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About the book

Title: Exploring the Impact of Three Remarkable Mothers  

Author: Anna Malaika Tubbs  

Subject: The Underrated Influences Behind Civil Rights Leaders  

  

In *Three Mothers*, Anna Malaika Tubbs presents a compelling exploration

of the influential lives of three pivotal yet often marginalized women:

Alberta King, Louise Little, and Berdis Baldwin. These matriarchs were not

just backgrounds figures; they were essential pillars in the lives of their

sons—Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, and James Baldwin—whose

legacies transformed civil rights movements.  

  

Through in-depth research and a passionate narrative, Tubbs highlights the

immense strength, resilience, and love that these women provided. Their

personal sacrifices and struggles are intricately woven into the stories of

their famous sons, illustrating how maternal guidance played a critical role

in shaping social justice and political landscapes.  

  

This book serves not just as a historical account but also as a call to action,

encouraging readers to reassess the narratives surrounding legacy. It

emphasizes the significant yet often overlooked contributions of mothers in

the fight for a better world, deepening our understanding of their vital roles

in history.
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About the author

Profile: Anna Malaika Tubbs

Name: Anna Malaika Tubbs  

Profession: Scholar, Advocate, Author  

Key Highlights:

- Educational Background: Graduated from Cambridge University with a

master’s degree in Multidisciplinary Gender Studies.

- Focus Areas: Tubbs investigates the intersections of race, gender, and

culture in her work.

- Career Commitment: Dedicated to amplifying the voices of marginalized

communities and promoting discussions around racial justice and gender

equity.

  

Notable Work:  

- Debut Book: "The Three Mothers"  

   - Overview: This book showcases Tubbs' commitment to uncovering the

often-ignored roles of Black women in American history, showcasing their

significant contributions.  

Impact:  
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Tubbs has emerged as a leading voice in contemporary social discourse,

merging academic insight with advocacy to foster a deeper understanding of

critical issues in society.
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1. Chapter 1: Understanding the Significance of
the Lives of Three Powerful Mothers

In "Three Mothers," Anna Malaika Tubbs shines a light on the profound

impact that three extraordinary women had on their sons and, by extension,

on American history and culture. The chapter delves into the lives of Mary

McLeod Bethune, Louise Little, and Berdis Baldwin, situating their

experiences within the broader narrative of Black motherhood and its

significance in shaping the social and political landscape of the United

States.

The lives of these mothers illustrate a common thread of resilience, strength,

and unwavering dedication to their families and communities. At the core of

Tubbs' exploration is the idea that the influence of these women goes far

beyond their immediate roles as mothers. They were not simply caregivers;

they were activists, educators, and unapologetic advocates for social change.

Mary McLeod Bethune, for example, is celebrated not only for her

contributions to education and civil rights but also as a mother. Tubbs

emphasizes how Bethune's values and beliefs were interwoven with her

parenting, instilling a sense of purpose and empowerment in her children.

Dee (her daughter) would later become a prominent figure in her own right.

Bethune's legacy as a founder of the National Council of Negro Women and
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several educational institutions showcases how her influence transcended

familial ties and echoed throughout the community, inspiring generations to

strive for equality and empowerment.

Similarly, Louise Little played a crucial role in shaping the ideology of her

son, Malcolm X. Tubbs details how Louise's experiences as a mother during

a period rife with racial violence and discrimination deeply influenced

Malcolm's worldview. Through her resilience, she taught her children about

the importance of pride in their identity and community. Tubbs' analysis of

Louise Little's impact underscores how Black mothers have historically been

central figures in the fight against systemic oppression, often serving as the

primary educators of their children about the realities of their world.

Through the lens of Berdis Baldwin, the mother of writer James Baldwin,

Tubbs elucidates the artistic and intellectual heritage that Black mothers pass

on to their sons. Berdis, a fierce advocate for her son’s education, recognized

his talent at a young age and nurtured his literary aspirations. Her support

and encouragement laid the groundwork for Baldwin’s emergence as one of

America's most significant writers and social critics. The relationship

between Berdis and James exemplifies how maternal encouragement can

fuel creativity and intellectual exploration, ultimately allowing individuals to

contribute profoundly to cultural discourse.
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In this chapter, Tubbs challenges the often one-dimensional portrayals of

Black motherhood in historical narratives by presenting these mothers as

pivotal figures whose lives were interlinked with their sons' successes and

the socio-political movements of their times. The chapter serves as a

powerful reminder of the strength and influence that Black mothers have in

shaping not only their children’s lives but also the collective consciousness

of their communities. By prioritizing the stories of these three mothers,

Tubbs elevates their experiences, allowing us to recognize the broader

significance of Black motherhood in America.

Ultimately, this chapter forms the foundation for the deeper explorations in

the subsequent chapters. It establishes a framework that acknowledges the

importance of their lives while inviting readers to reflect on the enduring

influence these mothers have had on culture and activism. Through Tubbs’

narrative, the significance of nurturing love, unyielding support, and cultural

pride becomes apparent as an essential part of not only the mothers' legacies

but also the societal fabric that continues to inspire generations.
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2. Chapter 2: The Inspiring Journey of Mary
McLeod Bethune and Her Legacy

Mary McLeod Bethune stands as one of the most significant figures in

American history, not solely for her contributions to education and civil

rights, but also for her embodiment of determination, vision, and

perseverance. Born in 1875 in South Carolina, she emerged from humble

beginnings, the daughter of formerly enslaved parents. Her upbringing

instilled in her a profound appreciation for education, which became the

cornerstone of her life’s work. 

From an early age, Bethune demonstrated a fierce commitment to learning,

becoming one of the first Black women to graduate from college when she

earned her degree from Moody Bible Institute in Chicago. This pursuit of

knowledge not only shaped her personal convictions but also positioned her

as a leader in the fight for educational access for African Americans. In

1904, Bethune founded the Daytona Educational and Industrial School for

Negro Girls in Daytona Beach, Florida. Her determination to create

opportunities for young Black women stemmed from her belief in the

transformative power of education. 

Bethune’s educational venture began with just a small group of students and

minimal resources. However, through her relentless efforts—teaching

classes herself and engaging the community for support—she grew the
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institution into what became known as Bethune-Cookman University. This

institution has not only become a vital educational center but has also played

a significant role in the empowerment of generations of Black students,

particularly young women, by equipping them with skills and a sense of

pride in their heritage. 

Moreover, Bethune’s influence extended beyond education. She was a

prominent civil rights leader, serving as the national president of the

National Council of Negro Women. In this role, she advocated for social

justice, equal rights, and economic opportunities for African Americans. Her

efforts were instrumental in addressing the systemic inequalities that plagued

the nation. For instance, during the 1930s, as part of President Franklin D.

Roosevelt’s administration, she leveraged her relationships to uplift the

conditions of Black Americans amid the Great Depression, arguing for New

Deal policies that addressed racial discrimination. 

Bethune was highly regarded for her ability to weave her personal

experiences into her advocacy work. One of the outstanding examples of her

impact was her role in the formation of the Federal Council on Negro

Affairs, often referred to as the "Black Cabinet." This group advised the

Roosevelt administration on issues affecting African Americans and ensured

that Black voices were heard in policy-making processes. Through this

platform, she championed initiatives that brought resources and attention to
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neglected Black communities, embodying her unwavering belief that every

individual deserves dignity and opportunity.

In addition to her educational and civil rights advocacy, Bethune’s legacy

also includes her commitment to women’s empowerment. She understood

that for Black women, the struggles were particularly intertwined with both

race and gender. Therefore, her work encompassed not just educational

opportunities but also the need for women to claim their rightful place in

society. She once said, “Invest in the human soul. Who knows, it might be a

diamond in the rough.” This profound understanding propelled her to mentor

countless women, inspiring them to find their voices, pursue their passions,

and lead.

Bethune’s legacy continues to inspire through the institutions she founded

and the principles she upheld. Even after her passing in 1955, her teachings

live on within the educational frameworks and social movements that aim to

advance equality and justice. The Mary McLeod Bethune Foundation

continues this work, focusing on leadership development and the

empowerment of girls and young women. Her life is a testimony to the

power of resilience and vision in overcoming adversity, as well as the

profound impact one individual can have on future generations. 

In summary, Mary McLeod Bethune’s inspiring journey from the daughter
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of formerly enslaved individuals to an esteemed educator, reformer, and

government official encapsulates a life dedicated to the upliftment of Black

Americans, particularly women. Her legacy reflects not only her significant

contributions to education and civil rights but also the ongoing fight for

equality that inspires individuals and movements today.
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3. Chapter 3: The Impact of Louise Little on
Malcolm X’s Life and Ideology

In Chapter 3 of "Three Mothers," Anna Malaika Tubbs delves into the

profound influence of Louise Little, the mother of Malcolm X, on her son’s

life and ideological development. Louise Little, an advocate for the struggles

of Black people, embodies a complex legacy marked by resilience, activism,

and personal suffering. Her impact on Malcolm X cannot be understated as

she served as both a nurturing figure and a catalyst for his socio-political

formation.

Louise was born in Grenada and immigrated to the United States, where she

faced systemic racism and economic hardships. Her experiences as a Black

woman navigating the tumultuous landscape of early 20th-century America

instilled in her a fierce sense of identity and advocacy for racial pride. In the

context of her son Malcolm's life, these qualities became integral to his

understanding of Black identity and community activism.

Growing up, Malcolm was exposed to his mother’s struggles and activism.

Despite facing adversities such as the premature death of her husband, Earl

Little, and the subsequent institutionalization of Louise due to mental health

issues, her spirit remained unbroken. She instilled in Malcolm not just the

importance of education but also the necessity of understanding the

historical and social dynamics affecting African Americans. The influences
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of her life experiences, particularly those relating to the activism for

Pan-Africanism and the importance of belonging to a larger global Black

movement, deeply resonated with Malcolm as he was growing up in a

segregated America.

One critical aspect of Louise's impact on Malcolm was her insistence on

cultural pride. She emphasized the importance of history and identity,

countering the dominant narratives that portrayed Black people in a negative

light. For example, she told stories of their ancestry and the contributions of

Black people to civilization. This nurturing of pride would become a

cornerstone of Malcolm's ideology, shaping his views on Black nationalism

and his later activism within the Nation of Islam. 

Moreover, Louise often spoke about the injustices that her family faced from

white society. Her descriptions of systemic oppression and her own activism

against it provided Malcolm with a framework to understand the struggles of

Black people. Louise's experiences informed Malcolm’s later speeches and

writings, where he would articulate the systemic challenges Black

Americans faced and their right to resist oppression. Her lived experiences

would echo throughout his life as he fought against racism and advocated for

equality.

In addition to instilling a sense of pride and resilience, Louise also
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demonstrated emotional strength amidst adversity. Her life was marked by

profound personal tragedy, yet she remained a source of strength for her

children. This strength resonated with Malcolm throughout his life, giving

him a model of perseverance that he would emulate in his own struggles

against societal oppression. When Malcolm faced challenges, whether in his

youth or during his activism, he often reflected on his mother’s resilience,

using it as a source of motivation.

The lessons learned from Louise Little were not limited to Malcolm’s

ideological efforts but also shaped his personal journey. Following her

teachings, he often spoke about unyielding dedication to the race's

upliftment, teaching others to embrace their identity and combat injustices.

This emphasis on solidarity among Black people finds its roots in the

principles that Louise instilled in her children.  

In summary, Louise Little's impact on Malcolm X was multifaceted—rooted

in her struggles, activism, and enduring strength. She provided him with a

foundation upon which he built his understanding of racial identity, systemic

oppression, and community activism. It is within the complexities of her life

and challenges that we can decipher the motivations behind Malcolm's fiery

rhetoric and unrelenting dedication to fighting for the rights of Black

Americans. Louise Little's legacy transcended her life, flowing into the veins

of her son and shaping a pivotal figure in the civil rights movement.
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4. Chapter 4: Berdis Baldwin's Role in Shaping
James Baldwin's Vision and Voice

In the rich tapestry of James Baldwin's life and work, the pivotal role of his

mother, Berdis Baldwin, emerges as a defining influence on his development

as a writer, thinker, and activist. Berdis, a woman navigating the

complexities of life as a black mother in America during the early to

mid-20th century, endowed her son with not only her nurturing love but also

her resilience and commitment to social justice. Her impact on Baldwin is

profound, as it informs much of his literary voice and ideological

framework.

Born into a world laden with racial discrimination and economic hardship,

Berdis experienced her own struggles yet remained steadfast in her

dedication to her children's education and moral upbringing. She imbued in

Baldwin the importance of understanding one's identity against the backdrop

of a society that often devalued black lives. This sense of self-awareness and

the need to articulate one's experience became a hallmark of Baldwin's

literary endeavors.

Baldwin grew up in a household where his mother's strong principles left an

indelible mark. Berdis instilled in him the values of sincerity, empathy, and

courage — qualities that would later manifest in his writing, which wrestled

with themes of race, sexuality, and identity. One could find echoes of her
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teachings in Baldwin's essays and fiction, where he consistently confronted

the difficult truths of human existence and strived for authenticity. An

exemplary work reflecting these themes is his iconic essay collection,

"Notes of a Native Son," where Baldwin analyzes the dynamics of race and

the personal struggles he faced, drawing upon his upbringing to shed light

on broader societal issues.

Berdis's influence extends beyond mere moral instruction; she also served as

a buffer against the harsh realities of their environment. Baldwin often

recounted how, during moments of distress and pain, Berdis would guide her

children in finding strength and resilience. For instance, during his formative

years, Baldwin felt the societal pressures looming heavily, both from an

oppressive system and from the expectations placed upon him as a young

black boy. Berdis protected her children’s innocence as much as possible,

shielding them from the worst of racial prejudice. This act of maternal

safeguarding allowed Baldwin to grow into a reflective and observant child,

who would later channel those observations into a voice that would echo

resoundingly across cultural landscapes.

One of the most poignant illustrations of their relationship can be found in

Baldwin's reflections on his mother’s struggles with her own identity and

place in society. Berdis faced her share of adversities, including economic

hardships and personal dysfunction when married to Baldwin’s father. These
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experiences shaped her worldview and, subsequently, James's. The conflicts

Berdis faced and overcame forged a foundation of strength in Baldwin,

encouraging him to amplify themes of love, betrayal, and the yearning for

belonging in his literature.  

Baldwin’s famous novella "Giovanni’s Room" makes references to the

complexities of love and identity, evincing the powerful emotional

landscape that patterns his narratives. Here, one can draw a direct line back

to Berdis's teachings about the significance of emotional truth and the

importance of understanding relationships, both intimate and broader social

ones.

Moreover, Berdis equipped Baldwin with a critical lens through which to

view literature and social critique. She encouraged his educative curiosity

and appreciation for the arts from an early age. Recognizing his gift for

language and storytelling, Berdis facilitated his engagement with literature,

urging him to explore the works of various authors. This nurturing of

Baldwin's intellectual curiosity helped him to develop a formidable

command of language, allowing him to articulate the intricacies of the black

experience with nuance and depth.

Ultimately, Berdis Baldwin’s profound influence on James Baldwin cannot

be overstated. Her resilience in the face of adversity, her commitment to her
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children, and her ability to instill a sense of identity in her son laid the

groundwork for his emergence as a literary giant. The themes of love,

struggle, and the quest for personal truth that permeate his work can be

traced back to the foundational lessons imparted by Berdis. Baldwin's life

work serves not only as a reflection of his individual journey but also a

homage to his mother's unyielding spirit — a testament to the enduring

legacy of black mothers who shape and inspire the voices of future

generations.
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5. Chapter 5: Celebrating the Enduring
Influence of Black Mothers on Culture and
Activism

In "Three Mothers," Anna Malaika Tubbs celebrates the deep-rooted and

often overlooked influence that Black mothers have had not only on their

families but also on the wider realms of culture and activism. The book

intricately weaves together the lives of Mary McLeod Bethune, Louise

Little, and Berdis Baldwin to illustrate how these women were more than

just mothers; they were fierce advocates for education, civil rights, and

cultural pride.

Black mothers have historically played a pivotal role in shaping social

paradigms and movements. They often served as the backbone of their

communities, instilling a sense of resilience and purpose in their children.

Through their sacrifices, struggles, and tireless dedication, they empowered

their offspring not just to survive, but to strive for greatness, often igniting a

passion for activism and social change early on. 

The influence of these mothers is deeply embedded within the lives of their

sons—Malcolm X and James Baldwin—who grew up to become iconic

figures in the fight for civil rights. The nurturing yet fierce guidance from

their mothers planted seeds of resistance and cultural identity that would

flourish throughout their lives. For instance, Louise Little raised Malcolm X
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in an environment where political consciousness was intrinsic to their

survival. She taught him about the importance of knowing his heritage and

instilled in him a deep sense of pride in his Black identity. This foundational

upbringing was critical in shaping Malcolm’s future activism as a leader for

Black rights, as he often referred back to his mother’s lessons in his speeches

and writings.

Similarly, Berdis Baldwin’s unwavering support and encouragement shaped

her son, James Baldwin, into one of the most prominent voices of the

Harlem Renaissance and beyond. Berdis, a single mother, ensured her

children were exposed to literature and arts, which greatly influenced

Baldwin’s work as a writer and activist. He often acknowledged the

profound impact of his mother’s belief in him and the cultural pride she

fostered, which propelled him into a lifelong exploration of race, identity,

and the human condition.

Tubbs eloquently delves into the theme of cultural legacy as passed down

through generations of Black mothers. Their ability to instill cultural values,

resist oppression, and advocate for educational access has had a profound

effect on the civil rights movement and continues to echo in contemporary

culture. An example of this is the Women’s March movement, which

highlighted the powerful voices of Black women and mothers advocating for

equality and justice. Here, the ancestral legacy of Black mothers can be seen
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in the actions of modern activists who strive to uplift their community and

create a better future.

Moreover, Tubbs emphasizes how the cultural contributions of Black

mothers are often sidelined in historical narratives. By spotlighting figures

like Bethune, who founded academic institutions and tirelessly advocated for

the rights of Black Americans, Tubbs urges readers to recognize that the

fight against systemic racism and inequality has always been a collective

effort, deeply influenced by maternal figures.

In summary, "Three Mothers" presents a compelling narrative that

champions the indispensable role of Black mothers in cultural and activist

spheres. Their influence resonates across generations, serving as a reminder

of the power of nurturing and the potential of Black love and resilience.

Through the stories of Mary McLeod Bethune, Louise Little, and Berdis

Baldwin, Tubbs not only pays homage to these unsung heroines but also

reinforces the notion that the fight for justice and equality is often nurtured

within the home, led by the matriarchs who dare to dream and inspire their

children to enact change in the world.
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