a strong belief in self-identity and a determination for a better living 

can be extracted in the works of American Literature. Gail Kathleen Godwin, a three-time finalist for the 

National Book Award, is an American novelist and a short story writer. From being a journalist to becoming 

one of the bestselling writers, her novels A Southern Family (1987), A Mother and Two Daughters (1982), 

and Flora (2003) examine psychological and intellectual growth in her characters. Her works are a 

representation of her own life with common conversation themes including family and the role of women in 

society. A Mother and Two Daughters largely rely on a southern backdrop and the typical connection with 

the societal issues in the South. This novel also highlights social class, racial prejudices, and generational 

disparities in culture. 

A glimpse of A Mother and Two Daughters:  

The life of Nell, the wife of Leonard Strickland, and their daughters Cate and Lydia take a drastic turn 

after his death. Leonard has been the pillar for Nell, faith for Cate, and motivation for Lydia throughout, to 

shape their life. His passing breaks the thread connecting his family and their bond with the southern society. 

Nell, a professional nurse, with the presence the Leonard, was able to control the conflicts that erupt between 

her two daughters Cate and Lydia but is now left alone to face the world. Cate, their confused daughter, is in 

a perilous position in terms of both professional and personal. Lydia, an organized daughter and the pride of 

the family, comes forward to end her marital relationship with her husband Max. In the process of self-

actualization, Nell probes the world in discovering new meaning in her life, unemployed Cate finds her artistic 

realization, and divorced Lydia tastes the essence of independence as a person. 
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Quest for Identity: 

Leonard had a broad view of empathy for his family and society as a whole. Nell has her extremities 

that are beyond the reach of others, she gives in to the concession of her understanding in a relationship and 

not to her morals and principles. The hope of bringing peace and mutual understanding to her family lies in 

her, in the absence of Leonard. The understanding he possesses of his family and society places him in a high 

position as a man with good gentle nature. 

Identifying oneself with the quality and ability that distinguishes the individual. Cate is twice divorced, 

and Lydia wants to escape from her duties of being a wife and set an example for the broken relationship, 

‘shaped themselves into the next pattern’ (AMTD 416). This in turn gives courage to the sisters in building 

their identity and exploring the world as an individual. The bond between Lydia and Max is shattered and she 

places herself in a state to utilize her freedom, which is not possible under the guidance of Max. Cate liberates 

herself from her failed relationship with Pringle and Jake, finds solace with Roger Jernigan but doesn’t 

succumb herself to him. Cate’s despair about entering into another relationship will constrict her individuality. 

The conversation between Nell and Cate on discussing The Scarlet Letter reflects the ideologies of Cate and 

Nell progressing towards self-realization. Nell accomplishes her duty to her ailing friend in the Ocracoke, 

village Cottage. Female friendship has been a medium in the life of Cate, Lydia, and Nell to enhance 

themselves in the development of self-actualization. 

Nell wanted her daughters to care about their own happiness rather than sacrificing themself and 

everyone around them for the sake of her ideas. Cate and Lydia both grew out of their delusions of academic 
vanity and excessive love, respectively, as they fought for independence, acknowledgment, acceptance, and 

rebuilding their lives. They had complete trust and had created a solid foundation of trustworthy connections 

that transcended race and class. Nell put an end to Cate's uncertainty regarding her future and career by 

expressing “when you’re alive, you do what you can do… I’m not sure the rest matters very much.” (AMTD 

451).  

When Cate faced herself head-on, she realized that she had been running from both her past and her 

present, things she could control and things she could not. After all was said and done, Lydia became a popular 

television personality. Both Nell's second marriage and her nursing career were successful. By organizing 

their chaotic lives, the girls spared their mother's pain and suffering. Through their conscious efforts, the three 

women were able to achieve their personal freedom. 

Conclusion:  

Gail Godwin portrays her female characters from the South, in a quest for self-definition. The novel 

A Mother and Two Daughters unfolds the self, determining the individuality of the female characters. Nell 

discovers herself refreshed during her times with her childhood friend in the village Cottage. Cate and Lydia, 

both possess the characteristics of their mother, Cate is confident and dominative whereas Lydia, follows the 

structure of a caring mother and a dutiful wife with the responsibility of the family. The three women come 

across profuse arguments, misconceptions, and crumbled relationships. They try to uncover various 

responsibilities, understandings, and new bondage that pave way for them to find their new self with the help 

of each other. Self-actualization aids them to gain experience and realization.  
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