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Abstract 

This article examines how Jamaica Kincaid shows the lasting hurt of colonial rule and its impact on forming a 

personal sense of self in The Autobiography of My Mother. The work tells the story of Xuela, a woman who 

faces loss and must make sense of a past filled with pain. Her life reflects the heavy mark left by colonial rule 

in the Caribbean. Kincaid uses the story to speak about how a person can stand against forces that try to shape 

their self without choice. This article also links the novel with other works by Kincaid and compares her ideas 

with those of other postcolonial writers such as Jean Rhys, Frantz Fanon, and Edwidge Danticat. The paper 

shows that Kincaid’s work is important for discussions about how people who have suffered from a history of 

oppression can form their own identity in the present. It also explains how the style of the novel helps bring old 

wounds to light and makes a case for a strong response against past abuses. 
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1. Introduction 

Jamaica Kincaid is a well-known writer from the Caribbean. Her work often deals with the lasting effects of 

colonial rule on people’s lives. In The Autobiography of My Mother, Kincaid tells the life story of Xuela 

Claudette Richardson. Xuela’s life is marked by loss and by the effects of a history of colonization. The death 

of her mother during childbirth, the influence of a father who worked in the colonial service, and the social 

rules of a colonized society all shape her view of herself. This work not only shares the pain of the past but also 

shows the ways in which Xuela tries to build her own identity. Kincaid’s writing makes clear that history does 

not remain in the past; it lives on in the mind and heart of the individual. 

This article studies how the novel shows colonial trauma and the ways in which Xuela forms her identity. The 

paper will focus primarily on The Autobiography of My Mother while also linking ideas from Kincaid’s other 

works such as Annie John and Lucy. In addition, the article draws comparisons with other postcolonial authors 

who write about similar themes. By using ideas from postcolonial theory and literary studies, this work shows 

that Kincaid’s text challenges old views and helps readers think about how the past affects personal life. It also 
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argues that the novel gives a strong example of how a person can resist a history of abuse and form a new sense 

of self. 

2. Historical Trauma and Its Effects 

2.1 The Weight of the Past on Personal Life 

From the start, The Autobiography of My Mother shows that Xuela’s life is marked by loss. Xuela is born when 

her mother dies at childbirth. This early loss is not just a personal tragedy; it stands for the loss of a culture and 

a history that has been erased by colonial rule. In the novel, Xuela’s absence of a nurturing mother is linked to a 

long history of neglect and forced change. The pain of losing her mother becomes a symbol of how colonized 

people lose their sense of belonging and their own traditions. 

In the Caribbean, the history of colonial rule has led to many such losses. The old ways of life were often taken 

away by force. In Kincaid’s work, this loss shows itself as a wound that never heals. Xuela’s struggle to know 

who she is can be read as a struggle to reclaim what was lost when her culture was broken by outsiders. The 

novel makes it clear that the hurt from that past is still present in the daily lives of the people of the Caribbean. 

Xuela’s life is also affected by the role of her father. Alfred Richardson, who works for the colonial 

administration, has embraced many of the values of the colonizers. He rejects his own heritage and follows a 

path that brings him status in a system that favors the white man. His behavior shows how deeply the past can 

affect a person’s view of themselves and their family. For Xuela, the two sides of her heritage – that of her 

father and that of her absent mother – pull her in different directions. This pull leaves her with a feeling of 

dislocation and a deep uncertainty about who she truly is. 

2.2 The Inheritance of Loss and Memory 

Xuela grows up in a home where the memory of her mother is always present, even though her mother is gone. 

The stories and traditions passed down to her are mixed with the pain of loss. Xuela’s life, then, is a kind of 

constant recall of what has been taken away. The wound left by her mother’s death is not healed; it is a mark 

that influences every part of her life. This ongoing pain is linked to the way colonial rule sought to erase native 

cultures. In Kincaid’s narrative, the personal and the historical are intertwined. 

Memory in the novel serves as a bridge between what was lost and what must be rebuilt. Xuela often recalls 

scenes from her childhood that are charged with the weight of a troubled past. These memories are not happy; 

they show a world where love was often hard to find and where the rules of society were imposed from above. 

The recollection of these moments is not meant to comfort, but to serve as a reminder of what has been taken 

away by the long rule of colonial powers. Xuela’s struggle is one of finding meaning in these memories and, in 

doing so, forming her own view of who she is. 

The novel shows that memory can be both a source of pain and a tool for understanding oneself. Xuela uses her 

recollections to make sense of her feelings and to try to piece together an identity that is hers alone. In doing so, 

she faces the truth of a past that still haunts her, even as she seeks to create a life free of that pain. This act of 

remembering is a key part of how she resists the forces that would keep her in a state of loss and submission. 

3. Postcolonial Resistance in the Text 

3.1 A Strong Stand Against Oppression 

In The Autobiography of My Mother, Kincaid shows that the hurt of colonial rule is not something that must be 

accepted passively. Xuela does not simply suffer; she fights against the ways in which her past has been used to 

define her. Her resistance is shown in both her actions and her thoughts. For example, when she refuses to 

follow the typical role expected of a woman in her society, she makes a strong statement. Instead of accepting 

the role of a quiet wife or a mother who lives only for others, she chooses to set her own path. 
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Xuela’s decision to forgo motherhood is one of the most striking acts of defiance in the novel. In many 

Caribbean cultures, the role of a woman is traditionally tied to raising children and caring for the family. By 

choosing not to have children, Xuela rejects the idea that her value lies in producing the next generation. This is 

a bold move, as it goes against the grain of what her society expects. Her choice shows that she is willing to risk 

isolation and disapproval in order to remain true to herself. It is a stand that carries the weight of resistance to a 

long history of control and oppression. 

Her life choices are not made in a vacuum. Xuela’s resistance is rooted in a deep awareness of the harm caused 

by colonial rule. She sees the way that her father and other figures in her community have bought into the ideals 

of the colonizer. For Xuela, rejecting those ideals is a way of reclaiming a lost sense of self. Her life becomes 

an act of protest. In doing so, she aligns herself with the ideas put forward by thinkers like Frantz Fanon, who 

wrote about the need for colonized people to reclaim their identity by rejecting the values of the oppressor. 

Xuela’s story is one of turning away from the systems that force people into roles that cause pain and loss. 

3.2 A Stand in Language and Storytelling 

Kincaid also uses the form of the novel to show resistance. The Autobiography of My Mother is written in a 

way that mixes memory, fact, and personal reflection. The style does not follow a simple line of events; instead, 

it loops back on itself and reflects the uncertainty of memory. In this manner, the form of the text itself resists 

the neat categories imposed by colonial history. By writing in this way, Kincaid gives a voice to those who 

have been silenced. Xuela’s narrative is at once personal and political, revealing the deep effects of colonial 

rule while also showing that her story can be her own. 

Kincaid’s use of first-person narration means that readers see the world as Xuela does. We learn about colonial 

rule not as a distant event, but as something that continues to shape everyday life. The language is clear and 

direct. There is a raw honesty in Xuela’s words that challenges the sanitized versions of history often presented 

by those in power. Her account forces us to face the lingering effects of an old system that still holds sway in 

the present. The text stands as a strong example of how personal testimony can serve as a form of resistance. 

 

4. Narrative Technique and Storytelling 

4.1 Voice and Memory in the Text 

Kincaid’s style in The Autobiography of My Mother is marked by a clear and unadorned narrative voice. Xuela 

speaks with a tone that is both reflective and firm. Her memory is not organized in a simple, linear way. 

Instead, her recounting of events moves back and forth in time, much like the way one remembers life. This 

method shows that the past is always with her, not as a closed chapter but as a continuous presence that shapes 

her every thought and decision. 

This non-linear style reinforces the idea that personal history is complex and layered. By using this technique, 

Kincaid lets readers see the inner life of a person who has been deeply affected by the events of her past. The 

narrative style underlines that memory is not perfect; it is filled with gaps and repetitions. For Xuela, these gaps 

are filled with a longing to know more about her mother and her own roots. Her voice, as it moves between the 

past and the present, makes clear that the hurt of colonial rule cannot be easily left behind. The text shows that 

the effects of colonialism persist in the everyday thoughts and feelings of those who live under its shadow. 

4.2 A Mixed Form of Biography and Autobiography 

One striking aspect of the novel is its form. Although the title suggests that it is an autobiography, the book is 

also a kind of biography of Xuela’s mother. This blending of forms allows Kincaid to raise questions about who 

gets to tell a story. In traditional forms, the life of a woman – especially one from a colonized society – is often 

left untold or told by others. By writing a work that is both a personal memoir and a recounting of her mother’s 

life, Kincaid challenges this practice. Xuela’s account becomes a way to claim a space for her own history as 

well as for the lives of women who have been erased by the forces of colonial rule. 
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This form serves as a way to speak to the past and the present at the same time. It shows that the act of writing 

one’s life is a political act. In doing so, the text resists the idea that history can be neatly organized and 

controlled. It reminds us that the past is made up of many voices, some of which have been pushed aside. In this 

way, the novel acts as a form of recovery for those lost voices, giving them room to be heard in the present. 

 

5. Links to Other Works by Kincaid 

5.1 Comparisons with Annie John and Lucy 

While The Autobiography of My Mother focuses on themes of loss and resistance, Kincaid’s other works also 

explore similar issues from different angles. In Annie John, the story follows a young girl in Antigua who 

experiences a sharp split with her mother as she grows up. The pain of separation in Annie John has a similar 

ring to the loss experienced by Xuela, though Annie’s tale is more about the breaking of bonds between a child 

and her mother. In Lucy, the protagonist moves from the West Indies to the United States and confronts a sense 

of dislocation and alienation in a new world. Both novels, like The Autobiography of My Mother, deal with the 

challenge of forming an identity in a world marked by colonial history. 

Kincaid’s work consistently shows a struggle with finding one’s own voice in a society that imposes strict roles. 

While Annie and Lucy go through different paths, all three works share a common thread of questioning and 

rejecting the roles that colonial history has assigned to them. Xuela’s story, however, is the most direct 

confrontation with a history of loss and a clear refusal to be bound by that past. Her strong stance in the face of 

painful heritage sets The Autobiography of My Mother apart as one of Kincaid’s most powerful texts on the 

subject of self-definition under colonial rule. 

5.2 Intertextual Links and Influences 

Kincaid’s style and themes are influenced by a range of postcolonial writers. Jean Rhys, for example, in Wide 

Sargasso Sea, tells the story of a Creole woman in the Caribbean who suffers under the weight of cultural and 

racial divisions. Like Xuela, Rhys’s protagonist faces a life marked by loss and isolation. Both writers use 

personal narratives to expose the lasting harm of colonial rule. Likewise, the ideas of Frantz Fanon about the 

lasting impact of colonial rule on the psyche of the oppressed find a clear echo in Xuela’s struggle to form an 

identity. Fanon’s work, which speaks to the inner conflicts and anger that colonized people feel, helps explain 

why Xuela’s story is both deeply personal and widely political. 

Edwidge Danticat also offers a similar view in her work. In Breath, Eyes, Memory, Danticat shows how the 

history of pain in Haiti affects the lives of women. Danticat, like Kincaid, gives voice to those who have been 

silenced by history. The shared themes among these authors speak to a common experience among people who 

live in places still marked by the old wounds of colonial rule. By comparing their works, one can see how 

personal narratives become a way to speak against the forces that try to define identity from outside. Kincaid 

stands in this group as a writer who does not simply repeat old ideas but questions and reclaims them in the 

language of the self. 

 

6. The Impact on Postcolonial Thought 

6.1 Rethinking History and Memory 

Kincaid’s novel has had a significant impact on discussions about history in postcolonial literature. By showing 

that history is not a simple record of events but a series of memories that continue to affect lives, The 

Autobiography of My Mother calls for a rethinking of how history is told. The novel insists that the stories of 

those who have suffered are not over; they live on in the memories and lives of the present. Xuela’s narrative 

makes it clear that history is not confined to the past but is a force that shapes every day. This view has 
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encouraged scholars and readers to look at history not as a distant series of events but as something that remains 

part of the present. 

This approach has influenced many in the field of postcolonial studies. The novel has been used as an example 

of how personal narrative can serve as a way to record the effects of colonialism. In academic discussions, it is 

often noted that by recording her life, Xuela does not simply mourn the past; she challenges the forces that have 

tried to control her identity. This insistence on speaking one’s truth, even when it brings up painful memories, 

is seen as a key step toward forming a self that is not defined by the hurt of the past. 

6.2 The Role of Writing in Resistance 

Another important aspect of the text is its view of writing itself as a form of resistance. Kincaid’s choice to 

write in a plain, direct style reflects a refusal to hide behind language that is meant to comfort rather than 

confront. In The Autobiography of My Mother, the act of writing is a way for Xuela to claim her own story and, 

by extension, to challenge the ways in which the past has been written by others. This idea echoes the work of 

postcolonial critics who argue that literature must serve as a means for those who have been silenced to speak 

out. 

Xuela’s narrative stands as a testament to the power of self-expression. In her clear and unadorned style, she 

lays bare the raw pain of her past and the strength it takes to live with that pain. By doing so, she shows that 

writing is not a tool for escapism but a way to confront the truth. This aspect of the novel has resonated with 

many readers and scholars, who see it as a call for a new kind of storytelling – one that does not shy away from 

difficult truths but faces them head-on. 

 

7. Conclusion 

Jamaica Kincaid’s The Autobiography of My Mother offers a powerful look at how colonial history continues to 

shape personal life. Through the story of Xuela, the novel shows that the hurt left by the past is both personal 

and wide-reaching. Xuela’s life, marked by the loss of her mother and the struggles of a divided heritage, stands 

as a strong example of how individuals must work to form their own identity despite deep historical wounds. 

Kincaid’s text does more than record suffering; it shows active resistance. Xuela makes choices that defy the 

roles imposed on her by a legacy of oppression. Her decision to refuse traditional roles, her careful use of 

memory, and her determined voice all serve as acts of self-assertion. In doing so, the novel asks readers to 

question the way history is written and to consider the role of personal narrative in challenging old ways of 

thinking. 

The work is placed in a broader context by linking it with other texts by Kincaid and with the writings of other 

postcolonial authors. Comparisons with works by Jean Rhys, Frantz Fanon, and Edwidge Danticat reveal 

shared themes of loss, resistance, and the need to reclaim one’s voice. These connections help show that the 

struggles expressed in the novel are not isolated but part of a larger story about how colonial rule has harmed 

those it touched and how those harmed can fight back. 

Ultimately, The Autobiography of My Mother stands as an important text in postcolonial literature. It reminds 

readers that history lives on in the minds and hearts of those who have suffered. By refusing to be defined by a 

past of abuse and by writing her own truth, Xuela shows that identity is something that must be built with care 

and conviction. Kincaid’s clear narrative and forceful style make this work a lasting part of discussions about 

identity, trauma, and the power of the written word. In the end, the novel is a call for all who have been harmed 

by history to speak out and shape their own lives. 
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