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Fiona Joy Green

Developing a Feminist

Motherline

Reflections on a Decade of
Feminist Parenting

This paper addresses a number of preliminary findings from interviews conductedin
the summer of 2005 with ten mothers about the realities of consciously parenting as
feminists. Results from these interviews, Like the findings from interviews with the
same women a decade earlier, re/confirm that feminism for these self-identified
Jfeminist mothers living in Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada is central to their personal
identity, and vital to their philosophies and parenting practices. Feminist mothering
remains a conscious political strategy they use to bring about social change in thetr lives
and in the lives of their children. This longitudinal study draws upon the experiences,
knowledge/s, and theorizing of feminist mothers over a ten-year period to explore
aspects of their feminist parenting they view as successful, and elements of their
mothering they may chose to do differently given another chance. What emerges from
this study is the need for further research into feminist mothering and the importance
of a feminist motherline to carry the voices, wisdom, and wit of feminist mothers
which will aid in enriching and enbancing our understanding of feminism and
Sfeminist mothering. A feminist motherline will also assist women in re/claiming
their feminist mothering authority and providing a foundation for the ongoing
political activism of feminist mothers.

When I was really young before 1 had any children—when I thought, “do
I want any children or not?”—I saw having children as making a
contribution to society in that you're gonna school them in a culture and an
orientation. They were going to be people who were maybe different or the
same, but they were going to have an impact. It wasn’t neutral. It's the next
society, the next generation, and how you raise them is gonna have a huge
difference on what our future’s like. For sure it’s political. (Tammy, 46-
year-old mother of three children aged 18, 15 and 7 years)
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Fiona Joy Green

Between the fall of 1995 and the summer of 1996, I interviewed 16 self-
identified feminist mothers living in or close to Winnipeg, Manitoba about the
realities of feminist mothering. Feminism is not only central to their personal
identity as women; feminism is essential to their philosophies for and practices
of parenting. For these women, feminist mothering is a conscious political
strategy they use to bring about social change in their lives and in the lives of
their children (Green, 2005; 2004a; 2004b; 2001; 1999). Over the past decade,
1 have had the good fortune to remain in touch with a number of participants
from the original study, and during the summer months of 2005 I conducted
one-on-one interviews with ten of the original sixteen participants.’

This paper addresses some of the preliminary findings from these more
recent discussions with self-identified feminist mothers about their parenting.
More specifically, I explore the challenges feminist mothers face, aspects of
their feminist mothering they view as successful, and elements of their
mothering they may have done differently. I conclude with a call for more
research into feminist mothering and the importance of a feminist motherline
to carry the voices, wisdom, and wit of feminist mothers. A feminist motherline
assists mothers in re/claiming their feminist mothering authority and grounds
them in their knowledge and the knowledge of other feminist mothers. It also
strengthens, and provides, for some, a foundation for the ongoing political
activism of feminist mothers. This longitudinal study draws upon the experi-
ences, knowledge/s, and theorizing of feminist mothers over a ten-year period,
thus, enriching and enhancing our understanding of feminism and feminist
mothering.

Self-identified feminist mothers?

All of the mothers participating in the 2005 study identify themselves as
ferinist and are temporarily able-bodied birth mothers between the ages of 44
and 58 years. Two of the women are also mothers of adopted children, with one
additionally being the social mother to four adult children of a former male
partner. Since the initial interviews in the mid 1990s, one mother has birthed
a third child, now seven-years-old, and one mother has recently adopted an
infant, making her a mother of four. The 26 children of the ten mothers range
in age from 16 months to 36 years. Two women have one child, four women
have two children, two women have three children, one woman has four
children, and one woman has six children. Eight women identify as hetero-
sexual and two as lesbian. Seven women are single, five are separated or
divorced, and three are married or living common law.

The ethnic ancestry of the group is varied. One woman is African and one
is Jewish. Two women have Columbian/European heritage, two are of Jewish/
European decent and four have mixed European lineage. All mothers have
some post-secondary education, and are either self-employed or employed by
others. Two women identify themselves as poor, while the other eight see
themselves as middle-class.
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Developing a Feminist Motherline

The continual challenges of mothering

Throughout our conversations, all mothers note how hard it is to parent
and are critical of the lack of social acknowledgement about the realities of
mothering. These issues were of concern to each feminist mother the first time
we spoke about the complexities of mothering almost ten years ago. Today,
they critique the mythical standards of motherhood and the social neglect of the
real isolation many mothers experience. They all identify and recognize the
general lack of social support for mothers and recognize the lack of support for
feminist mothers, in particular. Four of the ten women are particularly vocal
about the need to expose the challenging conditions associated with the hard
work of raising children and call for greater support from feminism.

Lack of social acknowledgement and support for mothers
Tammy, 2 common-law wife and mother who has two teenaged children,
an 18-year-old daughter and 15-year-old son, as well as a seven-year-old son,
speaks candidly about negative social attitudes toward mothers and her
perception that there is a general lack of social investment in mothers and in

children:

Everybody treats you like an idiot when you're a mother. But structurally,
and more important I think, is the whole business of it’s not only unpaid
labour; it'’s the hardest job that you could possibly do. And there’s not the
supports that are needed; not just economically, but in terms of 1 information,
respite, supportive systems for information. There’s lots that should be done
to help mothers, I think.

And, you know, the whole It takes a village to raise a child;” the whole
idea that it's somehow an individual family’s, and usually the woman’s,
responsibility to raise her kids is just weird. They're not mine, you know.
They're just the next generation and they could be anybody’s kids, really.
This is the next generation and I don’t understand not investing in if.

Tammy’s frustration is tangible during the interview and sits just below the
surface of our conversation. The lack of respect she has been shown over the
years as a mother, as well as the attitude that mothers are solely responsible for
raising and caring for children is central to Tammy’s critique of the inadequate,
and often times, non-existent support (be it economic, respite or information)
for mothers.

Kim, a 45-year-old married mother of two boys, aged 11 and 13 years,
agrees with Tammy’s analysis and notes how she personally craves honesty
about the realities of child rearing and mothering. She tells me:

What I would say is to validate just how bard it is, how isolating it is.

Nobody talks ltke that about mothering. Like, “Ya! They drive you nuts.”
And, “Ya! It is bard.” And kind of validating that part because there’s all

Journal of the Association for Research on Mothering | 9
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this pressure on you to be a great mother all the time and that nothing should
bother you and that your kids should come first and there’s still all those
pressures there.

Like Adrienne Rich notes in Of Woman Born (1986), the mothers I spoke
with attested to their deep love for and commitment to their children, while also
speaking frankly about the frustrations, tensions and harsh realties of mother-
ing. They spoke about the complex and sometimes seemingly contradictory
feelings experienced as mothers toward their child/ren during our initial
interviews, and again during our most recent conversations. According to these
feminist mothers, this element of mothering must be exposed and validated as
typical and ordinary, especially if the work of mothering is to be understood and
if mothers and children are to be supported.

Beverly, a 52-year-old mother of two adult daughters, aged 25 and 28
years, who has been in a lesbian partnership for the past five years, is well aware
of the pressures that Kim, Tammy and the other mothers mention. Beverly
shares her experience of feeling isolated, misunderstood and disrespected when
she was a mother of young children, as well as her insights into the complex
position of being a feminist mother:

Tve always sensed that my friends and colleagues who were feminist, who
had no children, valued my work in the workplace way more than my work
as the mother. So there’s that friction there, and it’s real and tangible. And
particularly for those feminist moms who choose to stay at home for a few
years and raise the children without societal supports like day-care and that
kind of thing.

It’s a tough one because 1 think what we're doing, what the feminist
movement has done, is to kind of judge women in relationship to men’s
achievements. And while we applaud men when they get involved with
child-rearing, there’s an expectation that still, you know, child-rearing is
women’s work and you're gonna do that if you're a good mom. If you're a
super mom, you're gonna do that on top of, you know, your education and
your work, your paid work. And 1 think it puts an enormous amount of
pressure on feminist mothers that doesn’t necessarily have to be there.

Not only are there social pressures on “good mothers” (Green, 2005) who
are expected to be doing “it all,” feminist mothers experience additional
expectations or pressure to be competent and capable women from feminists
who don’t have children. Beverly is not the only one to experience this pressure
or to express this opinion.

Paula, aself-employed, single, heterosexual mother of three children, aged
13, 17 and 20 years, agrees with Beverly and other feminist mothers who are
critical of the lack of support they have experienced from feminism and other
feminists. Paula, who lives with her children in a women’s housing co-op,
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reflects on the isolation and lack of support she has experienced, particularly
from feminism:

As a mother, I didn’t feel supported by feminism. In fact, I felt ghettoized
by my motherhood. When the kids were really small, I found it really
tough——like every day was really hard for me to get through. I felt very
isolated, particularly, I think, being a feminist mother. I didn’t want to
hang out at the playground; it gives me the willies still. 1 don’t want to hang
out with other people who are happy being isolared or not being able to
participate fully.

What helped me most was bringing my children into my life in other
ways. So, bringing them to meetings, organizing, combining parenting
with the things that I was already doing. And sometimes I was doing that
in the face of opposition. Like my first workplace gave me a hassle; didn’t
want me bringing my baby there. But other places, she was welcome. So, 1
looked for opportunities where I could incorporate parenting into my life,
and they weren’t that easy to find. I think we need to adapt society more to
tolerate children.

Paula finds that mothering has become easier in the past year, now that two
of her children have become teenagers and one is a young adult. Yet, there are
times when she is still unsure of her mothering, as her motherwork has shifted
in focus to providing appropriate emotional and physical support for each of her
unique children without creating dependency.® In striving to provide balance
to the fluidity of their ever-changing needs, Paula feels like she is constantly
“navigating” the tension between supporting her children’s needs and encour-
aging their independence rather than dependency. She still finds herself not
always knowing when she has given enough support to her children.

Like the other mothers in the study, Paula has a small, yet committed,
support system. Close friends and the women and children living in the housing
co-op is where Paula finds strength and understanding for her current work as
a feminist mother. For Paula, collective action with feminists is an effective
strategy for social change. She tells me, “When I think about women being
liberated I think women have been brought into the patriarchal cage.” Femi-
nists and mothers need to “learn to work together” in order to dismantle and
get out of the patriarchal cage. Living in a feminist co-op is a step toward this
end for Paula.

The ten feminist mothers in this study long for, and work toward, the
acknowledgement and validation of the systemic challenges and difficulties
facing all mothers. They believe the ongoing myths about mothering and the
constant and complex social barriers that undermine their motherwork need to
be uncovered and eradicated. For these women, feminist mothering is an
essential strategy for contributing to positive political social change. Through
contesting notions of motherhood and practices of mothering, by engaging in
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honest and sometimes challenging relationships with their children, as well as
raising children to be critical thinkers who are able to articulate and challenge

perspectives that do not necessarily confer with the status quo, feminist
mothers believe they are continuing, and reaping the benefits of, the political
activist work they began a decade or more ago as mothers. They believe, with
the support and assistance of feminists, the feminist work of mothering can be
successfully done. As May, the mother of two adult daughters, notes:

1t is hopefully true that the strategy of feminist mothering can bring about
social change because it just takes one person fo start something. It is a
political act, because the personal is political, that’s the thing.

Aspects of feminist mothering that have gone well

In our conversations about their feminist mothering over the past decade,
I asked participants to reflect upon aspects of their parenting they thought had
gone well. Participants in the initial study told me they valued relationships
with their children that are not intimidating or domineering and that they were
committed to relating to their children in ways that are not based on the use or
abuse of their authority and power as adults and mothers (Green, 2005: 93;
Green 1999: 103). Upon reflection, many of the women in the smaller, more
recent research group thought they had succeeded in this aspect of their
mothering. Rather than exercise power over children, they strived for relation-
ships based on respect, responsibility and accountability. They encouraged
their children to think critically about their own and their mother’s ideas. They
also acknowledged the experiences and knowledge of their children and
encouraged them to talk about their own understandings and experiences with
them in respectful dialogue.

Honest communication through trusting relationships:

Carol, a 58-year-old heterosexual, single mother of her biological 19-year-
old son, an adoptive mother of her 24-year-old niece, and the social mother to
four adult children of a previous male partner, told me that “the talking, with
everything out in the open” is what has gone well with her parenting.

I'met with Carol one afternoon in late August at her home, where she was
having some minor renovations done to her basement. We sat together in her
living room drinking iced tea while repairs were being done downstairs and her
teen-aged son slept upstairs after working a late shift. Eager to talk, Carol
started our conversation by saying, “I just wanted to tell you this one thing ‘cause
the whole premise is feminist and this happened because of their feminist up-
bringing.”

Carol anxiously relayed an alarming incident that occurred seven years
before, when her adopted daughter, then 17 years old, told Carol the man
Carole had been dating for four years, and living with for some time in their
home, had initiated a sexual relationship with her by secretly giving her money
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and writing her a note. Carol credits her feminist mothering practice of talking
directly with her children since they were very young—especially about issues
of safety and inappropriate behaviour—with her daughter’s ability to tell Carol
about the situation as quickly as she did and without shame. Together they had
participated in many open and frank talks about inappropriate behaviour, with
Carol often telling her children “if anything happens, you tell Mum, especially
if they say, ‘don’t tell'.”

Carol believes practicing honest and open communication and having
trusting relationships with her children ensured that her daughter “trusted me
enough to say something the first time she felt uncomfortable about the way my
boyfriend took a run at her.” The practice of not keeping secrets meant that as
soon as Carol learned about the incident she confronted the man about his
behaviour and told him to “pack his things and get out,” which he immediately
did. According to Carol, “He’s gone, that man, never to be seen again. It was
just one minute he was there and one minute he was not.”

The effects of the situation have been very hard on Carol who sought six
years of counselling to deal with feeling responsible and guilty for what
happened. She has only recently been able to forgive herself for putting her
children in a vulnerable situation. Carol told me “I am just now able to poke by
nose out ‘cause that really devastated me.” She feels “like a statistic instead of
someone who has nobly marched on” and while she wasn’t sure “feminism helps
you choose men, it certainly helps your children tell.”

Carol believes her feminism—which values good communication, open-
ness and honesty, even when it is painful—ensured her daughter’s ability to
both analyse what was going on and instantly confide in Carol. Essential to
good communication and respectful relationships is trust. Carol unequivocally
accepted what her daughter said; she didn’t question or doubt her daughter’s
experience or knowledge. Knowing that her mother would believe her without
hesitation, and without dispute, demonstrates the depth of the relationship
Carol and her daughter share. The strength of their communication and their
solid relationship, Carol believes, is underpinned by strong feminist principles
of trust and respect.

May, the 49-year-old, divorced mother of two daughters, aged 22 and 24
years, believes the most rewarding aspect of being a feminist mother is the way
she and her adult children can “talk, and share, and have a kind of real
understanding of one another.” May told me,

I always imagined what kind of conversations would happen with my
children when they became older, when we could really talk, and I am not
disappointed. They are beginning to understand the role of a woman, the
role of a mother. When they look at themselves and the world there’s so much
we can talk about. And we do.

May and her recently married, eldest daughter are building upon theirlong
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history of talking and confiding in one another—a practice May has shared
with both of her daughters and the sisters have shared with each other. At

present, May and her first-born are speaking about “some of the social
structures that influence the roles of women and wife”; roles that May’s
daughter had not understood in the same way before her marriage. In fact, it
is May’s daughter who is introducing topics specific to married relationships.
Lately, she has wanted to talk about “equality in relationships,” including “the
division of domestic labour, and the role of money and the ways in which it can
be used as a way of gaining more power in relationships.”

While May has always encouraged her daughters to be “free in their
thinking and to always question things, like racism, they heard outside [the
family],” her daughters are currently coming to understand, through their own
adult experiences and their honest discussions with their each other and their
mother, “how society is structured, and how it influences women to become the
waywe are.” Without the solid base of communication and the long established
practice of speaking with each other over the years, May believes that she and
her daughters would not be able to talk as openly and as freely as they do about
their lives today. For May, this is a dream come true.

Autonomy and self-governance:

Shar, a 58-year-old retired teacher values communication and fosters
respectful relationships with her four children, her two grandchildren, and the
dozen children she cares for in her home-based childcare. According to Shar,
her work as a mother, teacher, grandmother and childcare provider has always
encompassed lessons about how to create respectful relationships because “it’s
something that is really not taught; parents take it for granted and teachers don’t
teach it.” Shar tries to instil good communication skills and respect in the daily
inter-personal interactions she and the children in her care engage in. She does
this by ensuring that she and all of the children acknowledge each other when
they speak. For Shar, “that’s part of the respect thing—trying to teach them to
respect the other person that they’re with and that you have to respond to the
person you're with when they speak.”

Self-governance and self-respect coincide with effective and respectful
communication. Children in Shar’s care quickly learn to ask for what they need
and want, and that physical force is not an acceptable way to do so. Shar tells
me, “on the one hand I am gentle to the extreme, but on the other hand, very
clear about what I want and what1 don’t want.” One of the rules in Shar’s home
is, “you don’t put your hands on somebody else’s body unless you have their
permission.” Rather than saying, “don’t hit them”, Shar uses loving examples
such as, “if you want to hug somebody, you ask them if they would like a hug.”
When children bump into each other too hard—as children are apt to do at
times—Shar will ask them if it was an accident. She instructs the children to
immediately say “I'm sorry, are you ok?” When children don’t want to
apologize, Shar will role model for them by putting her arms around both
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children and saying, “Oh, we're so sorry that this happened. What were you
doing before you had this accident?”

By highlighting the fun and personal connection children shared before
the clash/crash, Shar reminds them that they are friends and not enemies.
Central to Shar’s teachings is a willingness to accept that people are “flawed
individuals and you don’t dismiss them just because of their flaws or because of
their gender or because of their mistakes.” She believes it takes a long time for
people to learn that “this other walking set of bones and skin is like them.” And
because Shar is patient in “teaching them to be really gentle” with each other
and with themselves, the end result is children learn to engage in respectful
relationships with Shar and with each other.

Shar has seen evidence of this lesson in the older children she has cared for
over the past 15 yearsin her childcare, as well as in her own three 30-something-
year-old children, who, she believes, are well-adjusted autonomous people
doing meaningful work they enjoy. Shar tells me her 31-year-old daughter, the
youngest of her adult children, “has always been assertive in her relationships
with men” often telling them directly, “I don't like that, don’t do that.” Shar
believes that her daughter learned very early on to be assertive because she
learned to respect herself and “to take for granted her right to ask for the same
in return.”

Shar shares an example of her daughter’s assertiveness based on self-
respect, stating, “In fact, before she would have sexual relationships with
anyone, she would tell them that they’d have to go to the doctor and get a
certificate clearing them of any AIDS or HIV.” Shar believes her children are
“much more assertive” than she was at their age, and possibly even now, because
as children they learned they have the right to be treated with respect. Helping
children develop into autonomous individuals who are respectful of others, and
are competent and confident in self-governance, are positive outcomes of
Shar’s feminist mothering.

Deb, the 43-year-old single, heterosexual mother of a 16-year-old son,
tells me about the way she and her son communicate, in particular when they
have differing opinions. Throughout her mothering, Deb has always acknowl-
edged that her son “has his own path and his own experience.” She has also been
open about her “standpoint feminism” which is one way she is able to identify
for him where she is coming from. At times, discussions between Deb and her
teenaged son become heated because, as she says, “when two intelligent people
really go at it, the swords are out (laughter).”

During these exchanges, Deb is vigilant in ensuring the interactions are
respectful. In particular, she and her son are watchful for condescending or
other negative behaviour; “We talk about when we feel the power shift in the
room and when we feel disrespected. While we aren’t always able to mediate
those things in the moment, we do come back to a whole process that we are
both engaged in.” Deb notes it’s “bloody amazing” that they are able to have
contested discussions where her son “won’t let go of his power,” where she
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“doesn’t lose hers” and where they come to an understanding that while they
may not agree, they continue to respect each other.

Notonlyis open and respectful communication between mothers and their
children an aspect of feminist mothering that is valued and has been successful,
so is thinking critically about the world and one’s place within it.

Critical analysis

Jody, the 43-year-old separated, mother of a nine-year-old daughter and
an eleven-year-old son, believes she has done well teaching her children to
think critically and to challenge ideas they are unsure of. Jody understands that
once children enter the school system, they are introduced to multiple ideas and
perspectives that may not coincide with those of their parents. She is aware her
control and influence in the lives of her children decreases when they are in
school and she must “let go of that and realize all you can do is give a little bit
of direction to what they hear.”

Jody shares a self-described “good story” with me to illustrate this under-
standing and the success of her feminist teaching as a mother:

My daughter came to me one day, but she said—rbefore she even started—
“Mom, would you be offended if I told you a joke about a native person?”
That's what she said to me. And I went, “What? Is this a joke?” is what I
said. She praceeded to tell me an extremely racist joke that she had heard on
the bus, from some kids. And I said, “Yes, that offends me very much.”

But the fact that she even had that consciousness to think this might
offend, I thought, “That’s right. Oh my god! Something did get through!”
(Laughter). And then we had a big discussion about it; about what this joke
said and how would she feel if it had been her culture that was put in this
place and what did that really mean when they said those things. I mean,
Twashorrified, horrified that this joke is out there. But, at the same time,
she bad the sense to think there’s something wrong with this. I'm Like,
“Wow!”

Clearly, Jody’s daughter had learned from previous discussions with her
mother that placing people at the brunt of so-called jokes is hurtful and
offensive. Like Carol’s daughter, Jody’s daughter trusted her mother would be
open to her questions and, in this case, help her further understand how and
why a joke was racist. Together through their discussion, Jody was able to
honestly discuss the hurtful consequences of racism with her daughter and
provide her with a deeper understanding beyond simply sensing there was
something wrong with what she had heard. It also gave Jody the occasion to
validate her daughter’s “sense that something was wrong” and to provide her the
chance to engage in critical analysis of the situation.

Ten years ago, each woman I interviewed spoke about the significance of
introducing her child/ren to a feminist analysis of the world (Green 2005;
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2004a; 2004b; 2001; 1999). All of the mothers I revisited reconfirmed their
commitment to parenting from this standpoint and believe their children (are
learning to) view and understand that the world is constructed in ways that
privilege some people over others. Feminist mothers believe they have success-
fully developed relationships with their children that foster closeness and the
sharing of ideas through respectful and honest communication. While these
topics of discussion can, at times, be controversial and painful, they nevertheless
cultivate space where mothers and children openly and honestly discuss various
attitudes, beliefs and ideas. Being forthright about each other’s ideas, and the
ideas of others, continues to work well for feminist mothers.

While the women I spoke with are proud of elements of their parenting,
they also identified some aspects of their mothering that they might do
differently if they had another chance to do so.

What feminist mothers would do differently

I asked each woman if she would do anything differently as a mother, now
that she has the 20/20 hindsight of the past ten—or more—years of parenting.
Several mothers told me they would tweak the limitations, rights and condi-
tions of behaviour they set for and engage in with their children. In particular,
they spoke of the need to balance providing more guidance for their children
with respecting their children’s autonomy and self-governance.

Provide more guidance

Tammy, the 46-year-old, heterosexual, common-law mother of three
children, aged 7, 15 and 18 years, realizes she can be “negotiated out” of the
limitations she sets. Tammy believes this has been detrimental to her daughter
who is “a very strong personality” and “a bit of a powerhouse.” As a younger
mother, Tammy thought when “you showed somebody respect, they would
reciprocate by understanding that things were negotiable.” Since then, she has
discovered this strategy has not been good for her eldest child because “she
pushed and pushed and now she’s a person who feels that that’s one way of
getting, of achieving, what she wants, by pushing.” While Tammy believes
negotiating worked well with her other two children, in retrospect she thinks
she shouldn’t have negotiated as much as she did with her eldest saying, “With
her personality, it was a misjudgement.”

Willow, a 45 year-old single lesbian mother of an 18 year-old daughter
reflected on feeling uncertain about decisions she made as a young mother:

Therewere certain things I was unsure about. 1didn’t know howfar to push
my authority or how much I had a right to it. But I'm much more sure about
where you're allowed to make your own decisions and where your not, much
more sure. When you're authoritarian, it doesn’t mean that you're abusive.
That means you're authoritative, you’re confident, you're absolutely clear
aboutwhat's needed here and you make sure that the child frusts you to make
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the right decision for them. So, it’s a leadership issue, that's all. When do you
set limits and when do you not. Ithink I'm more clear about that than I used
o be.

Willow has been able to put this assessment into practice with the children
she cares for in the home-based childcare she has been operating for the past
three years. She tells me,

Lthink I am a better mother now than I was 18 years ago. And 1 think the
parents who are paying me to do this are getting the benefit of that. I think
I'm more honed at it in some ways. 1love my Little boys, and I've got lots of
them. And I'm parenting them to love themselves unshakably and to know
who they are.

Like Tammy, Willow notes she has learned her “expectations are really
tethered heavily to the circumstances particular to the child.” She has also
discovered that consistency is essential to good parenting, stating; “I'm here
every day, and  am consistent in my parenting of them. So they know what to
expect and they know what’s going on here, and they know who I am.”

Willow thinks she is “probably more authoritarian now” than she was
when her daughter was young, and suggests if she had been more sure of herself
as a younger mother, her daughter “may have benefited from greater clarity
because she didn’t always make the right decistons.” Today, Willow believes she
is much more clear about decisions she makes in her life, especially those as a
parent to her own daughter and to the children in her home care where she
encourages them to be true to themselves.

Where to go from here: Developing a feminist motherline

Reflecting upon the experiences revealed by feminist mothers through the
course of these and the previous interviews, I am struck by the need to continue
sharing and recording feminist motherline stories to ensure that the difficult,
yet rewarding work of feminist mothering remains a communal and political
endeavour.*

A feminist motherline acknowledges the many struggles that accompany
the embodied experiences and knowledge/s of feminist mothering. It provides
space and a place for feminist mothers to record and pass on their own life-cycle
perspectives of feminist mothering and to connect with those of other feminist
mothers. Additionally, a motherline ensures that feminist mothers have a
connection with a worldview that is centred and draws upon feminism’s crucial
gender based analysis of the world—including parenting. It also promises a
legacy of feminist mothering and motherwork for others.

Mothetline stories contain invaluable lessons and memories of feminist
mothering, as well as support for mothers. The authenticity and authority that
Willow and Tammy continue to search for, and are able to practice at times, is
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likely to be solidified when they are consciously connected with their own path
and the path of other feminist mothers through a feminist motherline.

I admire and respect the feminist mothers who have allowed me to get to
know them a little bit over the past ten years. In sharing their experiences,
knowledge/s and wisdom with me, and with others, they are engaging in the
practice of “cultural bearing” (O'Reilly, 2004: 37); the act of passing on
important life lessons regarding the realities of feminist mothering that
challenge the myths around mothering and provide models of feminist moth-
ering that honour social activism through the personal self-governance of
mothers and children alike. This is a courageous act and one that needs to be
supported and repeated, time and time again. Through developing a feminist
motherline, with feminist mothers being the cultural bearers of feminism in
their daily lives, empowerment for mothers and children is surely to follow.

For the second round of interviews in 2005, I contacted as many of the original
sixteen participants involved in the 1996 study as possible by telephone or
email, and asked each woman if she would be interested in speaking with me
about her experiences of feminist mothering during the ten years since our
previous interview. Eleven women agreed; I was unable to reach four of the
original participants (two had left the province) and, sadly, one woman died of
cancer a number of years ago. At the time of publication one interview was
pending. Using Grounded Theory (see Dick, 2005; Glaser, 1998), I draw on
common experiences and reflections arising from these most recent interviews.
’I originally located participants by canvassing groups, organizations and
facilities supportive of feminists and mothers. I also placed announcements in
local feminist newspapers, on bulletin boards in a number of women’s organi-
zations and health clinics asking for interested women who identified as
feminist mothers to contact me. I interviewed 16 participants over a period of
two years about the realities of feminist mothering. See Green 2001 for further
discussion on the research methods and results of the initial research.

For an excellent discussion on the concept and practice of motherwork, see the
chapter, “A Politics of the Heart,” in Andrea O'Reilly’s book, Toni Morison and
Motherhood (2004: 26-35).

‘I am thankful to Andrea O’Reilly’s discussion of motherline in her opening
chapter of Toni Morison and Motherhood (2004: 11-12), which proposes and
explores Toni Morrison’s maternal theory in her seven novels.
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Motherhood to Mothering

and Beyond
Maternity in Recent Feminist Thought

This article traces the development of recent feminist thinking about maternity,

identifying within it a shift from essentialism to poststructuralism, expressed as a

change in terminology from “motherhood” to “mothering.” It draws on the work of
Simone de Beauvoir, Betty Friedan, Adrienne Rich, Sara Ruddick, and Judith

Butler, among others. Following Butler, it offers the notion of maternal performativity’
as potentially inspiring. To understand mothering as performative 1s to concerve of
it as an active practice—a notion that is already progressive, given the traditional
Western understanding of the mother as passive—that may also be subversive.

Maternal performativity also challenges the idea of the mother as origin. However,

the notion does have its problems, not least because it fails to acknowledge the
relational, ethical aspect of mothering behaviours. 1 argue, then, for a performative
maternal ethics, characterized by relationality and bodiliness. A key site for its
performance would be literature; reading and writing may produce new identifica-
tions with others and may therefore be viewed as “maternal,” ethical activities. The
article ends by calling for further explorations of the link between mothering and
artistic practice.

In recent decades, feminist thought about mothering has proliferated, growing
ever richer and more complex. In so doing, it has undergone a key shift: from
essentialism to poststructuralism.! Feminists have long been aware of the
constructed nature of gender; such awareness underpins and fuels current
debates about maternity. We now talk less of “motherhood” and more of
“mothering.” For maternity is no longer seen as a fixed, static state; rather, it is
viewed as a set of ideas and behaviours that are mutable, contextual. To talk of
“mothering” is to highlight the active nature of maternity: an important move,
given the traditional view in western culture of the mother as passive and
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powerless. It is also to pave the way for an understanding of mothers’ behaviour
as performative (a term that will be discussed later) and potentially subversive.
Here, I will argue that the notion of a maternal performativity is both
productive and problematic, and contend that for the idea to be effective, it
must take ethics into account. By way of introduction, I will trace the transition
“from motherhood to mothering,” before moving on to the questions of
performativity, ethics, and, finally, aesthetics—which, I will suggest, offers a
key site at which “maternal,” ethical practice may take place.

Essentialism to poststructuralism

Feminist thinking about maternity since the early 1960s is often presented
as “a drama in three acts,” as Elaine Tuttle Hansen notes (1997: 5). The first
act is defined as involving “repudiation” of motherhood and mothering, with
such early second wave feminists as Simone de Beauvoir (1997), Shulamith
Firestone (1979), Kate Millett (1977), and Betty Friedan (1992) being cited as
exemplars. The second act is characterized by “recuperation,” by attempts to
reclaim and revise maternity. Such attempts began in the mid-1970s, and were
carried out by feminists as diverse as Adrienne Rich (1986), Nancy Chodorow
(1978), Dorothy Dinnerstein (1991) and Sara Ruddick (1989) in America;
Mary O’Brien (1981) and Juliet Mitchell (1974) in Great Britain; and Luce
Irigaray (1985), Héléne Cixous (1994) and Julia Kristeva (1986) in France. The
third act, which is ongoing, is concerned to extend and challenge earlier
thought. According to Hansen, it is increasingly characterized by a sense of
impasse, explained thus:

Feminists have demanded and gained new attention for the previously
ignored problems of motherhood, but they have not arrived at
consensus about how to redefine the concept or adjust the system.
Many (but by no means all) women wish to refuse motherhood on the
old terms without abandoning either the heavy responsibilities or the
intense pleasures of bearing and raising children. The fear that no one
will take care of our children if we don’t makes it difficult to go
forward, even as it seems impossible to go willingly back. (1997: 6)

The schema noted above is useful in highlighting key trends in feminist
thinking about maternity, but as Hansen herself points out, we must be wary
of glossing over differences between feminists. We must also guard against
telling stories that result only in an impasse. I propose a different narrative, one
that recounts the shift from essentialist accounts of mothering to a more
liberating poststructuralist awareness of maternal subjectivities as diverse,
multifaceted, and shifting.

Views of maternity as a uniformly and inevitably negative experience, such
as those found in the “first act,” can be described as resting upon essentialism.
Beauvoir (1997) and Firestone (1979) view biology as inherently oppressive for
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allwomen, thereby ignoring differences between women, as well as the complex
interaction between corporeality, psychology, and culture. Maternity is pre-
sented by these feminists as a set, immutable role, not as a state involving change
and exchange. While a feminist like Friedan is aware of femininity as a
constructed entity (“the feminine mystique”), she does little to address “the
maternal mystique.” She does not propose a new view of maternity, but rather
escape from the domestic realm by means of education and employment
(Friedan, 1992: 159). In all of these accounts, maternity cannot be revised; it
must be sidestepped. Of course, views of maternity as inevitably and wholly
positive could also be described as essentialist. The point here is to be aware of
how the experience of mothering is constructed in ways that can be understood
as either “positive” or “negative.”

Adrienne Rich’s 1976 view of motherhood as “experience” and “institu-
tion” can thus be viewed as a breakthrough. Rich’s Of Woman Born is a blend
of academic discourse and autobiography; thus, it rests upon the assumption
that “the personal is political.” It highlights the maternal subject as complex,
thoughtful, and in dialogue with current ideologies concerning maternity, with
what Rich terms the “institution” of motherhood. This institution is, in Rich’s
view, shaped by patriarchal conceptions of women. Rich’s account does have its
problems, which later feminist thought enables us to recognize. In particular,
Rich’s differentiation between “experience” and “institution,” while
groundbreaking, tends to obscure the interaction between subject and ideology,
and it suggests a pristine kind of maternity that lies beneath patriarchy’s overlay
(DiQuinzio, 1999: 215; Jeremiah, 2004: 60). Such a view is common in radical
feminist thought, which also relies upon the notion of “patriarchy” as a
monolithic entity, a view Rich defends in her 1986 introduction to the text
(1986: xv). While this idea does furnish Rich with a powerful conceptual tool,
and while it may be regarded as a useful strategy, it ignores the fragmentary,
unfixed nature of institutions and ideologies.

Such criticism may also be applied to much feminist psychoanalysis.
According to Marianne Hirsch, feminist psychoanalysis has failed to articulate
maternal subjectivity adequately (1989: 167). Nancy Chodorow’s (1978)
Reproduction of Mothering, an important contribution to feminist psychoanaly-
sis, indeed tends towards essentialism. Chodorow’s compelling fusion of
psychology and sociology highlights the interaction between maternal subject
and ideology. But despite Chodorow’s awareness of the contingent nature of
mothering and of the nuclear family, she ultimately presents the mother as
originary, as outside of culture, thereby offering a thin account of politics
(Doane and Hodges, 1992: 38).3This is a concern that has also been voiced with
regard to the Lacan-inspired theorists Cixous (1994), Irigaray (1985) and
Kristeva (1986) who are charged with consigning the mother to a realm outside
of culture, rendering her silent and powerless (Daly and Reddy, 1991: 7).
Psychoanalysis, then, is often problematic for the theorist of maternity wishing
to avoid essentialism and disempowerment. So where to now?
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Having offered a persuasive critique of much feminist psychoanalysis,
Hirsch cites positively the work of the philosopher Sara Ruddick. In Maternal
Thinking (1989), Ruddick defines mothering as a kind of work, involving
protection, nurturance, and training, and argues that maternal activity gives rise
to aspecific mode of cognition. Such thinking is characterized by what Ruddick
terms “attentive love” (1995: 119-23). Ruddick offers the most detailed
description of mother-child interaction ever advanced in feminist theory, and
thus she contributes significantly to the current and growing awareness of
mothering as relational, as constituting a complicated, ever-changing relation-
ship. This notion of mothering as relational is also to be found in the work of
the psychoanalyst Jessica Benjamin. Benjamin challenges traditional psycho-
analytic paradigms, which place the mother in the position of object, and posits
an “intersubjective” view of child development (1990: 15-24). According to this
view, the child develops within and through interaction with the mother, who
must also be a desiring subject. The child seeks recognition, and that recogni-
tion must be given by someone who is herself an agent.

Both Ruddick and Benjamin, then, conceive the mother as active and
relational, and both show an awareness of how mothering is shaped and defined
by context. But this awareness s, in both cases, limited, as Christine Everingham
(1994) argues. Everingham notes that Benjamin assumes that the mother
instinctively “knows” the needs of the child, thereby ignoring the interpretative
aspect of caretaking, and suggesting an essentialist view of mothers as naturally
caring (1994: 18-19). Everingham also argues that Ruddick should talk of
“maternal attitudes” rather than of “maternal thinking,” a term that implies
homogeneity and fixity (1994: 32). Everingham, then, is concerned to show
mothering as an activity that is contingent upon context. She also fruitfully
seeks to redefine the notion of autonomy as a relational concept, as something
that “must be actively produced by another in a particular socio-cultural
context” (Everingham, 1994: 6; compare Lawler, 2000: 172). In addition,
Everingham argues that the particular kind of mothering evoked by Ruddick
needs to be theorized as an ethical ideal (1994: 32). We will look further at this
idea a little later.

Everingham’s reference to “particular ... context[s]” points to the contin-
gency and constructedness of maternal experience. As has already been sug-
gested, deconstructive methods are now an important feature of feminist
examinations of maternity. For example, it has fruitfully been argued that
motherhood in Western culture has rested upon a number of binary opposi-
tions, such as man/woman, culture/nature, labour/love (Glenn, 1994: 13).
Such oppositions have been challenged by feminists concerned to revise
maternal subjectivity.

Recent thinking about maternity has drawn on the work of Judith Butler,
who conceives gender as a series of performative acts, as we will shortly sce.
Viewed in the light of Butler’s work, maternity is a practice, and maternal
subjectivity is not static, but rather in process, constantly constructed or
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“performed.” One should indeed speak rather of “maternal subjectivities,”
critiques of the essentialism of early second wave feminist thought having
alerted us to the differences amongst women (Spelman, 1990); and thisidea has
been central to postmodernist feminism, which insists upon diversity and
multiplicity (Fraser and Nicholson, 1990: 34-35). But what does it mean, to
talk of maternal experience as a “construct” or a “performance” A liberal
humanist might find all this talk highfaluting, and might wonder: what about
the experience of real mothers in the real world?

Constructivism and performativity

Firstly, the idea that experience is separable from its construction is a
fallacy; there is no such thing as a pure, unmediated (“real”) experience. But
that does not mean that maternal subjectivity is only “constructed.” Judith
Butler asserts with regard to sex and discourse: “to claim that sexual differ-
ences are indissociable from discursive demarcations is not the same as
claiming that discourse causes sexual difference” (1993: 1). To adapt this
formulation: to claim that maternal experience is constructed is not the same
as claiming that construction causes maternal experience. The term “con-
struction” is problematic, in that it could be understood to denote a complete
and closed process, and in that it may suggest the existence of a prediscursive
subject,? something I want to avoid. Butler’s idea of “performativity,” “the
reiterative and citational practice by which discourse produces the effects that
it names” (1993: 2) avoids this artificial fixing, and, crucially, it allows for the
possibility of interrupting and disrupting this discursive production to effect
transformation,

Butler understands gender as “a doing”: “There is no gender identity
behind the expressions of gender; that identity is performatively constituted by
the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its results” (1990: 25). As already
suggested, to understand maternity thus is to open up conceptual room for
mothering as a practice—a notion which, as stated, is already progressive, given
traditional views of the mother as passive. It is also to suggest that mothering
behaviour could be transformative, subversive. Mielle Chandler (1998) takes
up the idea of performative mothering, stating: “It is my position that ‘mother’
is bestunderstood as a verb, as something one does.” Quoting Butler on gender,
she goes on: “T'o be a mother is to enact mothering” (1998: 273). Mothering
behaviours, viewed in this light, contain the potential for a disruption of
dominant discourses on maternity, which depend upon their enactment for
validity and which, therefore, are vulnerable, open to change. To understand
mothering in this way is to make room for the idea of maternal agency.
According to Butler, it is variation on the repetition of the practices that make
up gender that constitutes “agency.” By restaging the processes that cause the
constitution and subjection of the “I,” one can “work the mobilizing power of
injury” (Butler, 1993: 123). Thus, to vary the repetition of maternal practices

is to exert maternal agency.
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Such an understanding of mothering also poses a challenge to the idea of
the mother as origin, a notion that was mentioned with regard to femintst
psychoanalysis. Just as drag exposes “the utterly constructed status of the so-
called heterosexual original” (Butler, 1990: 31), so the idea of mothers as
performing maternity refutes the normative ideal of the naturally selfless
mother, who is imagined as existing prior to culture. This view of maternity as
aprecultural, prediscursive entity isindeed explicitly challenged by Butlerin her
reading of the work of Kristeva. Kristeva (1986) takes on the Lacanian notion
of “the Symbolic™ and develops the idea of “the semiotic” to argue that the latter
is a dimension of language occasioned by the maternal body that acts as a
subversive element within the Symbolic, in the form of poetic language.
According to Butler, Kristeva “describes the maternal body as bearing a set of
meanings that are prior to culture itself,” and thereby “safeguards the notion of
culture as a paternal structure and delimits maternity as an essentially precultural
reality” (1990: 80).

There are problems with the idea of maternal performativity. What about,
for example, the (relatively recent, western) idea of mothering as a “choice™
Butler argues that agency is not to be conflated with voluntarism or individu-
alism, and that agency in no way presumes a choosing subject; it is, she asserts,
“a reiterative or rearticulatory practice, immanent to power, and not a relation
of external opposition to power” (1993: 15). The “I,” in her view, does not exist
prior to discourse; gendering, for example, is conceived as the matrix through
which the “I” emerges (1993: 7). Maternity, then, can be seen as the matrix
through which the maternal “I” emerges. But here the issue of voluntarism does
come into play; this emergence of a maternal subject can be the consequence of
decision-making on the part of the individual woman, that is, of a decision to
become a mother. This is not to lapse into liberal assumptions concerning
choice and individual freedom; it is simply to problematize performativity as a
way of understanding mothering.

This notion of choice, of will, raises the question of ethics, and the making
of moral decisions. Chandler (1998) touches on this issue when she, like
Benjamin (1990), Ruddick (1995), and Everingham (1994), stresses the
relationality involved in mothering practice; the acts performed by the mother
are responses to the needs of another. And Chandler challenges the ideology
of individualist freedom that perpetuates the devaluation of “the blatantly
encumbered: mothers” (1998: 272; see also Chandler, 1999: 21).¢ She thereby
raises the question of whether performativity as a notion can accommodate the
issue of care. While the identities “masculine”/"feminine,” “heterosexual”/
“lesbian” might be refused as perpetuating heterosexist binarism, that of
“mother” is not so dispensable, surely, given the needs of a screaming child.
Butler argues that “the possibilities of gender transformation are to be found ...
in the arbitrary relation between such acts [that make up gender], in the
possibility of a failure to repeat, a de-formity” (1990: 141). But the possibilities
of maternal transformation do not generally admit of such a refusal, assuming
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that children should be cared for, and that caretakers feel bound “to clean, to
mop, to sweep, to keep out of reach, to keep safe, to keep warm, to feed, to take
small objects out of mouths, to answer impossible questions” (Chandler, 1998:
274). Chandler advocates “refusing to refuse” as a solution, suggesting that
mothers should “embrace motherselfhoods and ... demand social, economic
and political respect for mothering practices” (1998: 284).

Performative ethics?

Chandler thus highlights usefully the limits of performativity as far as an
understanding of mothering is concerned. Following her, I would suggest that
ifwe are to develop a notion of maternal performativity, it must include the idea
of mothering as a form of ethical behaviour, such as the “should” and the “feel
bound to” in the above paragraph already suggest. Let us return to Kristeva
(1985), and her essay of 1977, “Stabat Mater,” for some suggestions as to how
this can be done.

In Kristeva’s essay, the maternal body is figured as a site of splitting and
exchange: “a mother is a continuous separation, a division of the very flesh”
(1986: 178). Kristeva suggests that the infant’s relationship to the maternal
body is manifested and reproduced within “the Symbolic,” in the silent ways in
which women connect (1986: 180-81). This “semiotic” communication is
described as an “underwater, trans-verbal communication between bodies”
(1986:182). Like Chandler later, Kristeva challenges the idea of individualism,
of “singularity”: “it is not natural, hence it is inhuman; the mania smitten with
Oneness” (1986: 182). She links her idea of a relational subjectivity and
expressivity both to the experience of birthgiving and to ethics, in the following
reflection:

Although it concerns every woman’s body, the heterogeneity that
cannot be subsumed in the signifier nevertheless explodes violently
with pregnancy (the threshold of culture and nature) and the child’s
arrival (which extracts woman out of her oneness and gives her the
possibility—but not the certainty—of reaching out to the other, the
ethical). (1986: 182).

Maternity, then, opens up the possibility of an ethical form of exchange
with others (compare Willett, 1995: 8). My reference to Butler’s critique of
Kristeva has already indicated the problems with the latter’s account of
maternity, but let us hold on to her idea of maternal relationality as an ethical
ideal.

The notion is echoed in Chandler’s essay “Queering Maternity’, which
argues that “maternal [i.e. relational] forms of selfhood continue to be de-
graded, mocked and reviled,” while “monadic fraternity” remains as an ideal
(1999: 21). Chandler draws interestingly on Chodorow’s ideas concerning
mother-infant attachment, reworking them in the light of Butler’s queer
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theorizing, and she proposes the following as “both invitations and appeals”:

1. Engagements in maternal practices as, in a sense, ‘queer’: as both the
same as and other than the other, as in-relation with and separate
from. 2. Desubjugations of maternal forms of subjectivity through
engagements in maternal relations regardless of one’s categorical
positionality. 3. Proliferations of maternal practices, forms of subjec-
tivity, and ethics, into self-other relations of all kinds (1999: 31).

I find these suggestions extremely provocative and useful, but wish to
express asmall doubt concerning Chandler’s arguments. Following Chodorow,
Chandler suggests that the foundation for maternal qualities “lies dormant in
all of us who do not engage in maternal practices, ethics, relations and self-
concepts” (1999: 30). The notion of an underlying maternity verges danger-
ously upon a kind of essentialism, or, at any rate, psychological determinism.

This issue leads us back to the idea of voluntarism, in a sense the opposite
of such determinism. Butler’s deployment of the psychoanalytic concept of
“identifications” offers suggestions as to how an ethics of care and responsibility
mightbe theorized in terms that avoid simplistic forms both of voluntarism and
of determinism. Butler argues that “identifications are never fully and finally
made” (1993: 105). Such an idea of attachment allows us also to understand the
maternal subject as engaged in a relational process which is never complete and
which demands reiteration, that is, as performatively mothering a child or
children. This mothering involves what might be termed “choice” or “effort,”
what I would prefer to call “ethical constraint,” where that constraint is not to
be understood as purely and simply constructed, but as constituted in and
codified by discursive and material practices. This “maternal ethics,” then, is
not fixed—changing ideas concerning “good enough mothering” (Winnicott,
1964) are enough to alert us to that—but rather contingent upon particular
cultural contexts and their particular discursive operations.

Such an ethics would also have to be understood as a bodily one. But unlike
Kristeva’s, this type of ethics relies not on the notion of a maternal body as
origin, as existing “before” the law, but rather as existing within and through
discourses that it can disrupt. In particular, the performative practice of bodily
care for an infant involves a challenge to the ideas of individuality identified by
Chandler as antithetical to the notion of maternal agency. Thisis not to suggest
that ethical mothering stops when the child no longer needs bodily care; it is,
rather, to focus on corporeality as the site where relations of care can and do take
place between individual agents. Margrit Shildrick makes a similar point, with
regard to medical ethics. She criticizes autonomy and rationality as bases for
morality—these, she argues, have formed the lynchpins of the ethics of
modernity—and she argues for a new emphasis on embodiment (Shildrick,
1997:115-20). Shildrick proposes “a more fluid mutual responsibility and care
as the distinguishing factors of human morality” (1997: 122).
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To understand maternity as performativity is not to conceive of it purely
in discursive terms, as I hope became clear through the earlier claim that
maternal experience and its constructedness are indissoluble. The materiality
of maternity is bound up with its discursive operations; as Butler notes,
“language and materiality are never fully identical nor fully different” (1993:
69). That is, the material practices of maternity, those actions performed by
mothers that Ruddick and others have pointed out, cannot constitute the
ground on which a theory of maternity is constructed. Materiality, according
to Butler, is itself constructed, and it cannot be separated from signifying
practices, since “language both is and refers to that which is material” (1993:
68). To argue for a maternal performativity is not, therefore, to ignore “the
material”; it is, rather, to pave the way for a discursive (hopefully performative)
reassessment of the material operations of motherhood and maternity. One
way in which such a revision can be performed is through literature.

Ethics and aesthetics

Brenda O. Daly and Maureen T. Reddy (1991) put forward a post-
modernist aesthetic as central to an understanding of maternal writing,
asserting that “since Oedipal narratives silence the voices of mothers, we must
listen for maternal stories in postmodern plots where selfhood is constructed,
or reconstructed, in more complex patterns” (1991: 12). Daly and Reddy cite
Benjamin as important for an understanding of such “reconstructions” of
maternal subjectivity as relational and in process. Such ideas have been linked
to postmodernism by Patricia Waugh. Considering the question of a
postmodern feminist literature, Waugh examines psychoanalytic accounts of
subjectivity, to relate them to recent women’s writing, much of which,
according to her, has “explored modes of relational identity” (1996: 339). 1
find such ideas interesting, but, like Hirsch (1989), Daly and Reddy (1991),
I am wary of relying upon an interpretative framework that has traditionally
silenced mothers.

I would argue instead for a performative and ethical maternal aesthetics.
Aesthetic practice involves relationality since it constitutes participation in a
particular culture. The experiences of writing and reading also promote non-
hierarchical, fluid sets of identifications. Butler notes: “what is called agency
can never be understood as a controlling or original authorship over [a]
signifying chain” (1993: 219). Traditional ideas of authorial autonomy and
authority having been discredited, the way is open for an idea of aesthetic
performativity:

Agency would then be the double-movement of being constituted in
and by a signifier, where ‘to be constituted’ means ‘to be compelled to
cite or repeat or mime’ the signifier itself. Enabled by the very signifier
that depends for its continuation on the future of that citational chain,
agency is the hiatus in iterability, the compulsion to install an identity
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through repetition, which requires the very contingency, the undeter-
mined interval, that identity secks insistently to foreclose (Butler,
1993: 220).

Such a performativity can produce new “identifications,” and may there-
fore be understood as a maternal, ethical act (see also Jeremiah, 2002). This act
involves among other things a challenge to traditional masculinist notions of
knowledge production, which have rested on a conception of the self as
contained and rational, and on a hierarchical subject/object distinction; reading
and writing, as empathic acts, expose subjectivity as relational and meaning as
dialogic.

A recent book by the British academic John Carey (2005) asks What Good
Are The Arts? Carey considers the work of Ellen Dissanayake, an American
scholar who advocates the making of art as a solution to the feelings of
disaffection and depression suffered by teenagers in the United States: prob-
lems she identifies as symptoms of a highly technologized, consumerist society.
Dissanayake (2000) traces the origins of art to mother-and-baby interaction, to
the sounds, play, expressions, and gestures that occur between mother (or:
parent? caregiver?) and child. Carey observes:

Few will question Dissanayake’s belief in the importance of mother-
infant mutuality, or doubt her claim that it influences the child’s and
later the adult’s capacities for love, for belonging to a social group, for
finding and making meaning, and for acquiring a sense of competence
through handling and elaborating. True, its connection with art is
hard to test. It would be interesting to know whether individuals who
were deprived, in babyhood, of the mothering attentions [ Dissanayake]

specifies turn out to be artistically incompetent as well as limited in
other ways (2005: 154).

It would be interesting indeed if other thinkers were to take up this line of
enquiry, and explore further the links between mothering and artistic practice.
Such a project would entail a reappraisal of the status of both mothering and
art in contemporary culture: an urgent and compelling task.

Note: This article arises from and in part reproduces the author’s book Troubling
Maternity: Mothering, Agency, and Ethics in Women’s Writing in German
of the 1970s and 1980s.

“Essentialism” involves the belief that human beings are reducible to a single
defining characteristic or set of characteristics, and is a frequent feature of what
is known as liberal humanism. “Essentialism” is often set in opposition to
“constructivism” or “constructionism” (see here Fuss, 1989: 1), which sees the
subject as constructed by external forces. I refer here to “poststructuralism,”
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which largely endorses such a constructivist view, understanding subjectivity as
a process, shaped and supported by discourses (Weedon, 1987: 33).

2From Motherhood to Mothering is the title of a recent volume of essays edited
by Andrea O’Reilly (2004).

3See also Patrice DiQuinzio’s useful critique of Chodorow (1999: 177-79).
*Critics of constructivism point out a pitfall of the theory: the notion that the
subjectis entirely constructed from without, as it were, implies that “before” this
process occurs, there exists a pure, untarnished subject. Thus constructivism
involves essentialism, though as noted above, the two are often seen as
opposites (see also Fuss, 1989: 6)

SAccording to Lacan, the Symbolic is rendered possible by means of the
repression of primary libidinal drives, including the child’s dependence on the
maternal body. The Symbolic is the structuring of all signification under the
paternal law.

¢Patrice DiQuinzio points out that “mothering is an important site at which the
individualist ideological formation is elaborated and imposed, but it is also the
site at which this ideological formation can be contested and reworked” (1999:
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Talkin’ Bout a Revolution

Building a Mothers’ Movement
in the Third Wave

This article exarnines how activists, advocacy groups, and writers are pasitioning the
emerging mothers' movement vis-a-vis feminism. I explore the negotiations and self-
naming strategies of various mothers’ advocacy groups and how they reveal both
ambivalence and allegiance toward feminism, arguing that we should understand
the mothers' movement within the broader frame of feminism, andspecifically within
the context of the third wave and the ongoing project of redefining and expanding
Jfeminism. Moreover, I argue that it may benefit mothers’ advocates to engage more
fully with feminist theories and practice. Feminist frameworks can belp to suggest
possibilities for increased interchange and alliance-building across the boundaries of
difference—uwork that, 1 believe, remains fundamental to the formation of a truly
inclusive mothers’ and caregivers’ movement.

Is a mothers’ movement emerging in the U.S. and Canada? Over the past
several years, the question has increasingly come up on panel discussions, in
journalism articles, and on the Internet. Those who discuss the possibility of a
mothers” movement—a broad-based social movement based on a platform of
mothers’ rights, family-friendly policies, and guidelines for truly valuing the
work of caregiving—tend to point to an increase in, and a heightened visibility
of, public and private discussions about the many issues facing mothers, fathers,
and caregivers. They also point to an increase in the numbers of mothers’
advocacy groups and political activism surrounding motherhood. Unlike
mothers who have organized around single issues in the past, such as Mothers
Against Drunk Driving and the Million Mom March, the wave of recent
political activity is characterized by a wide-ranging agenda put forth by a variety
of grassroots and national organizations in both the U.S. and Canada that
focuses on the well-being and empowerment of mothers and their families.
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Finally, they point to an increase in cultural productions and literary output by
mothers, which encompasses a growing number of local, national, and cyber
communities based on the various issues surrounding motherhood and parenting;
an explosion of autobiographical writing about motherhood, in print and on the
Internet; the emergence in the publishing world of the category of “mommy
lit”; and finally, a series of nonfiction books about motherhood that have both
attracted a fair amount of media attention and informed public discussions
about motherhood to varying degrees.

Of course, the question of whether all this activity will translate into an
organized, broad-based movement with the power to agitate for political
change is something we can’t answer definitively. Furthermore, while some
individuals and advocacy groups have articulated agendas, we don’t yet know
what visions a broader movement would proffer. Multiple questions remain
unanswered. Journalists Judith Stadtman Tucker (of the Mothers Movement
Online) and Stephanie Wilkinson (of Brain, Child magazine) have asked many
of them: What would the goals of a mothers’ movement be—to improve the
situation of mothers, of all caregivers, and/or of children? To advocate for
mothers’ equality, or mothers’ empowerment? Would it build on the various
agendas of existing grassroots, national, and transnational groups, and if so,
how? How would it negotiate differences in priorities and agendas? Would
divergent philosophies threaten to tear it apart? Who would be its leaders (see
Tucker, 2006; Wilkinson, 2005)?

Furthermore, we don’t yet know to what extent a mothers’ movement will
claim itself as an heir to feminism or even consider itself part of the feminist
movement. Indeed, several advocates and organizations seem to have distanced
themselves from feminism. Some of the reasons may stem from feminism’s
image problem within mainstream culture. Critiques of feminism lobbied by
cultural and religious conservatives as well as those who position themselves as
“postfeminist” often contribute to the perception that feminism is hostile to
“family values,” and that feminism somehow is to blame for the exhausted state
many mothers find themselves in from having to do it all—paid work and
mothering and'the second shift. Thus organizations wishing to attract mothers
who might not necessarily identify themselves as feminist may attempt to
distance themselves from feminism and feminist groups. Moreover, as Ann
Crittenden points out, the concerns of mothers and families have not always
been a priority on the agendas of feminist organizations (2001: 253-5).

Historically, the reasons are complex; and in any attempt to understand
them, however cursory, we should heed Patrice DiQuinzio’s reminder, who
observes that U.S. feminism “has never been characterized by a monolithic
position on mothering” (1999: ix). Nonetheless, as DiQuinzio adds, mothering
has frequently presented itself as a “contentious issue” within U.S. feminism
(ix). Certainly the different threads comprising feminism—namely, equal
rights feminism (with its focus on justice and women’s individual rights) and
maternalism (with its focus on women’s different and unique ability to provide
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care and nurture) have at times been in conflict.? Lauri Umanksy furthermore
suggests that in the emerging feminist movement of the late 1960s, negative
critiques of motherhood “achieved an exaggerated reputation,” despite the fact
that quite a few feminists (many of whom were mothers themselves) worked to
support the work of mothering and articulated a vision of social responsibility
for child rearing while they critiqued the institution of motherhood (1996: 16).3
Much of the history of feminist mothering has largely been forgotten or
misunderstood, and as a consequence “feminist” has come to signify a woman
who seeks individual liberation and self-determination through equality in the
workplace, and not through caregiving—a definition that simplifies and
distorts feminism, but which has unfortunately alienated many women, includ-
ing some mothers. This troubled and complex history presents a challenging
terrain for the emerging mothers” movement.

As a scholar of literary and cultural narratives, I'm interested in how
activists, advocacy groups, and writers are positioning the mothers’ movement
vis-a-vis feminism. Building on Tucker’s cogent examination of the political
frameworks underlying the rhetoric of four of the major mothers’ organiza-
tions, I explore the negotiations and self-naming strategies of various mothers’
advocacy groups and how they reveal both ambivalence and allegiance toward
feminism (see Tucker, 2006).* Although I fully support their attempts to
develop agendas that place caregiving at the center of a vision for social and
political change, I argue that we should understand the mothers’ movement
within the broader frame of feminism, and specifically within the context of the
third wave and the ongoing project of redefining and expanding feminism.
Moreover, I argue that it may benefit mothers’ advocates to engage more fully
with feminist theories and practice. Feminist frameworks can help to suggest
possibilities for increased interchange and alliance-building across the bounda-
ries that separate mothers and other caregivers—work that, I believe, remains
fundamental to the formation of a truly inclusive mothers” and caregivers’
movement.

What's in a name? The labeling of a mothers’ movement

When journalist Ann Crittenden published The Price of Motherhood in
2001, she reinvigorated a public conversation about the economics of mother-
hood and motherwork. While many researchers had been studying the issues
surrounding work and family for years, and excellent books by feminist scholars
such as Nancy Folbre and Joan Williams were published around the same time
as Crittenden’s, The Price of Motherhood was particularly successful in framing
the issues in an accessible, provocative, and compelling manner for a large
audience.” Drawing on the work of many social scientists and using a language
of equal rights feminism and economic justice, Crittenden argues that while
feminism may have liberated women, it hadn’t changed institutions radically
enough to improve the situation of mothers. Women still do most of the work
of caring for children—work that is penalized by a “mommy tax,” an increased
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risk of poverty, and other financial hardships. Because of an historical focus on
other issues, the “disproportionate vulnerability of mothers is not secen as a
major feminist issue” (2001: 255). Moreover, Crittenden argues, the “standard
feminist response” to the marginalization of mothers and caregiving—to call
for a redefinition of labor within the family, and to urge men to do more—is
not working, suggesting the need fora “fresh strategy” (7). Crittenden crafts her
book in such a way to raise the consciousness of her readers, to demonstrate the
political nature of the personal, and to suggest concrete steps toward effecting
change.

While Crittenden does not use the phrase “mothers’ movement” in her
book—she speaks of “mothers’ potential strength” as remaining “dormant”
(2001: 250)—such a political vision accurately describes her goal of encourag-
ing grassroots activism and promoting social change surrounding motherhood
and caregiving. This became even clearer a year later, when Crittenden co-
founded the organization Mothers Ought to Have Equal Rights (MOTH-
ERS) with writer Naomi Wolf and the National Association of Mothers’
Centers (NAMC). As a “grassroots initiative secking to improve caregivers’
economic status by calling attention to their essential contribution to the
economy and to society,” MOTHERS squarely places itself within a feminist
tradition (see “About Us”). Its web site situates the organization’s mission
within a feminist framework: “We believe that correcting the economic
disadvantages facing caregivers is the big unfinished business of the women’s
movement” (see “About Us”). Two of the nine “Frequently Asked Questions”
explain how mothers’ issues are, in fact, not at odds with the women’s
movement.® These answers simultancously make an implicit argument to
feminists and feminist organizations about the importance of motherhood at
the same time that they reach out to mothers who may not necessarily identify
themselves as feminist or activist. (Evidence of the latter can be seen in the
inclusion of consciousness-raising activities such as the “MOTHERS Book
Bag.”) In fact, the success of MOTHERS (in addition to that of other mothers’
advocates) may well be one of the reasons that the National Organization for
Women (NOW) adopted a resolution supporting mothers” and caregivers’
economic rights in 2005.7

Throughout its material, then, MOTHERS carefully positions itself in
relationship to feminism, placing itself as an heir to the women’s movement but
focusing on the needs of mothers. This careful self-positioning is a common
practice among many mothers’ advocacy groups, and it often reveals a desire to
redefine feminism and articulate new agendas. For example, the organization
MomsRising, recently founded by Kristen Rowe-Finkbeiner and Joan Blades,
uses the symbol of Rosie the Riveter, now cradling a child in her muscular arms,
to simultaneously invoke and revise the feminism of previous generations.®
Suchanimage suggests the hidden strength of mothers: not only can they break
down cultural barriers to exert their economic power, but they can also make
the invisible work of care visible by refusing to hide their babies. Yet despite its
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deployment of this powerful feminist icon, MomsRising does not use the word
“feminist” to describe its mission. Rather, it claims a feminist heritage implicitly
instead of overtly, with the hope of “reach[ing] millions of women who have not
previously been active.”

While some mothers’ organizations and advocates overtly identify them-
selves as feminist—including Mother Outlaws and Mothers are Women/
Meéres et Femmes [MAW], and Ariel Gore of Hip Mama—others seem to
betray more of an unresolved ambivalence toward feminism.'® This ambiva-
lence reveals itself in various ways: in groups placing themselves in opposition
to the feminist movement, or eschewing any identification with feminism
altogether. For example, the support and advocacy organization Mothers &
More declares that is has been “on the forefront of a ‘mothers’ movement since
the '80s,” but makes no reference to feminism or the feminist movement.! By
contrast, Crittenden’s partner Naomi Wolf has been openly critical of femi-
nism. The same year Crittenden’s book came out, Wolf published Misconcep-
tions: Truth, Lies, and the Unexpected on the Journey to Motherhood (2001), which
is positioned much like Crittenden’s (2001), in a tradition of feminist critique
designed to raise consciousness (though arguably much less successfully).”? In
one of the first contemporary uses of the phrase “mothers’ movement,” Wolf
calls alternatively for both a “motherhood feminism” and a “mothers’ move-
ment” in the final chapter. The category of “motherhood feminism” emerges
from the author’s own critique of second-wave “victim” feminism that she
developed in Fire with Fire.* Wolf's “motherhood feminism” represents her
attempt to define what she calls a “power feminism” for mothers, though this
occasionally slides into what DiQuinzio terms “essential motherhood,” or the
ideological formation of mothering as “a function of women’s essentially female
nature, women'’s biological reproductive capacities, and/or human evolutionary
development” that makes motherhood both “natural and inevitable” (1999:
xiii).

Tucker argues that concepts of essential motherhood provide a problem-
atic underpinning for “maternalist” frameworks, revealing “critical points of
divergence” in an articulation of a mothers’ movement agenda (2006: 189). In
contrast to the liberal feminist framework of MOTHERS, “classically
maternalist” rhetoric provides the underlying framework for “A Call to a
Motherhood Movement,” the manifesto issued by The Mothers’ Council of
The Motherhood Project at a conference on maternal feminism in October
2002 (Tucker, 2006: 192)." The “Call” firmly situates a motherhood (not a
mothers’) movement within the tradition of nineteenth-century maternalism.
It calls for a “calming of tensions” between maternal feminists and equal rights
feminists, citing previous alliances and calling for “the full support of the
women’s movement” in the contemporary struggle by mothers.”” Embedded in
this manifesto is a new vision: to “reject the false dichotomy” between the
“concerns of mothers” and the “gains of feminism” and “to build ... on the
advances of the women’s movement.”® At the same time, the “Call” carefully
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distances itself from feminism; as Tucker puts it, the organization “situates the
‘Motherhood Movement’ as parallel to, rather than part of, the ongoing
struggle for women’s equality” (2006: 192). Indeed, aside from its use of
“motherhood” movement in its overtly activist “Call,” The Motherhood
Project tends to use “mothers’ renaissance,” a less politically-oriented phrase
with neither “feminist” nor “movement,” defined to include “fresh thinking,
discussion, and activism by mothers about motherhood and mothering.”’
(Significantly, however, “renaissance” was inspired by the Harlem Renais-
sance, a point to which I will return later.’®)

As an alternative to the unquestioned essentialism of maternalist ideas (in
addition to the limits of liberal feminism’s individualistic focus), Tucker (2006)
argues for feminist care theory as the most promising framework with which
to build a mothers’ movement. Coming out of the work of scholars such as Eva
Feder Kittay (1999) and Joan Tronto (1993), feminist care theory “introduces
the language of care as a public good and supports the definition of care as
labor,” but does so in such a way that it understands caregiving “as a social
responsibility rather than an exclusively maternal duty” (Tucker, 2006: 189).
Thus it “reinvent[s] motherhood” in order to “relocate care as the central
concern of human life” and “emancipate care-giving from its secondary status
as women’s work” (Tucker, 2006: 198).

The evidence of feminist care theory can be seen in Tucker’s own website,
the Mothers Movement Online (MMO), which has been a major force in
popularizing the phrase “mothers’ movement” since its founding in 2003.
MMO is firmly positioned within a feminist tradition; and though it frequently
includes articles examining motherhood-related issues within the context of
feminism, it more frequently uses the lens of an emerging mothers’ movement.
Feminist care theory informs Tucker’s own position as well as the website’s
signature tag line: to provide “resources and reporting for mothers and others
who think about social change.”? On the one hand, the use of “mothers” reflects
reality (women continue to perform most of the world’s motherwork and
carework) as well as a realpolitik strategy of identity politics. Like other mothers’
advocacy groups, MMO demonstrates an attempt to attract mothers who may
not identify as feminist or see their own lives within a larger, systemic context,
but who may (with the help of some consciousness-raising) mobilize around a
set of issues concerning families and children. On the other hand, the use of
“others” denotes the many individuals who parent—fathers, non-biological
lesbian mothers, transsexual parents, extended family members, paid caregivers,
and “fictive kin” (Collins, 2000: 179). This approach parallels that of other
groups, notably Mothers Acting Up (which uses an asterisk to define “mothers”
to include “mothers and others, on stilts and off, who exercise protective care
over someone smaller”) and also MOTHERS, which frequently includes
“caregivers” in addition to “mothers.”?

Other advocates and writers have attempted to broaden the inclusiveness
of a mothers’ movement by creating entirely different names. Scholar Miriam
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Peskowitz (20052), for example, has coined the playful and nongendered
“playground revolution,” which captures the inherently local nature of caregiving-
related activism, an important dimension lost with the use of the word
“movement” and its invocation of masses of people.? Citing multiple instances
around the U.S. and Canada that, Peskowitz argues, constitute playground
revolutions—such as the work of the Montana nonprofit Working for Equity
and Economic Liberation (WEEL) to help poor mothers stay at home with
their children instead of going on welfare/work, or the success of MAW to
convince the Canadian government to include unpaid caregiving labor in the
census—the author asks us to consider the many instances of grassroots activity
that may get overlooked or forgotten in a focus on a national political
movement. In this manner, Peskowitz attempts to provide parents with
multiple models of local, community-based activism.

The notion of a playground revolution parallels MAW’s “kitchen table
revolution,” another term that captures the local dimension of mothers’ and
other caregivers’ activism: with its location in the home, in a room that often
signifies an open, informal gathering space (not to mention its function as the
site of much unpaid labor), “kitchen table” suggests a more private space in
which consciousness-raising and activism can cook. “Revolution,” on the other
hand, lends it a more radical cast, much like Gore’s “maternal feminist
revolution” or the social justice collective Mothers Alliance for Militant Action
(M*A*M*A) in New York City, which calls for sweeping change: “our ultimate,
long-term goal is not to reform the system but to end imperialism, capitalism
and all forms of oppression.” In these cases, the use of “revolution” and
“militant action” in lieu of “mothers’ movement” suggests a very deliberate self-
positioning, in a tradition of radical and anarchist feminism that stands apart
from mainstream feminist politics.

WhatI find most interesting, and potentially problematic, is that in many
of these examples, the feminism that many mothers’ groups are positioning
themselves within or against is frequently synonymous with an overly simpli-
fied version of the feminism of the second wave. It neither reflects the diversity
of feminist ideas and actions during the 1960s and "70s nor the tremendous
changes that have taken place within the feminist movement over the past 30
years, during which many women have redefined feminism in multiple ways.
Rather, this version of feminism threatens to collapse into the distorted
caricature of feminism created by media misrepresentations that have fre-
quently portrayed social justice activists as a bunch of self-centered, power-
hungry, man-hating, and anti-family spinsters.”Not to understand the com-
plexity of feminism’s history is to shut the emerging mothers’ movement off
from important contexts and frameworks for understanding its own activism.
Thus I agree with Peskowitz’s observation that

... in the new feminism we are creating as we reflect on our lives as
mothers, feminism offers helpful explanations. And it connects
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explanation with a history of activism, of many different types, from
personal resistance and creative ways to live a life, to local activism, to
writing, to large-scale policy and legal change. And that’s important.
Some of what has been missing is that many of us who are now
becoming mothers can barely remember the decades when our society
was more activist, and able to imagine great shifts in what it meant to
be a woman, or a man. (2005b: 3)

Not to engage with feminist frameworks and history—not to understand its
successes as well as its failures—is to run the risk of forgoing the opportunity
to learn valuable knowledge and avoid repeating the same mistakes.

Moreover, the very ability of mothers’ advocacy organizations to design a
political platform based on mothers’ economic and social rights depends upon
several decades of feminist scholarship that has developed instructive analyses
of gender, caregiving, and power. Feminism thus provides important theoreti-
cal underpinnings for current activism. Developments in feminist care theory
further provide one of the most powerful visions of an emerging mothers’
movement: to help develop and promote a “truly inclusive feminism” that
brings together the “domains of caring and equality” (Kittay, 1999: 19) and that
sees “the rights of the individual and the needs of the society as inextricably
intertwined” (Giele, 1995: 185). Mothers’ advocates have the opportunity of
building on these theories in their work as educators and activists. Perhaps a
strategy of consciously linking themselves to the project of continuing and
redefining feminism rather than dancing around it, or avoiding it altogether,
would not only serve mothers’ advocates more effectively, but also help to create
bridges to the many feminists who have been working on these very issues for
decades.

Understanding and bridging difference

In writing about the second wave, Peskowitz observes that the initial
failure of white, middle-class feminists to align themselves and their agendas
with those of working-class women and women of color led to an “absence” of
the perspectives and voices of large segments of the American population
(2005a:141). Some of these women, many of whom were working mothers,
wanted “relief from work,” but found that their priorities went unheard (141)
(see also hooks, 1984). Speaking of the women’s movement, Peskowitz
observes that “We needed access to work and we needed relief from it. We
argued for only one” (141).

This division is one of the reasons why feminists and womanists of color,
in addition to working-class and LGBTQ activists, have critiqued the main-
stream feminist movement for its inattention to the many interrelated compo-
nents of identity (race, class, ethnicity, sexuality, nationality, religion, disabil-
ity, age, and so on) and the oppressions built up around them. The fight against
theinterconnected institutionalization of oppressions hasled many marginalized
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groups of mothers to develop a complex, multi-issue politics of mothering. For
example, Andrea O’Reilly argues that many lesbian, African American, and
feminist mothers have developed modes of “empowered mothering” that
enable women to resist oppressive stereotypes of the “good” or “sacrificial”
mother (2004: 5).* Likewise, Patricia Hill Collins (2000) argues that for many
black mothers in the U.S., motherhood and family have provided a way to
derive self-empowerment and stage resistance against destructive social forces
such as slavery, racism, economic disempowerment, and the capitalist division
of home and work. Collins, like Stanlie James, views motherhood as an
experience that can fuel “social transformation” (James, 1993: 45) and that
often “politicizes Black women” (Collins, 2000: 194).

For many African American women, the civil rights movement provides
a model for motherhood activism. In the anthology Rise Up Singing: Black
Women Writers on Motherbood, writer and editor Cecelie Berry (2004) invokes
both the women’s movement and the civil rights movement in her exploration
of the multiple challenges black mothers face. Given the history of black
women’s mothering, which took place within the “hydra of mainstream racism
and Black self-hatred,” and which was furthermore complicated by the fact that
black women frequently had to raise “other people’s children as well as their
own,” Berry views the very act of mothering as revolutionary (2004: 8, 10). To
“build with love the home and the family of your dreams is the ultimate
revolution,” she writes, returning to this theme in another essay, “Home is
Where the Revolution Is” (1999: 13).

Several scholars have studied the activism of black mothers, much of it
grassroots-based and focused on a wide range of interconnected issues, includ-
ing educational, economic, environmental, and reproductive justice. This
multi-issue approach is shared by many black feminists, whose approach
toward activism often reflects the “notion that race, class, gender, and sexuality
are codependent variables,” the understanding that political activism must
address the interrelationships of oppressions, and an organization style fre-
quently defined by “decentralized mobilization efforts, informal leadership,
and flexible structures” (Ransby, 2000: 1218).% In fact, such practices are
shared by a broad range of feminists of color, as well as many working-class,
LGBTQ, and third-wave feminists. Interestingly, despite its problematic use
of maternalist rhetoric, the Mothers’ Council demonstrates a similar under-
standing of activism. Perhaps it should come as no surprise that its founder,
Enola Aird, is African American, or that the use of the phrase “mothers’
renaissance” signals how the Mothers’ Council places itself within a multiracial
history that includes the Harlem Renaissance as a model for a mothers’
movement. Furthermore, its philosophy of including a diverse group of
mothers’ advocatesis clearly evidentinits structure, which includes aleadership
group of “mothers of diverse races, backgrounds, disciplines and perspectives
committed to protecting the dignity of childhood and motherhood” who will
closely examine and discuss “various issues affecting the institution of mother-
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hood and the vocation of mothering” over time.?’

The Mothers’ Council, then, may provide one model for the “coalition
strategy” that Janet Zollinger Giele calls for, which may enable mothers’
advocates to appeal to a wide range of mothers (1995: 165). Indeed, many
mothers’ advocacy groups are attempting such a strategy, particularly those that
claim a feminist legacy even as they redefine the meaning(s) of feminism (most
notably MOTHERS’ assertion that “correcting the economic disadvantages
facing caregivers is the big unfinished business of the women’s movement,” and
MomsRising’s revisioning of Rosie the Riveter). Such a strategy may involve
what DiQuinzio terms a “paradoxical politics of mothering,” a politics that
“does not require for its foundation a univocal, coherent, and exhaustive
position on mothering” (1999: 248). As I have suggested, however, even a
“paradoxical” politics needs to tap into feminist thought and activism, particu-
larly as they have expanded and transformed over the last 30 years. Perhaps
consciously working across generations, as some of these groups are doing, will
help to anchor the mothers’ movement in the specific experiences of second-
wave feminists as well as the greater history of feminist activism.

Such coalitions across difference have become even more important in a
globalized world. As the contributors to the volume Global Woman reveal,
increasing numbers of Third world/South women migrate in order to find
work, often as low-wage caregivers, and they frequently leave their children
behind when they migrate (Ehrenreich and Hochschild, 2002: 17). Given the
implications of the feminization of migration, a mothers’ movementin the U.S.
and Canada must grapple with how to think transnationally about the fates of
the women who undertake the work of care. First world/North advocates need
to consider how we might address the concerns of immigrant women in
motherhood and caregiving agendas—for example, might mothers’ advocates
forge alliances with paid caregivers, immigrants’ rights groups, and/or scholars
and activists studying these issues? How might a feminist framework of care
develop a “global sense of ethics” that truly addresses the lives of all mothers and
caregivers in North America (Ehrenreich and Hochschild, 2002: 28)?

I am aware that such suggestions would not necessarily lead to a single,
unified platform for a mothers’ movement. Indeed, they may well lead in the
opposite direction. However, this model—numerous advocates working on
their own agendas but committed both to seeing their struggles as intercon-
nected and working together as allies—provides a broader, more inclusive base
for social change. For this reason, I am inclined to read skeptically the
evaluation of the “burgeoning ‘motherhood movement” by journalist Judith
Warner in Perfect Madness, in which she offers a pessimistic view of the current
state of affairs: riddled by “disunity,” she observes, it is “utterly corrupted” by
politics, feminists, and moralists (2005: 265). While Warner accurately iden-
tifies the presence of divisions, she does not explore how “disunity” might
instead represent an expanding number of organizations and agendas, or what
steps individuals might take toward working together across difference.
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Hip mamas and punk parenting: Third-wave feminism and
the mama revolution

In addition to situating the mothers’ movement within the broad range of
feminisms and womanisms, it is important to situate the mothers’ movement
in the context of third-wave feminism which, as Leslie Heywood and Jennifer
Drake argue, has been greatly influenced by the critique of second-wave
ferninism by women of color and thus takes as its starting point the understand-
ing that identity is shifting and complex (1997: 9). While “third wave” is,
admittedly, a contested term, I find it helpful to signify the generational and
political cohort that has come of age in a “postfeminist” world increasingly
dominated by global capital, environmental destruction, economic uncertainty,
and cynicism (Dicker and Piepmeier, 2003: 10).® Amber Kinser further
suggests that we should think of the third wave as “the era of feminism rooted
in and shaped by the mid-"80s-new millennium political climate,” a moment
that requires all feminists to “negotiate a space between second-wave and
postfeminist thought” (2004: 132, 135).

Perhaps, then, it should come as no surprise that the mothers’ move-
ment shares many parallels with third-wave feminism. After all, many
mothers’ advocates are members of the same generational and political
cohort as third wavers, and many have found themselves coming of age
during the same time. Indeed, the struggle of various mothers’ organizations
to establish the identity of their movement in relationship to, or separate
from, second-wave feminism is shared by many third-wave feminists, who
have also sought to differentiate themselves from the second wave and to
redefine feminism. As Rebecca Walker writes in The Fire This Time, “We
want to be linked with our foremothers and centuries of women’s movement,
but we also want to make space for young women to create their own,
different brand of revolt, and so we choose the name Third Wave” (2004:
xvii). Such a sentiment might speak for many of the mothers’ advocates who
also wish to tap into the tradition of feminist activism even as they place
motherhood at the center of their agendas and their analysis. In both cases,
however, such an emphasis on newness may well exaggerate differences
while obscuring continuities (see Jervis, 2004).

Furthermore, while not all mothers’ advocates identify themselves as
members of the third wave, many do. This fact is sometimes overlooked in
discussions about the third wave, which is frequently understood as a daughter’s
movement rebelling against its mothers (Rebecca Walker is, after all, Alice
Walker’s daughter) and not a movement of daughters who are also, often,
mothers. Instead, several theorists have focused on the younger generation’s
identity as daughters, positing that third-wave cultural productions are fre-
quently positioned as daughters’ texts, both rhetorically and psychologically. In
her tracing of the “matrophor” (mother-daughter metaphor), for example,
Astrid Henry argues that the third wave frequently portrays itself (and is often
portrayed) as a “daughter’s” movement (2004: 11). Similarly, in her examina-
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tion of third-wave rhetorical strategies, Deborah Siegel observes that Rebecca
Walker’s To Be Real is “thetorically a daughterly text” (Siegel, 1997a: 64).
(However, Siegel goes on to argue that intergenerational dialogue “must move
beyond narrative scripts in which the second wave necessarily becomes the bad
mother and the third wave the bad child” [65].)

Yet increasingly, third-wave daughters have also become mothers, and
their texts and cultural productions explore and redefine what it means to
parent in the third wave. For example, Allison Abner writes about becoming
amother of a black son in Walker'’s anthology To Be Rea/(1995), Allison Crews
discusses her experience choosing motherhood as a teenager in Barbara
Findlen’s Listen Up (1995), and mothers write about day care and breastfeeding
in the webzine Sexing the Political. The 1990s punk scene gave birth to several
parenting zines, including The Future Generation (“a zine for subculture
parents, kids, friends, and others”) in 1990. In 1993, Ariel Gore founded Hip
Mama as a “forum for young mothers, single parents, and marginalized
voices.”” (In its current form as a glossy zine and web zine, edited with Bee
Lavender, ithas “grown to represent progressive families of all varieties.”) Both
of these zines helped to play an important role in inspiring the many mama
zines, parenting zines, and perzines (personal zines) now being produced,
including such titles as Punk Parent, East Village Inky, Zuzu and the Baby
Catcher, Fertile Ground, Miranda, Hausfrau, Placenta, and Rad Dad), in addition
to compilation zines such as Mamaphiles, to name only a few—not to mention
several anthologies (Breeder and The Essential Hip Mamay}, quite a few web zines
(including Lavender’s Mamaphonic and Giri-Mom), and a veritable explosion
of websites and blogs. From what is generally understood as the beginning of
the third wave, then, third-wave mothers—or, more accurately, third-wave
mamas—nhave been out in full force.

The name “mama,” of course, is significant. “Mama” is to “mother” as
“grr]” is to “woman” (and, perhaps, like “third wave” is to “second wave”): it
creates an alternative vocabulary that defines itself in opposition to restrictive
notions of identity. “Mama” suggests an attempt to redefine motherhood, a
political project that begins for many third wavers in the realm of language and
culture (see Heywood and Drake, 1997). Likewise, Gore and Lavender reclaim
the word “breeder,” aword that hasbeen used “to denigrate (lower-class, trashy,
slutty) women who procreate,” much like the reclamation of words such as
“bitch,” “slut,” and “cunt” (Hewett, 2006: 133). The editors’ defiant and
celebratory proclamation in the introduction to Breeder—“as willing breeders,
we refuse to be oppressed by the institution of motherhood”—furthermore
suggests how this redefinition of motherhood emerges from third-wave
understandings of sexuality (Gore and Lavender, 2001: xiii).

Henry observes that one of the major rhetorical and self-definitional
strategies of many third wavers has been to differentiate themselves from their
foremothers by embracing the entire spectrum of sexuality and sexual pleasure.
“[S]exuality has become the central means by which third-wave feminists have
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asserted generational differences,” she writes, even though this has at times

meant “ignoring or mistepresenting pro-sex feminisms of the second wave”
(Henry, 2004: 14). “Breeder” suggests how “pro-sex feminism” has also
extended into the realm of motherhood, so that many mamas claim a pro-
pregnancy, pro-childbirth, pro-breastfeeding, and pro-mama position at the
same time they claim their right to reproductive justice. Frequently undeslying
this rhetoric is the implication that some second-wave feminists, while pro-
choice, may not have been as pro-mother as they had claimed. It also suggests
one of the major rhetorical strategies of many third-wave mama writers:
redefining the language of choice and of reproductive rights to include the
choice to bear children and mother them.

Certainly not all mama writers identify themselves as pro-choice, or even
as third wave (or feminist); but at the risk of simplifying a complex phenom-
enon, 1 would say that Breeder offers us an instructive example of what
characterizes much if not most third-wave writing about motherhood—the
claiming and exploring of the personal experience of motherhood in ways that
contest cultural ideologies that whitewash and distort uncomfortable realities.
“We are sick of silences, so we are telling the truth,” Ariel Gore writes in the
introduction to her anthology, and this sentiment is echoed in many other
places (2000: xiv) (see Hewett, 2006: 131-32). Of course, Breeder provides a
particularly defiant and in-your-face example of this impulse, and certainly not
all third-wave mama writers share the same aesthetics or style. But whether we
are speaking of radical zines, personal blogs, or the outpouring of autobio-
graphical writing since the success of Anne Lamott’s Operating Instructions in
1993 (a category that includes memoirs by writers such as Rachel Cusk (2003),
Faulkner Fox (2003), Ayun Halliday (2002), and Andrea Buchanan (2003) in
addition to magazines such as Brain, Child, web zines such as Literary Mama,
and numerous anthologies), the impulse remains similar.®® At the same time,
despite frequent assertions of newness, the project of claiming one’s voice as a
mother and exploring maternal experience is indebted to the third wave’s
feminist predecessors (including Adrienne Rich [1986], Jane Lazarre [1976,
19771, Toni Morrison [1987], Sharon Olds [1980}, and Grace Paley [1995],
among others) who laid much of the groundwork for exploring the complexity
of maternal subjectivity during the previous decades.

If personal politics emerge as a common thread, third wavers differ from
one another in many other aspects. Some writers, for example, dwell almost
exclusively on the daily rhythms of childrearing, frequently finding the humor
in days spent nursing infants and running after toddlers. Many perzines, for
example, are put together by stay-at-home or work-at-home moms (as well as
a few dads) who chronicle the everyday adventures and frustrations of domes-
ticity, with some (such as Edgy-catin’ Mama) also focusing on particular issues
such as homeschooling. Quite a few perzines additionally embrace what might
be considered a more traditional understanding of politics by engaging in
discussions of what anarchist, radical, and feminist parenting entails, or how to
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attend a demonstration safely with children. After all, much (though not all) of
the mama writing in zines comes out of the punk, anarchist, and do-it-yourself
(DIY) movements of the 1990s, including Riot Grrl. As a result, quite a few
mama zinesters directly address the need for social change and grassroots (as
well as national) political action surrounding motherhood and parenting. Some
have particular niches: Placenta, for example, is a “Punk Rock and Vegan
Parenting Zine Just For You.” Many come out of community mama collectives,
suchas Raise High the Roof Beams. Other zines come out of activist communities
and address the concerns of politically active mothers, such as Don’t Leave your
Friends Behind, a manual on “anarcha-feminism & supporting mothers and
children,” and the compilation zine Mama Sez No To War>!

Personal politics have come under fire. Some critics have charged that too
much emphasis on the personal can cause writers to lose touch with the
political; and although I agree that autobiographical writing can sometimes
lack “a sustained analysis of how ... personal stories fit into a larger political
picture,” these zines are examples of the deeply political nature of much third-
wave mamawriting (Dicker and Piepmeier, 2003: 12). While not the organized
mainstream political approach of mothers’ advocacy groups, zines represent
important locations of active resistance. As Alison Piepmeier (2005) argues,
feminist zines “perform small interventions into mainstream culture, acting as
tiny wedges that exploit fissures in corporate-controlled media conglomerates
and in the wall of cynical resignation.” This is certainly true of mama zines (as
well as much of the autobiographical writing on the Internet), all of which not
only performs cultural work that contests dominant ideologies of motherhood
but also forms community by sharing personal experiences of mothering.
Because of the ideologies of essential motherhood and intensive mothering,
this creation of community s political (see Hays, 1996; Douglas and Michaels,
2004). And whether or not we agree with Ariel Gore that the “maternal
feminist revolution” will take place in cyberspace, community is the first step
toward collective action (2000: 220). Many of the lactivist nurse-ins in the U.S.
during 2005, for example, were organized on the Internet. Some websites, such
as Hip Mama and Girl-Mom, help create community for mamas, including
many teenagers, which then fosters political activism. Certainly the web raises
important questions of access, of who is able to participate in mothering
cybercommunities; but even with these qualifications, the sheer amount of
writing on the web cannot be overlooked or underestimated in any discussion
about the emergence of a mothers’ movement.

Indeed, I am arguing that we must include third-wave writing about
motherhood in our understanding of the emerging mothers’ movement.
Despite the differences among mama writers, not to mention the ideological
gaps between an anarchist zine such as The Future Generation and an organi-
zation such as The Motherhood Project, they all aspire to create a truly caring
society. All are necessary for amothers’ movement; after all, when one considers
the range of activities during the second wave of the feminist movement, a time
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when many different groups of women advocated for social change in multiple
ways, one begins to see how each might play an important part of a bigger
picture. Certainly those who formulate public policy agendas and recommen-
dations should not forget the writers who engage in the admittedly messy and
complex business of artistic creation. The writerly exploration of the complex
mixture of personal desire, pleasure, and love that constitutes mothering and
parenting has an essential role to play in affecting cultural constructions of
motherhood. Moreover, literary and cultural productions provide access to the
many realities of mothers’ lives that can help to inform public rhetoric (and
perhaps even provide some insights into grassroots organizing). Mothers’
advocacy organizations should not forget about the presence and energy of
mama writers; indeed, they could perhaps even learn something from the vision
of a mama revolution.

Looking forward: Future possibilities for a mothers’
movement

As T have tried to suggest, addressing issues of inclusivity and diversity are
paramount to creating a truly representative mothers’ and caregivers’ move-
ment with a transformative vision. We must think about issues across differ-
ence, and we must reach out to build alliances with a diverse range of groups.
Finally, as we transform a discussion about mothers and mothering into a
discussion about parenting and caregiving, we must also include men.

I offer my observations as an academic in the third wave who is also a
ferinist mother engaged in the project of working toward positive social
change. I offer them, too, as a feminist writer who continues to learn from a
diverse range of scholars, writers, and activists. This perspective enables me to
extend my final observation: that the act of crossing disciplinary and profes-
sional boundaries is important for building a mothers’ movement. Given the
ways in which the mainstream media sets the parameters of public debate about
motherhood (with a repetitive cycle of problematic articles such as the “opting
out” story), the public sphere needs feminist scholars and researchers who can
join writers and activists in redefining the terms of the collective conversation
(see Hewett, 2005). There are numerous examples of feminist public intellec-
tuals and academics who have brought their expertise on motherhood and
mothering to bear on the public discourse, many of whom I have drawn upon
in this essay; and while many of us seek to do this work in the classroom, I argue
that we should collectively aim toward making these forays out of the academy
a“normal” part of our intellectual and academic culture. Such an understanding
could lead to alliances and partnerships that would also help to create a more
inclusive mothers’ movement.

Deborah Siegel makes this argument about the third wave more generally.
In “The Legacy of the Personal,” Siegel offers these observations about the
multiple intersections between contemporary academic feminists and popular
feminist writers:
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...I envision the third wave as a moment that asks us as scholars to re-
imagine the disparate spaces constructed as ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ the
academy instead as mutually informing and intersecting spheres of
theory and practice.... For the activity of the third wave, I maintain,
is quite possibly beginning to resemble that of an earlier period, in
which links between feminism, the academy, and grassroots activism

were visible and viable. (1997a: 70)

If Siegel accurately describes the contemporary landscape of feminism, we
most certainly must place the mothers’ movement within this context. Such
border-crossing provides an essential element of feminist practice, one that
enables us to create a conversation that defies the lines drawn to keep us from
talking with one another. If anything, what we need is more movement between
the various spheres involved in thinking about, and organizing, political action
surrounding motherhood and caregiving. Only with more of this kind of
movement can a mothers’ movement truly gain momentum.

For two examinations of the meaning(s) of postfeminism, see Deborah Siegel’s
“Reading between the Waves” (1997b) and Sarah Gamble’s (2001) chapter on
“Postfeminism” in The Routledge Companion to Feminism and Postfeminism.
2See, for example, Janet Zollinger Giele’s (1995) discussion of the suffrage and
temperance movements, especially pp. 23-6.

SAmy Kesselman, email correspondence, 2006. On the distinction between
mothering and motherhood, see Adrienne Rich (1986).

“Tucker’s article, cited here in its 2006 form, first appeared on the Mothers
Movement Online website. See Tucker 2004.

*Joan Williams’s Unbending Gender was published in 2000, and Nancy Folbre’s
The Invisible Heart in 2001.

¥The questions are: “Are you advocating that mothers stay home with their
children and not work outside the home? Isn't this a step backward for the
women’s movement?” and “But by focusing on women’s roles as mothers, aren’t
you undermining the feminist goal of equal treatment for women?”

"Sec http://www.now.org/organization/conference/resolutions/2005.html. As
NOW points out, its support of mothers’ rights reaches back to 1978, which
dates the “Homemaker’s Bill of Rights: Economic Recognition for Homemak-
ers.” However, the goals of this resolution remain “largely unfulfilled in state
and national legislation nearly thirty years after its passage.”

8See http://www.momsrising.org/.

?See http://www.momsrising.org/aboutmomsrising.

WBoth Mother Outlaws and Mothers are Women/Meres et Femmes (MAW)
identify their participants as “ferninist mothers,” and Ariel Gore, who calls for
a “maternal feminist revolution” in The Mother Trip, frequently positions
herself and her activism within a feminist tradition (2000: 218).
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See http://www.mothersandmore.org/Advocacy/advocacy_and_action.shtml.
“The reception to Misconceptions (Wolf, 2001) was decidedly mixed. See Susan
Douglas and Meredith Michaels’s (2001) scathing review, “The belly politic.”
Nevertheless, Misconceptions recommends a series of thoughtful activist and
policy initiatives that fall in line with those of Crittenden and other mothers’
advocacy groups.

BFor an insightful discussion of Wolf’s (2001) ideas concerning “victim” and
“power” feminism in Fire with Fire, see Siegel, 1997b.

“Interestingly, Tucker finds traces of maternalism mixed in with the liberal
feminist rhetoric of groups such as MOTHERS and Mothers & More, often
used as a tool of persuasion (see Tucker, 2006: 192).

BSee “CalltoaMotherhood Movement” (http://www.watchoutforchildren.org/
html/call_to_a_motherhood_movement.html#Call).

16See “Call to a Motherhood Movement.”

See http://www.motherhoodproject.org/.

8See “An interview with Enola Aird” on The Mothers Movement Online.
BSee http://www.mothersmovement.org/site/about.htm.

HSee http://www.mothersactingup.org/.

#See the last chapter of The Truth Behind the Mommy Wars and Peskowitz’s
ownwebsite, Playground Revolution (http://www.playgroundrevolution.com).
2The collective states its goals as “creating a child-inclusive culture within the
social justice community and beyond” and “increasing free, public family-
friendly space.” See MAMA’s website (http://mama-nyc.org/).

B5till relevant to understanding media misrepresentations of feminism is
Susan Faludi’s (1991) Backlash.

%Also see the essays in Mother Outlaws (O'Reilly, 2004) and Laura Kessler
(2005).

#Berry’s (2004) Salon essay exposes her own deep ambivalence about political
revolutionary work outside the home (which she feels pulled toward) and the
revolutionary work of mothering inside the home (which she has chosen).
%Also see Kimberly Springer’s (1999) work on African American women’s
activism.

7See http://www.watchoutforchildren.org/html/about_us.html and http://
www.watchoutforchildren.org/html/mother_s_council. html.

ZFor critiques of the third wave, see Lisa Jervis (2004). My understanding of
the third wave has been helped in particular by Rory Dicker and Alison
Piepmeier’s Casching a Wave (2003), Deborah Siegel's “The Legacy of the
Personal” (1997a) and Amber Kinser’'s “Negotiating Spaces For/Through
Third-Wave Feminism” (2004).

¥See “About Us” on http://www.hipmama.com.

%Consider, for example, anthologies such as Cathi Hanauer’s The Bitch in the
House (2002), Camille Peri and Kate Moses’ Mothers Who Think (1999), and
subsequent Because I Said So (2005) (which came out of the Salon department,
Mothers Who Think), and most recently, Leslic Morgan Steiner’s Mommy
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Wars (2006), and Lori Leibovitch’s Maybe Baby (2006).

1] am indebted to the expertise and guidance of Jenna Freedman, the
Coordinator of Reference Services at Barnard College Library, for her invalu-
able help in navigating Barnard’s rich collection of zines.
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The Politics of the
Mothers’ Movement in
the United States

Possibilities and Pitfalls

This article considers what ought to be the goals, strategies, and tactics of the emerging
mothers’ movement, especially if 1t is to be comparible with feminism. This movement
requires an understanding of motherhood specific enough to sustain collective action

and inclusive enough to encompass mothers traditionally marginalized and oppressed
on the basis of their social and economic positions. These two requirements mean that

the movement’s understanding of motherbood will also be contentious. I argue that
carefully distinguishing the mothers’ movement from maternalist politics helps to

clarify the goals and strategies of the mothers’ movement and to avoid the pitfalls of
maternalist politics. On the basis of this distinction, I argue that six immediate

concerns should be at the forefront of the mothers’ movement. These concerns include

ending ‘the mommy wars,” ensuring the inclusivity of the movement, avoiding the

deligitimation of any mothers, drawing younger women into the movement, making

alliances with other care givers, especially paid care givers, and ensuring that the

mothers’ movement does not undermine women’s reproductive rights. L emphasize the

ways in which these concerns can be in conflict with each other in order to recognize

the difficulties of the sort of coalition building that the mothers’ movement requires.

1 believe that the mothers’ movement will be better and stronger in the long run for

taking the time to think through these issues at its inception in order to avoid pitfalls

such as false unity and over-reliance on media politics.

A political movement by and on behalf of mothers seems to be emerging in the
U.S., where a variety of concerted efforts to raise awareness about mothers’
needs and interests and to work for change on behalf of mothers and families
appear to be underway. This development is suggested by the publication and
popular reception of works such as Anne Crittenden (2001), Peggy Orenstein
(2001), Joan Williams (2001), and Susan Douglas and Meredith Michaels
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(2004). It is also suggested by the recent founding or reinvigoration of
organizations such as MOTHERS (Mothers Ought to Have Equal Rights;
www.mothersoughttohaveequalrights.org), The Mothers Movement Online
(www.mothersmovement.org), Mothers and More (www.mothersand
more.org), and the Motherhood Project (www.motherhoodproject.org), as
well as the ongoing work of the National Association of Mothers’ Centers
(www.motherscenter.org) which partnered with Anne Crittenden and Naomi
Wolf to launch MOTHERS. A number of recent on-line publications, the
best of which are Wilkinson (2005) and Judith Stadtman Tucker (2004), have
also argued that a distinct mothers’ movement is beginning to emerge.

But what might be the goals of this incipient mothers’ movement? What
ideological, strategic, and organizational concerns does it face? In this essay I
address these questions in connection with another, more difficult, question:
what might it mean for this emerging mothers’ movement to be in some way
feminist? I argue that the emerging mothers’ movement ought to begin by
taking up six fundamental goals, but I recognize that some of these goals are in
tension with each other. So I also suggest that these tensions are exactly where
the movement should begin in refining its ideological commitments, formulat-
ingits agenda, and developing strategies for change. Those of us engaged in this
movement should not expect to resolve these tensions but rather should be
prepared to negotiate and renegotiate them precisely as part of our strategies for
change. My analysis of the goals I recommend, including their conflicting
implications, suggests that the emerging mothers’ movement will be precari-
ously grounded unless it can encompass an inclusive but also contentious
understanding of motherhood and what it means to be a mother.

The extent to which the emerging mothers’ movement in the U.S. is led
by and primarily geared toward white, middle-class women in particular
suggests the importance of both inclusiveness and a willingness to deal with
contention around issues of motherhood. In the U.S,, for example, there are
motherhood-based groups led by women of color, especially African-Ameri-
canwomen. These groups, however, tend to focus on differentissues than those
so far raised by groups like MOTHERS (Mothers Ought to Have Equal
Rights) or The Mothers’ Movement Online; they are particularly concerned
with poverty, welfare reform, public schooling, and the effects of violence,
especially gun violence, in predominantly African-American communities. In
Philadelphia, for instance, Mothers in Charge, founded by Dorothy Johnson-
Speightin 2003, provides support to family members of victims of gun violence,
advocates for victims’ rights, and does violence prevention programs in schools
and for youth and community groups (www.mothersincharge.org/a-
mission.htm). In Philadelphia and New York, Moms on the Move, a group of
primarily African-American women who work on welfare reform and school
reform issues, has also been active and to some extent effective on these fronts
(Mediratta and Karp, 2003; Featherstone, 2002).

Groups such as these, however, do not appear to be on the radar screen of
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the organizers and leaders of other elements of the emerging mothers’ move-
ment. And surely there are some deep-seated differences among these groups
as to how they define motherhood, what they see as the significance of mothers
organizing for social and political change, and what they think are the best
strategies for achieving their goals. Unless these different mothers and their
advocates can create a basis for acting together and supporting each other’s
goals, the mothers’ movement will be incomplete at best. The possibility that
the emerging mothers’ movement will fray or splinter over differences stem-
ming from the different social and economic positions that mothers can occupy
is quite real.

Thus these concerns about differences among mothers further suggest the
need for an inclusive but also contentious understanding of motherhood. The
mothers’ movement needs an understanding of motherhood that provides a
basis for collective action, but also resist the suggestion that all mothers adopt
or conform to an idea of motherhood based on race and class privilege. Such an
understanding of motherhood must be able to withstand the effects of differ-
ences among mothers; it must unify mothers to whatever extent possible while
also allowing for respect for differences. In the absence of such an understand-
ing of motherhood, the emerging mothers’ movement will be limited in scope
and power. As the mothers’ movement grows it will in effect articulate an
understanding of motherhood, whether or not it does so consciously. But
without conscious consideration of its self-definition, goals, strategies, and
tactics, the movement risks reconsolidating ideas about motherhood that have
proven to be exclusionary and often not especially empowering in the past.
Participants in the emerging mothers’ movement must consider carefully and
in full recognition of difficult differences among mothers what we understand
by motherhood and what conceptions of motherhood we deploy for which
purposes. Doing so is the only way to achieve the inclusive but also contentious
conception of motherhood most likely to sustain the movement and make it
effective.

Motherhood and feminism

Motherhood, as I have argued elsewhere, is the most difficult issue in
contemporary, western feminism, because it brings to the forefront feminism’s
difficulties with respect to the individualist account of subjectivity thatundergirds
contemporary, western understandings of citizenship. In western, liberal
democracies, feminist arguments for women’s equality and women’s rights
require an individualist account of women’s subjectivity. For this reason,
western feminism in the modern era has tended to ground itself on an insistence
that women qualify for full and equal citizenship because they are rational
autonomous subjects in the same way that men are. But to the extent that the
feminist movement also aims to adequately represent experiences more typical
of women than men, such as mothering, it requires a more relational account
of subjectivity. As others besides myself have argued, in order to represent
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accurately what women experience and feel as mothers and in other care-giving
work, feminism requires a theory of the constitution of selfin relationships with
others (DiQuinzio, 1999).

For these reason it is not surprising that mothering, social and political
activism organized in terms of mothering, and the feminist movement are
complexly related. To get a handle on these complexities, I begin by distin-
guishing the emerging mothers’ movement from a different kind of social and
political activism that historically has been related to motherhood, namely,
maternalist politics. Here I argue that the contemporary mothers’ movement
should strive to avoid the risks or pitfalls that maternalist politics presents, even
if that means sacrificing the advantages of maternalism; advantages that may
be dubious anyway.

I should say at the outset that my analysis of the possibilities and pitfalls
of a politics of motherhood focuses on how its issues and strategies play out in
the United States. I recognize that U.S. feminism needs to learn from feminist
movements in other parts of the world about how to negotiate feminism’s
potentially conflicting impulses with respect to women’s equal citizenship and
feminist analyses and support of mothering. My focus on U.S. feminism
reflects the limits of my knowledge, not the significance and value to U.S.
feminism of feminist movements in other parts of the world. On the other
hand, the issues the emerging mothers’ movement needs to address are more
pressing in the U.S. given its relatively low levels of social and public support
for mothers and families compared to the social welfare policies of many
European countries and former commonwealth countries. Moreover, the
dominance of individualist ideology in U.S. culture means that the conflicts
within feminism raised when the goal of achieving women’s equal citizenship
encounters the goal of supporting motherhood are especially acute in the U.S.
So it is likely the mothers’ movement in the U.S. will have certain features and
face certain problems that are specific to the U.S. context, and that an analysis
of the politics of the mothers’ movement in the U.S. is particularly useful to
lluminate its tensions.

Maternalist politics

By “maternalist politics” I mean political activism and political movements
that invoke motherhood as the basis of women’s political agency. Many
scholars have traced the history of maternalist political movements in the U.S.
and Europe. Historical examples of maternalist politics include the appeal to
women’s motherhood in the U.S. suffrage movement and in nineteenth- and
early twentieth-century progressive politics, such as the ‘social housekeeping’
movement (Lemons, 1973). The late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
mothers’ movements in Europe that worked for state organized support of
mothers and families (Offen, 2000; Koven and Michel, 1993; Allen, 1991;
Bock and Thane, 1991) can be considered instances of maternalist politics, as
can some instances of women’s peace activism and anti-nuclear weapons
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activism (Vellacott, 2001; 1993; Swerdlow, 1993). The Argentinian Las
Madres de Plaza de Mayo, who organized to demand information about the
approximately 3,000 people who were ‘disappeared’ in Argentina during the
military rule of the mid-1970s to 1983, are an often-mentioned exemplar of
maternalist politics (Taylor, 1997; but see also Snitow, 1989). Contemporary
examples of maternalist social and political activism in the U.S. include
organizations and events such as Mothers Against Drunk Driving and the
Million Mom March, as well as many smaller, more local organizations such
as Mothers in Charge and Moms on the Move.

Contemporary versions of maternalist politics are often understood as
applications of feminist analyses of motherhood, especially Sara Ruddick’s
work on maternal thinking and practice (Ruddick, 1997, 1989, 1984).1find in
Ruddick’s work an extremely compelling analysis of mothering as a practice
that gives rise to distinctive modes of thought, feeling, and action among those
who embrace and strive to meet its goals. I also very much want to share her
optimism that models of political action on behalf of peace making and a
progressive political agenda can be found in the thought and practice of
mothers (Ruddick, 1997). But I believe that some advocates of maternalist
politics have overlooked the complexities of applying feminist analyses of
mothering to politics, complexities that Ruddick’s work itself carefully ex-
plores. Without sufficient attention to these complexities we risk flattening out
analyses of mothering such as Ruddick’s and thus risk returning maternalist
discourses to traditional, sentimental representations of mothering. It is these
traditional representations of mothering that I see at work to one extent or
another in those instances of maternalist politics that I have considered most
carefully. And it is these traditional representations of mothering that I think
present certain risks or pitfalls in relationship to a feminist politics of mothering
appropriate for the emerging mothers’ movement.

Advocates of maternalist politics tend to offer several arguments on its
behalf. First, they argue, women's work as mothers and other care-givers shapes
their political identities and perspectives. That is, this work shapes women’s
perspective as to what are the most pressing problems requiring political
solutions, what are the most clear and convincing terms in which to articulate
these problems, and what are the best strategies for developing and implement-
ing solutions. Furthermore, the attitudes and skills required by mothering work
are applicable or transferable to political activism. Advocates of maternalist
politics also argue that motherhood is the basis on which many women first
come to be and understand themselves as political agents. These women come
to see the transferability of mothering attitudes and skills and to see that their
concern to raise healthy, well-developed children is very much affected by law
and by public policy, and by how law and policy are administered and enforced.
Maternalist politics also appears to be a relatively safe and easy way for women
who have not previously been political activists, or activists for social change,
to take the first steps in this direction. The vision here is something like this:
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mothers often first get involved in social or political activism by working on a
local level on issues or problems related to motherhood, for example, lobbying
local authorities for a traffic light at a school crossing or organizing community
effort to build a playground. These experiences then motivate and prepare them
to take the next steps in organizing and working for social change on a larger
and more comprehensive scale. Finally, some advocates of maternalist politics
argue that in contemporary political contexts where deployment of media
representations of a movement’s participants and goals is crucial for its success,
their representations of motherhood are powerful. Legislators, policy makers,
and local, state, and national executives are unlikely to ignore or alienate a
constituency defined as ‘mothers.” Political activism based on maternal identi-
ties is thus more likely at least to get women a hearing and mass media coverage
of women’s political activities articulated in terms of motherhood is more likely
to be positive and friendly.

Doubters as to the wisdom and efficacy of maternalist politics respond,
first, that discourses and images of motherhood are easily manipulated.
Mothers and maternal concerns can be positioned on many sides of the same
issue and many other movements and groups can claim that mothers support
them and that they advance the interests of mothers. More importantly,
mothers really can be found on many different sides of the same issue (Jetter,
Orleck, and Taylor, 1997). This fact alone suggests that the group ‘mothers’ is
not a monolithic group with a single, unified set of perspectives, interests, and
concerns. The diversity of mothers’ perspectives, interests, and concerns means
that the appeal to motherhood as the basis of a political identity or a position
on a particular issue is certain to be contested by some groups of mothers,
especiallywhen the mothers movementtends to focus on interests and concerns
of white, middle and upper class mothers. Thus maternalist politics can risk a
false unity; it can presuppose a unity among mothers that is not really there and
that needs to be forged rather than assumed.

Representations of motherhood are also easily co-opted for other political
and social purposes. For instance, in the 2004 presidential election in the U.S.
both the Bush and Kerry campaigns claimed mothers groups as supporters.
Their web sites, Moms for Kerry (http://www.momsforkerry.com/pages/1/
index.htm) and Security Moms for Bush (http://www.moms4bush.com),
however, raise doubts as to the origins, members, and supporters of these
groups. Neither site lists any individual people, much less individual mothers,
as founders, organizers, or members. And to the best of my knowledge, both
of these groups were entirely a web presence; they did not include meetings of
members nor did they organize real time events. Mainstreet Moms Oppose
Bush, which after the election became Mainstreet Moms Operation Blue
(www.themmob.com), at least lists some apparently real people as its founders
and organizers, though it appears that during the 2004 presidential campaign
they also did not organize meetings for members or any other real time events,
Consider also the Second Amendment Sisters in the U.S., who support “the

60 | Volume 8, Numbers 1,2



The Politics of the Mothers’ Movement in the United States

right to keep and bear arms” specified in the second amendment to the U.S.
constitution and oppose further laws regulating the sale and ownership of guns.
This group has given rise to Armed Informed Mothers (www.saveourguns.com/
armed_informed_mothers.htm; see also www.armedfemalesofamerica.com/
fewgoodwomen2 . htm). In contrast to images of mothers as committed to peace
making and non-violent conflict resolution that have dominated some
maternalist feminist discourse, these gun rights groups appeal to a different but
equally common representation: women and mothers as fierce protectors of
their children and families. They use this image of mothers to argue that
women and mothers need and want guns in order to protect their children and
families and ensure their safety.

The extent to which the state itself can and does manipulate representa-
tions of motherhood for its own purposes is also well documented. Of particular
concern here is the tendency for government officials and public policy makers
to represent mothers and motherhood in terms of the distinction of “good” and
“bad” mothers in order to advance their own agendas. This manipulation often
results in demonizing those mothers identified as “bad” mothers by this
discourse as a justification for state intervention into and control over the lives
of some if not all mothers (Meagher and DiQuinzio, 2005; Ladd-Taylor and
Umansky, 1998). This distinction of “good” and “bad” mothers also usually
operates along the lines of other categories of identity, especially racial or ethnic
identity and socio-economic status, thus further solidifying the oppression and
state control of all women who are members of these marginalized groups. For
instance, social welfare policies in the U.S. that subject mothers in poverty,
particularly African American mothers, to state oversight, intervention, and
control or that discriminate against lesbian mothers are well-documented
(Reich, 2005; Shivas and Charles, 2005; Roberts, 2002; Thompson, 2002;
Collins, 1991).

Somewhat more subtly but no less problematically, the appeal of maternalist
politics to motherhood as a basis of women’s political agency risks limiting not
only mothers’ but also women’s political agency. As aresult of what I have called
“essential motherhood” (DiQuinzio, 1999), claims about mothers and moth-
erhood in the dominant discourse of individualism easily slip into or become
claims about all women. Thus maternalist politics risks representing mothers,
and women, as knowledgeable, interested, and entitled to political participa-
tion only as mothers and only when theyare acting on behalf of children or other
dependent persons. Maternalist politics also tends to become a politics of grief,
predicating women’s political agency on either the pain and suffering of others
or on the pain, suffering, and loss they experience as a result of harm or threats
to their children or others for whom they care. But this representation of
women’s political agency in terms of emotion risks the delegitimation of
maternalist politics as irrational. As I have argued about the rhetoric of the May
2000 Million Mom March in Washington DC, the appeal to the pain,
suffering, and loss of mothers to support their demands for political and social
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change invites a particularly delegimating response. This response is the
critique that, while their suffering and grief are surely understandable and
deserving of relief, their political and social demands are “based on emotions,
not facts” and “immune to rational discussion and debate,” and therefore not
worthy of serious consideration as political demands. Maternalist politics can
also represent women'’s political agency as agency on behalf of others to such an
extent that women’s own needs, interests, and demands on their own behalf are
effectively muted, as is also evident in the rhetoric of the 2000 Miltion Mom
March (DiQuinzio, 2005).

Finally, the deployment of discourses and images of motherhood can
operate in place of more effective, if less attention-getting and media-friendly,
elements of social and political activism, such as grass-roots organizing and the
continued engagement of participants on the local level. The tendency to
engage primarily in attention-getting, media friendly activities is certainly not
unique to maternalist politics. But the very powerful-—almost uniquely power-
ful—symbolics of motherhood makes this tendency especially tempting in the
case of maternalist politics. A brief comparison of the 2000 Million Mom
March and the organization Mothers Against Drunk Driving is instructive in
this regard. The Million Mom March was a top-down project to organize a
national March on Washington, DC, and from its inception it focused almost
entirely on mass media coverage. It came into existence as a national organiza-~
tion and then tried to create local chapters and mobilize members to do more
than just participate in the 2000 March. But the Million Mom March did not
manage to create a stable organization with small, solidly rooted local chapters
or to maintain the initial high level of interest and activity on the part of those
who participated in the 2000 March. It is hard to point to any specific
legislative, public policy or social changes that have resulted primarily from the
efforts of the Million Mom March, and even its more recent media outreach
efforts have not been particularly well organized or successful.

Mothers Against Drunk Driving, on the other hand, has been a bottom-
up, grassroots project, begun by individual mothers in their own communities.
MADD has built a strong national organization, but the national organization
grew by uniting a number of local groups across the country and developed in
response to the needs of local chapters. Much of MADD's success is a result of
the continued activity of local chapters; MADD’s local chapters keep members
engaged and actively working on the prevention of drunk driving. For instance,
MADD members give presentations on the effects of drunk driving at high
schools and other youth organizations and lobby on the local and state as well
as federal level for changes in law and policy related to drunk driving. They also
advocate for changes in the advertising practices of beer and liquor manufac-
turers, such as their advertising at and sponsorship of events targeted at young
people such as sporting events and concerts. MADD is responsible for or has
contributed to significant changes in law, public policy, enforcement, and
criminal prosecution and sentencing with respect to drunk driving. MADD
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does do media campaigns and does deploy representations of motherhood on
behalf of its work. But in my opinion MADD’s results have more to do with
its origins in grass roots organizations, its members’ continued engagement at
the local level, and its effective though not always attention getting lobbying
and political activism (Edwards and McCarthy, 2004; McCarthy and Wolfson,
1996;Weed 1991).

MADD’s success can also be attributed to the fact that they work on one
clearly defined issue, prevention of drunk driving, for which there is no public
support on the other side. In comparison, the work of the Million Mlom March
is more complicated because there are arguments to be made against the gun
control law and policies the Million Mom March advocates and there is vocal,
well organized, and well-financed support for the other side of their positions
on gun control. The emerging mothers’ movement, to the extent that it has or
is on the way to developing an agenda, is more likely to be in a position similar
to that of the Million Mom March, advocating positions for which there are
arguments and supporters on the other side. Not only will the emerging
mothers’ movement have credible opponents, but is also likely that there will
be significant disagreement about goals and strategies among people who
identify themselves as members of the mothers’ movement. The likelihood of
these difficulties makes it ever more important that the movement notabandon
tactics such as grass roots organizing and efforts to keep members engaged and
active at the local level in favor of more media friendly tactics based on
maternalist images and representations of motherhood. Given the likely
diversity of its issues, goals, and tactics, the emerging mothers’ movement will
have to be some kind of coalition political movement, identifying areas of
consensus and moving forward in those areas while respecting differences
about other issues. And a movement that relies too heavily on representations
of motherhood may be undone by the false unity that the deployment of these
representations suggest, an appearance of unity that will actually work against
the coalition building the mothers’ movement will require.

In short, I believe that versions or instances of maternalist politics based
on traditional, sentimental representations of motherhood present significant
risks and pitfalls for the emerging mothers’ movement. Sociologist Lisa Brush
puts it succinctly when she writes, “maternalism is feminism for hard times”
(1996: 431). I take her to mean that maternalism is the feminism we resort
to when we can’t do any better on behalf of women. In a social and political
climate such as that in the United States in which feminism is demonized by
its opponents and rejected as no longer necessary by younger women, femi-
nists can’t argue explicitly for women’s equality, women’s rights, women’s
freedoms, and women’s empowerment. So we have to sneak these issues in
through the backdoor with rhetoric that “it’s all about the children” or “it’s
good for families.” The positions advocated by maternalist groups such as
some women’s peace activists or by groups such as Mothers Against Drunk
Driving and the Million Mom March are good for children and families. But
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a mothers’ movement that relies on images and rhetoric that might under-
mine or delegitimate women’s claims on their own behalf can’t be a feminist
movement.

The politics of the mothers’ movement

Ifmyanalysis of possibly problematic implications and effects of maternalist
politics is convincing, then the articulation of the politics of the emerging
mothers’ movement should proceed with these concerns in mind. My initial
distinction of maternalist politics from the politics of the mothers’ movement
defines the mothers’ movement as activism by mothers and by other people
directly on behalf of mothers and indirectly on behalf of children. This activism
focuses on improving women’s choices with respect to motherhood, improving
the conditions in which women and “maternal practitioners” do their work, de-
privatizing the work of raising children and caring for dependent persons, and
garnering public support for it. With a focus along these lines, the issues that
come to the forefront are the (all too familiar) issues such as reproductive
choice, prenatal and childhood health care, childcare, and workplace policies
on families. This focus also highlights the economic insecurity of mothers; the
economic insecurity of mothers who do not earn an income of their own,
divorced mothers, single mothers, and mothers living in poverty. The eco-
nomic costs of motherhood as currently organized, especially its costs to
mothers but also to society at large (Crittenden, 2001; Williams, 2001), are also
primary concerns of the mothers’ movement.

Mobilizing this sort of a politics of motherhood, however, is going to
require that mothers make demands in their own right, on their own behalf—
in other words as individualist subjects and thereby as political agents. So the
mothers’ movement will have to at least reconcile the political discourse of
individualist subjectivity and the discourse of mothers acting primarily on
behalf of others, usually helpless or dependent others. The theoretical under-
pinnings of the mothers’ movement will have to surface those aspects of
feministanalyses of mothering that are most consistent with women’s individu-
alist subjectivity and agency. At the very least the mothers’ movement should
avoid representations of mothering and mothers that might seriously compro-
mise the individualist subjectivity of mothers.

As a step in the direction of formulating a discourse and a politics that will
move the mothers’ movement forward without sacrificing mothers’ individu-
alist subjectivity and political agency, I suggest tackling six major concerns. If
the emerging mothers’ movement is to be a political movement of, by, and for
mothers, then addressing these concerns along the lines that I suggest seems to
me to be the most promising starting point for this movement. First, to the
extent that there really has been something like the “the mommy wars” going
on, this battle must end and the mothers’ movement must resist the mass media
tendency to divide women and mothers with this stereotype of relationships
among mothers. Both Susan Douglas and Meredith Michaels (2004) and
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Miriam Peskowitz (2005) compellingly argue that the belief that different
groups of mothers are in serious conflict is largely a mass media creation, and
for Mothers’ Day 2006 MOTHERS (Mothers Ought to Have Equal Rights)
organized a “Mommy Wars Ceasefire.” But the persistence of this beliefleaves
mothers with suspicions of each other and provides a convenient leverage for
dividing and conquering the emerging mothers’ movement itself. Resisting this
belief does not require that we deny all differences among mothers, or among
women. Instead it requires, first, that we recognize and analyze these differ-
ences ourselves rather than letting the mass media and policy makers define
them for us. Then it requires that we do the hard work of coalition politics,
finding those concerns and issues on which we can agree or get consensus and
work on together and not letting areas of disagreement divide those who could
be working effectively together on their shared concerns.

Second, we must ensure a place for every kind of mother in this movement,
especially those mothers who are perceived to deviate in some way from the
idealization of motherhood that is sometimes at work in maternalist politics.
These, of course, are poor mothers, mothersin racially or ethnically marginalized
groups, single mothers, teenaged mothers, lesbian mothers, step-mothers,
adoptive mothers, grandmothers, and other-mothers. In connection with this
goal, the possibilities and pitfalls of relying heavily on the internet in building
and organizing a mothers’ movement must be carefully considered. The appeal
of the internet as a means for mothers to connect with other mothers and to
organize efforts at social and political change is clear. For mothers who might
otherwise be isolated as a result of where they live or because they aren’t able
to get out of their homes to meet with other mothers, connections via the
internet can be extremely valuable. The internet also makes it easier to exchange
information and news much more widely and more quickly than other means
of communication. Even reading one of the many mothers’ or motherhood-
oriented blogs (such as www.mothershock.com/blog/, www.desperate
mom.blogspot.com/, and http://roughdraft.typepad.com/dotmoms/) on the
net can help mothers who are more geographically or physically isolated to
become part of a larger network of others who share their concerns and thus
could be politically mobilizing. But the mothers and other caregivers who are
least likely to have internet access are precisely those who are most likely to be
or to feel excluded from a mothers’ movement on the basis of their social
identities. The women’s movement is quite familiar with the difficulties of
organizing political activism across racial, ethnic, religious, and sexual divisions
and with the history of exclusion these differences can entail. Heavy reliance on
on-line organizing risks repeating in the mothers’ movement the exclusionary
tendencies with which feminism has long had to struggle.

Third, the mothers’ movement must refuse the demonization of any
mothers and strenuously resist the tendency of both mass media and public
policy making to divide women and mothers along the lines of “good” and “bad”
mothers. That many mothers in the U.S. today feel unappreciated and
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embattled is undeniable. In these circumstances, it i1s understandable that
mothers want to promote the social importance and value of what they do and
that some mothers do so in terms of the discourse of good motherhood. But it
is also true that the resurgence of political conservatism in the U.S. since 1980
has operated in part to divide and conquer groups of women and mothers who
might otherwise find common cause in resisting the conservative social agenda.
In addition, conservative political discourse in the U.S. is a major factor in the
demonization of poor mothers, single mothers, lesbian mothers, and minority
group mothers and the conservative social agenda has harmed these mothers
much more than it has benefited those mothers that it is so quick to valorize.
Clearly the mothers’ movement will have to deploy images and discourses of
motherhood that make clear the importance and social value of good mother-
ing. But it must also ensure that these representations of mothering do not also,
if unintentionally, suggest that mothers who do not, or are not in a position to,
conform to these images of good mothering deserve only blame and condem-
nation for their less than ideal mothering. The representations of good
mothering deployed by the mothers’ movement should highlight the eco-
nomic, social, and political supports that good mothering requires, thereby
showing that all mothers should have such support and that such support could
prevent many of the failures of mothering for which mothers themselves are
usually blamed.

Fourth, the movement must reach out to younger women, help them learn
about the contemporary realities of motherhood, and encourage them to work
for the conditions they want to experience if and when they are mothers in the
future. Asan educatorin the U.S. teaching mostlywomen students between the
ages of eighteen and twenty-two, I am particularly aware of their interestin and
need for more information about the realities of contemporary mothering. At
present, among young, middle-class women in the U.S., the 1990s myth that
women no longer need feminism because they have achieved equality and now
can “have it all” seems to have been replaced by the myth of the ‘Opt-Out
Revolution’ (Belkin, 2003; Story, 2005). This is the myth that women can’t
have both motherhood and a paid job or career-——that they can’t do both well-—
and so they have to be prepared to take significant time off from paid work if
they have children. Implicit in this myth is the view that the attempts of the
women’s movement to make the paid work place more accommodating to
women and to men who also want to be significantly contributing family
members have failed, if they weren’t misguided in the first place. Further
embedded in this myth is the view that women can’t really be happy without
being mothers and that the women’s movement has betrayed women by
encouraging them to choose careers and lifestyles that aren’t and can’t be made
compatible with significant involvement in care giving work. According to this
myth, then, there’s no reason to persist in trying to make the paid work place
more family friendly whether by lobbying employers directly or by working for
new laws and public policies that would require employers to do so. In the face
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of this myth it is crucial that the emerging mothers’ movement bring young
women into the movement so that they at least see that there are alternatives
to those implicit in the myth of the opt out revolution. Young women need to
know the realities of contemporary motherhood, not only so that they can make
informed choices about motherhood for themselves, but also so that they join
in the work of creating more and better options for mothers.

Fifth, the mothers’ movement should make alliances with others engaged
in care-work whether paid or unpaid. Rather than valorize motherhood as an
activity or practice unlike any other, the mothers’ movement should understand
and represent mothering as one among different kinds of care work. Such an
understanding of mothering will allow the mothers’ movement to argue for the
economic and social value of all care giving work, along the lines that Anne
Crittenden (2001) has done in her analysis of the contribution of care giving
work to the development of human capital. Drawing other care givers, such as
day care and child care workers, nurses, home health aids, other medical
professionals, and teachers—many of whom of course are also mothers—into
a movement on behalf of the social, political, and economic support of all care
work will allow the mothers’ movement to expand its base. Bringing together
mothers and other caregivers is also one way to resist the media image of “the
mommy wars.” This media image will otherwise represent, for example,
mothers struggling to pay for child care as pitted against childcare workers
struggling for better wages and working conditions. In addition, in the U.S.
some of the best organizing for greater public recognition and support of the
value of care work is happening among nurses, home health care workers, and
teachers in unions and professional organizations. The mothers’ movement
could learn a lot about grass roots organizing from these organizations and
could benefit from alliances with them.

Sixth, the mothers’ movement must articulate a political agenda of and on
behalf of mothers that is consistent with support for women’s reproductive
rights, including the right to abortion. This goal may be the most challenging
for a feminist mothers’ movement, especially in the U.S., where reproductive
rights activists and women exercising their legally, if precariously, guaranteed
right to an abortion are routinely demonized by the U.S. right wing as “baby
killers” and often portrayed unsympathetically in mainstream media. The issue
of reproductive rights may be the issue that is most seriously jeopardized by
discourses of maternalism. It is hard to see how we can argue both that mothers
are self-sacrificing care givers whose political agency is dedicated primarily to
advancing the interests of others and that women and mothers are entitled to
self-determination including the right to end a pregnancy. At some point, the
defense of the right to abortion requires the clear and unequivocal argument
that the moral status and the legal rights of women outweigh those of fetuses.
And the best way to make this argument is to represent women as fully
individualist subjects of political agency and entitlement. The rhetoric of choice
in the reproductive rights movement is not without its own problems (Solinger,
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2001). But maternalist rhetoric moves even farther from the discourse of
mothers’ entitlement that I think not only the mothers’ movement but also the
reproductive rights movement ultimately require. The difficulty of articulating
apolitical discourse of mothers’ rights shouldn’t be compounded by maternalist
thetoric that undermines the representation of women’s equal subjectivity on
which women and mothers’ rights claims depend.

I can’t claim to know with much certainty how the mothers’ movement
would continue to develop were it to take up these six issues as I suggest. It’s
clear, though, that proceeding along these lines would most likely surface
significant tensions among the movement’s participants and make for some
very difficult conversations among us. There are great variety of different
kinds of mothers and different ways of mothering that the mothers’ move-
ment must recognize and support, and a great variety of interests among these
different groups of mothers that the mothers’ movement must negotiate.
Many of these differences are a function of different social and economic
positions that mothers occupy and thus they are already fraught with the
significance of racial, ethnic, and class differences. For these reasons the very
meaning of “mother” and “mothering” in the mothers’ movement will have
to be fluid and shifting in a way that won’t provide any comfortable certainties
for us to invoke or clear cut absolutes for us to advocate. Such developments
could hamper the progress of the mothers” movement and might even risk
fragmenting the movement before it has even really coalesced. But I think
these risks are preferable to the risks posed by the temptations of false unity
and media politics represented by a maternalist politics that relies on tradi-
tional, sentimental images and discourses of motherhood. Articulating and
acting on a politics of motherhood certainly won’t be any easier than maternalist
politics; it will most likely be harder and differently challenging. But when
was any aspect of motherhood ever easy?
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Mothering Under Duress

Examining the Inclusiveness of Feminist
Mothering Theory

“Empowered mothers seck to fashion a mode of mothering that affords and affirms
maternal agency, authority, autonomy and authenticity and which confers and
conffirms power to and for mothers” (O’Reilly, 2004: 15). This paper will apply this

definition of empowered mothering to a series of publications to illustrate how many
feminist mothering theorists are describing educated, financially secure women with

substantial access to supports and resources as examples of feminist mothers. It will
argue that while these cases are integral to feminist mothering literature, they
produce frameworks for engaging in feminist mothering that are extremely difficult
for many women to apply to their lives. Mothers who live in difficult social,
financial, and relational circumstances are restricted in achieving states of agency,

authority, autonomy and authenticity and thus in engaging in practices of feminist
mothering as defined and illustrated by many feminist theorists. This paper does not
claim that it is impossible for women under duress to mother in feminist ways; rather
1t asserts that feminist theorists have in many ways neglected this population of
women in our theorizing of feminist mothering. To this end, we must extend our
theories of feminist mothering to explore how mothers who are living under various

ctrcumstances of duress and those subject to “the gaze” of social support systems can

mother in feminist ways. This must include extending our interrogation and analyses
from the individual woman or single home, to the institutions that are regulating
mothers and restricting them from engaging in feminist mothering.

Feminist mothering theorists argue that dominant ideologies of mothering in
North American culture, the paradigm of motherhood by which mothers are
judged and regulated, are unobtainable and unrealistic. For instance, “good
mothers” are socially constructed as:
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white, heterosexual, able-bodied, married and in a nuclear family. ...
[They are] altruistic, patient, loving, selfless, devoted, nurturing,
cheerful ... Good mothers put the needs of their children before their
own ... [and] are the primary caregivers of their children ... And of
course, mothers are not sexual! (O'Reilly, 2004: 4)

These dominant ideologies of mothering and motherhood are critiqued by
feminist mothering theorists as disempowering and restrictive to women,
Susan Maushart (2000) asserts that women hide behind a “mask of mother-
hood” which further perpetuates this construction of natural maternal ease and
enjoyment by “keep[ing] women from speaking clearly what they know, and
from hearing truths too threatening to face” (7). That is, by not openly
acknowledging and discussing the difficulties of mothering, any concerns,
worries, struggles, and fears that mothers have are not given a voice, further
isolating mothers from each other and perpetuating the ideology that mother-
ing is natural, enjoyable, and easy.

Sara Ruddick (2002) argues that this silence and subsequent perpetuation
of societal assumptions of motherhood culminates in a loss of power and
authority, which, in turn, necessarily results in a mother’s loss of confidence,
feelings of blame and guilt, and conflicted thinking. “Relinquishing authority
to others, they lose confidence in their own values and in their perception of
their children’s needs” (Ruddick, 2002: 111) so that their “best often, in the long
run, does not seem quite ‘good enough” (Ruddick, 2002: 30). Because this
ideology of a “good mother” being always self-sacrificing, cheerful, and loving
is unobtainable for most, and because the “mask of motherhood” isolates and
silences women, mothers are often in a state of internal conflict in which they
lack confidence in their own thoughts and actions by comparing them to those
of a “good mother.” “The gap between image and reality, between what we
show and what we feel, has resulted in a peculiar cultural schizophrenia about
motherhood” (Maushart, 2000: 7). In other words, this ideology of a “good
mother” creates a constant internal tension between how a mother does feel and
behave and how she is told she shou/d feel and behave, causing feelings of blame,
guilt and inadequacy.

Andrea O'Reilly (2004) offers a counter narrative to this social construc-
tion of “good mothers,” namely empowered mothers, who “seck to fashion a
mode of mothering that affords and affirms maternal agency, authority,
autonomy and authenticity and which confers and confirms power to and for
mothers” (15). Rather than lacking agency, authority and confidence to make
their own decisions about the well-being of themselves and their children, these
mothers are empowered to provide safe and healthy environments of learning
and growth for their children. Fiona Green (2004), Erika Horowitz (2004) and
Juanita Ross Epp and Sharon Cook (2004) provide important descriptions of
women who practice mothering with agency, authority, autonomy and authen-
ticity; yet, the feminist mothers described in these works appear to be educated,
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middle to upper-class women with access to financial and human resources to
assist in raising their children. This article will outline how engaging in feminist
mothering, as described by these theorists, is extremely difficult and in some
cases impossible for many women. Mothers who do nothave access to resources
such as substantial finances and good childcare, or women who are mothering
under other difficult circumstances,’ such as an abusive relationship, illness or
addiction problems, are likely to find it difficult to achieve agency, authority,
autonomy and authenticity as described by these feminist mothering theorists.
Further, women mothering under duress are often subject to the gaze of social
support systems who monitor and regulate their mothering, which presents
challenges for engaging in feminist mothering. To this end, we must broaden
our scope of analyses to incorporate feminist and empowered mothering
theories and practices that are applicable to a wider spectrum of mothers and
that take into account the influence of the societal institutions that monitor and
regulate the lives of many women.

Agency

According to feminist mothering theorists, practicing agency, or being in
control of one’s life and having the ability to make choices and changes within
one’s life, is a condition of feminist motherhood. Within the patriarchal
institution of motherhood “there is room for women to practice agency,
resistance, invention and renewal” (Green, 2004: 35). Empowered mothers,
such as those interviewed by Green (2004) “can, and do find opportunities
within motherhood to explore and cultivate their own agency” (O’Reilly, 2004
16). The women in Green’s (2004) study are asserting their agency by
“consciously resisting the restrictions placed on them by patriarchal mother-
hood” (36). One strategy of asserting agency is described in the case of Willow
who consciously chose to birth and raise a child alone without any connection
to a man. Other mothers choose to disregard housekeeping, allow their young
children to choose their own mismatching outfits or teach their children to
wash their own clothes and ignore the dirty or wrinkled clothes they wear (Ross,
1995). These are mothers who can face and resist the pressure of other people
policing their mothering, and, in fact, gain confidence by doing so. Horowitz’s
(2004) account of empowered mothering asserts the importance of agency in
the development of one’s self-concept, namely that “seeing themselves as
agents rather than victims led (the women) to experience a positive view of
themselves as mothers and women” (55).

Autonomy

Closely related to agency is autonomy, or self-sufficiency. In addition to
having the agency to be in control of and make decisions in one’s life,
empowered mothers are autonomous or self-sufficient to do so. In the case of
the feminist mothers described by Horowitz (2004), Green (2004), and Epp
and Cook (2004), this most often presupposes access to sufficient financial
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resources, resulting from the mother working or having a partner that works.
In either case, the empowered mother has enough financial resources to raise
her children herself, or hire someone to assist her with childcare and/ or
housework while she working outside the home. Thus, an empowered mother’s
autonomy does not necessarily translate into caring for her children on her own.
Being self-sufficient, however, does mean that the mother has the means—
financial or otherwise—to exert her agency by choosing to stay at home to raise
her children (because she has the financial means to do), or by choosing to work
outside the home (because she either has a partner that stays at home with the
children or she has the financial means to hire someone to care for them).

Authenticity

Authenticity is the ability to be truthful and true to oneself, and involves
mothers asserting and meeting their own needs and interests outside of
mothering. Horowitz (2004) derived themes of authenticity from her inter-
views with empowered mothers who expressed that contrary to the dominant
discourse of mothering that dictates that women only ever feel love towards
their children, they don’t feel loving to their children all the time. Furthermore,
they felt that they were “unmasked” (Maushart, 2000) and breaking the silence
about the negative aspects of motherhood. The women were also meeting their
own needs and pursuing their own interests, recognizing that they need
experiences outside motherhood to feel fulfilled. Again, these notions chal-
lenge the dominant discourse of motherhood that advocates sacrificial moth-~
erhood and asserts that women are fulfilled solely by motherhood.

Authority

Having authority means having confidence that one’s own voice will be
listened to. This involves having authority within the family while interacting
with or disciplining children, and outside the family when dealing with
institutions such as schools, doctors, and community organizations. Authority
presupposes that if a spouse or partner is involved in the family, the power and
voice of the mother is recognized. In fact, some of the literature on feminist
mothering both assumes that a father is involved and expresses the benefits of
such. For instance, both Ellen Ross (1995) and Nancy Chodorow advocate for
equal parenting, with the father participating in childcare, as the way to escape
the oppressiveness of patriarchal motherhood and gendered social arrange-
ments (Lawler, 2000). Furthermore, Epp & Cook’s (2004) account of their
own feminist mothering espoused the benefits of an “egalitarian partnership”
with one’s husband who is an “integrated parent,” sharing housework and
childcare. The authors assert that this egalitarian relationship permits feminist
mothering to take place, and that paternal involvement results in children with
stronger intellectual performance and an increased interest in other adults.

Empowered mothers often espouse the benefits of democratic mothering
as a means of disciplining the children. That is, rather than using an authori-
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tarian model of discipline, the mother “consciously shares the power she has as
an adult and a mother with her (children)” (Green, 2004: 39). Epp & Cook
(2004) assert that as feminist mothers they used “reasoned conversation” when
interacting with their sons, and one mother interviewed by Green (2004)
expressed that she created aworld within her home where competition does not
exist; she says, “(the children) have always known that they have the right to
express themselves, that they have the right to say no, and that we could engage
in a dialogue about the issue as opposed to me wielding power over them” (40).

Education

Additionally, I would argue that the four conditions of empowered or
feminist mothering rely upon access to education. When educated, women are
more easily able to achieve autonomy, agency, authenticity, and authority in
their lives. Green (2004) describes feminist mothers who

actively engage their children in critical thinking. For example, they
use watching television, going to movies and seeing plays as forums to
look at and discuss the power dynamics of the larger world. They also
use situations in the media and in the lives of friends and acquaint-
ances. (40)

Activities such as these require a level of education to be able to recognize and
critique existing power dynamics within our society. Further, Horowitz (2004)
describes feminist mothers as those who do “ideological work” by questioning
the societal expectations placed upon them. This same point is expanded upon
by Green (2004) in explaining that an interviewee

recognizes that to be able to subvert motherhood she needs tobe aware
of what patriarchy expects from her as a2 mother and to have an
understanding of how she can effectively manipulate and challenge
those same expectations to her advantage (38).

Thinking critically so as to recognize the need and desire to resist the dominant
discourse in the way described by these feminist mothering theorists does not
necessarily require that mothers are highly educated, yet it does presuppose an
awareness that is heightened and enhanced by education, making the required
“ideological work” of feminist mothering easier for educated women.

Women mothering under duress

When framed in terms of feminist mothering, as the aforementioned
authors do, the four conditions of empowered mothering are difficult to achieve
for women mothering under duress. That is, mothers living lives that are not
deemed acceptable by society, such as women who are of a lower class, women
who have substance abuse issues or are in need of financial assistance from the

76 | Volume 8, Numbers 1,2



Motkering Under Dauress

state, women in abusive relationships or with mental illness, would find it much
more difficult to acquire states of authenticity, agency, autonomy and author-
ity, as described by many feminist mothering theorists, than most educated
mothers with access to needed resources.

Lack of autonomy

For instance, these women living under duress are often involved with or
receiving assistance from external agencies in order to ensure the well-being of
their family. As a result, they are under the scrutiny or gaze of these external
bodies which often view them as cases.

The mothers (are) subjected to a unifying, bureaucratic gaze that
typifie(s) rather than individualize(s), reducing and simplifying the
women and theirlives... The problem with being a case is that it limits

one’s ability to be seen as a mother or an autonomous individual.
(Greaves et al., 2002: 100)

The autonomy of women mothering in difficult circumstances is constantly
negated by the systems with which they are associated, as they scrutinize the
women’s lives and deem them to be cases rather than autonomous individuals.
For these women then, the autonomy asserted by empowered and feminist
mothers is much more difficult to achieve.

Lack of agency

Additionally, agency is a difficult state to achieve for these mothers since
they are often dependent upon external agencies or governmental bodies to
assist them in raising their children. Thus, they have much less control over
their lives, and the decisions within them, than women who have the means and
resources to mother without governmental assistance. For example, women
who are in abusive relationships “are increasingly held responsible by child
protection authorities for putting their children at risk by remaining in abusive
relationships where their children may witness violence” (Greaves ez a/., 2002:
7). As aresult, the agency required to make choices about where mothers and/
or their children live is given to child protection authorities. In these cases, they
then end up developing

a passive or even subservient response in the face of such power over
the future of their relationships with their children. The women
(come) to see that in order to maintain the bond with their child(ren),
they would have to act in a particular way to maximize their chances
of keeping or re-acquiring their child(ren). (Greaves ez al., 2002: 72)

This relationship with social service organizations clearly does not create an
environment that cultivates agency.
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Not only are women who are mothering under duress highly scrutinized
and having their decisions made for them, they are also subject to a heightened
degree of pathology than other mothers. Certainly all women are expected to
mother as the patriarchal institution of motherhood dictates; but without the
constant scrutiny and evaluation that mothers under duress receive, other
women are able to “fly under the radar,” and by exerting their agency, engage
in feminist or empowered mothering. For example, Green’s (2004) theory of
subversive resistance outlines how women who appear to be “good mothers” by
society’s standards, such as a woman in a monogamous, long-term relationship
with the father of her children, can subversively enact strategies of feminist
mothering. One woman stated,

someone can look at me on the surface and go, ‘O.K. There’s awoman
who’s chosen to be a mother. Good, patriarchy likes that- Good,
good.” They don’t have a clue. I have the ability to transform what I
perceive the role to be, to take it on, to claim it, and to just create it

(Green, 2004: 38).

Yet, mothers on social assistance or mothers who are mentally ill, for instance,
would not be deemed “good” for choosing to be a mother as in the case of the
mother quoted above. For these and other women, “reproduction is stigmatized
... because it is considered morally irresponsible to have children at the public’s
expense” (Roberts, 1995: 148). Thus, women mothering under duress are
much less likely to be able to pass as a “good mother” while engaging in feminist
mothering.

Lack of authenticity

Asaresult, many women must deal with the label of “bad mother” far more
intensely since they are overtly mothering against the societal standard of “good
mother.” Their circumstances are positioned as “other,” pathologizing behav-
iours observed in these women and their children that would otherwise be seen
as “normal” among other mothers and children. This constitution as “other” is
often internalized by the mothers, making a state of authenticity very difficult
to achieve. For example, being labeled “poor,” “addicted,” “abused,” or “ill” is
not simply an objective position which one occupies, but becomes configured
into the self (Lawler, 2000), so that the self becomes pathologized as lacking,
wrong, or bad. Thus, rather than problematizing social systems of inequality,
these women are blamed by the institutions by which they should be supported,
and, in turn, blame themselves for their mothering and life circumstances. As
a result, achieving a state of authenticity in which one feels true to oneself and
at peace with one’s decisions is extremely difficult to achieve under these
circumstances.

In addition, women mothering under duress are usually dependent upon
the assistance of the very institutions that create the standard of a “good
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mother.”

Societal attitudes and assumptions about “normal mothering” be-
come crystallized in policy discourses that, in turn, structure women’s
experiences of mothering under duress. Social, medical, and legal
processes that define acceptable behaviour and label some mothers

more adequate than others mediate women’s experiences. (Greaves,
et al., 2002: 61)

Women mothering under duress are often criticized by the institutions that are
monitoring them if they are seen as putting their interests ahead of their
children’s needs. Unlike the autonomous and authentic feminist mothers
described by feminist mothering theorists, these women are required to comply
with the standard of a “good mother” in order to ensure the survival of their
family by means of receiving assistance, be it treatment, protection or financial
resources. The consequences of not complying with the standard are dire; for
instance, women may lose their children, be incarcerated, or refused treatment
or financial assistance.

Further, the stigma and blame attached to women mothering under duress
often prevents them from seeking assistance from the institutions that are
labeling them as “other.” Felt stigma is associated with low self-esteem, poor
physical and emotional health, limited social interaction, and lower quality of
life (Fulford & Ford-Gilboe, 2004) and “has also been found to negatively
affect health promoting behaviours, such as seeking preventive health care or
screening, due to fear of harm or labeling by health professionals” (Fulford &
Ford-Gilboe, 2004: 51). For example,

the public discourse on women as mothers as users of alcohol, drugs,
and tobacco has been fundamentally judgmental, blaming and un-
sympathetic.... As a result, women often do not seek the care they
need and deserve, with negative implications for their health and the

health of their children (Greaves, ez a/., 2002: 6).

What results is a self-perpetuating cycle of mothering deemed to be problem-
atic, an internalized sense of blame and lack, a resulting reluctance to seek
necessary help, and further pathologization of the mother and her mothering.
In these cases, mothering against the institution of motherhood by not
complying with the standard or by not seeking assistance is highly dangerous
for these women.

Lack of authority

With the lack of autonomy, agency, and authenticity afforded to mothers
living under duress, it follows that these women would have little authority in
their lives. They must often relinquish their authority to those institutions
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which are providing them with assistance. As a result, their children are
controlled by external regulations of societal norms and expectations of “good”
behaviour and “good” mothering, rather than internal regulations authentically
chosen by the mother. Women must demonstrate to social workers, courts and
other social support services that they are a “good mother,” as defined not by
the mother, but by the social institutions from which they are seeking
assistance. Abdicating one’s maternal power over a child like the feminist
mothers described above who espouse the benefits of a democratic mode of
mothering, presupposes that one has the authority mentioned above to in fact
abdicate.

Furthermore, given the prominent influence of power and regulation in
their lives, the “democratic” practices of empowered mothering described by
feminist mothering theorists may not be relevant or meaningful for many
women mothering under duress (Lawler, 2000). Additionally, the feminist
mothering theorists mentioned above discuss democratic parenting and relin-
quishing authority over their children in partnership with a spouse. Yet listing
egalitarian partnerships, equal parenting, shared authority and shared parenting
as a requirement of feminist mothering means little to many women who are
single mothers or in relationships that are abusive or not long-term.

Conclusion

Mothers who are living in difficult social, financial, and relational circum-
stances are at a disadvantage in achieving states of authenticity, autonomy,
agency, and authority as described by Horowitz (2004), Green (2004), and Epp
and Cook (2004) and thus in engaging in practices of feminist mothering as
defined by the authors. I am not asserting that it is impossible for women under
duress to mother in feminist ways; I simply feel that feminist theorists and
academics have in many ways neglected this population of women in our
theorizing of feminist mothering. We must extend our theories of feminist
mothering to explore how mothers who are living under various circumstances
of duress can mother in feminist ways. This must include extending our
interrogation and analyses from the individual woman or single home, to the
institutions that are regulating and largely preventing these women from freely
engaging in feminist mothering.

The theorizing of lesbian and African-American empowered mothering
has tended to explore ways in which women from lower socioeconomic groups
and women in different familial structures are empowered mothers, but these
women do not necessarily define themselves as feminist mothers. Additionally,
third wave feminists such as those who told their stories in Ariel Gore and Bee
Lavender’s Breeder: Real-Life Stories From the New Generation of Mothers (2001)
are theorizing about ways to be feminist mothers that are perhaps much
different that the feminist mothers of the second wave and seem to include
women mothering under duress. For example, among others, the narratives in
Breeder describe adolescent, student, and single mothers, mothers on social
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assistance, mothers living with other mothers, and even a mother living out of
a tent and traveling van. These are situations and circumstances which are very
different from those in which the feminist mothers described by Erika
Horowitz (2004), Fiona Green (2004), and Juanita Ross Epp and Sharon Cook
(2004) are living. In conclusion, I assert that it would be of much value to further
our exploration and theorizing of feminist mothering to explore how women
in a// life circumstances can engage in feminist mothering, recognizing the
practices will vary, and perhaps be adapted and limited, yet will nonetheless be
effective in challenging the institution of motherhood and its dominant
ideologies of “good” mothers .

'While many of these women may not label themselves as “under duress” or
« . . . , - . !

mothering under difficult circumstances,” given the limited scope of this
article I will use these terms, recognizing that they are generalizations and do
not accurately reflect the complexity of their life circumstances.
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Bridging Attachment Theory
and Attachment Parenting with

Feminist Methods of Inquiry

Attachment theory bas g rich theoretical and empirical history in developmental
psychology. Attachment parenting, while becoming increasingly more popular, bas
little empirical data fo support the claims that ifs proponents make. Although one
could argue that adopting certain attachment parenting techniques could help foster
the same kind of maternal sensitivity associated with secure infant attachment, no
empirical data have been reported relating attachment parenting technigues fo the
development of attachment in infants. Furthermore, developmental outcomes of
parents choosing to attachment parent bave been ignored. Given the limitations of
both attachment theory and attachment parenting to provide universal trajectories
Jor optimal child and adult development, perbaps it is time to explore feminist
methods of inquiry in our attempts o relate attachment parenting practices with the
development of infant—caregiver attachment and its sequelae. In this paper, I review
attachment theory and feminist critiques while pointing out the limitations in
empirical findings supporting attachment parenting behaviors. I suggest that some
of the measures used in the study of adult attachment could be considered feminist, and
that perbaps feminist tnquiry into what motivates individuals to engage in attach-
ment parenting could be beneficial to our understanding of human development.

“Attachment theory” per se has a rich history in developmental psychology and
refers to the body of theory and research rooted in the works of John Bowlby
and Mary Ainsworth. Bowlby (1969; 1988) posited that infants develop
attachments to caregivers—primarily mothers—in order to ensure infant
survival. Mary Ainsworth and her colleagues (Ainsworth and Wittig, 1969;
Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, and Wall, 1978) provided a basis for demonstrat-
ing empirical differences in the quality of infant attachment relationships to
mothers. Since the mid-1980s, attachment theory has spurred a tremendous
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amount of research in developmental psychology, and its clinical (e.g., Belsky
and Nezworski, 1988; Orbach, 1999) and social policy implications (Rutterand
O’Conner, 1999) have been recognized. Despite critiques both from
developmentalist (Kagan, 1998; Lamb, Thompson, Gardner and Charnov,
1985) and feminist (e.g., Birns, 1999; Bliwise, 1999; Contratto, 2002; Eyer,
1992; and Franzblau, 1999, 2002) circles, investigation of the development of
attachment from prenatal to adult periods of development has continued to
flourish (e.g., Cassidy and Shaver, 1999; Fonagy, Steele, and Steele, 1991;
Kerns and Richardson, 2005; Simpson and Rholes, 1998; and West and
Sheldon-Keller, 1994).

“Attachment parenting” refers to a relatively recently identified parental
style which includes a cluster of parenting behaviors which are intended to
emphasize and foster emotional responsivity to infants and young children.
Although one could argue that adopting certain attachment parenting tech-
niques (e.g., breastfeeding on demand, keeping an infant in close physical
proximity) might be akin to fostering the same kind of maternal sensitivity that
Ainsworth and her colleagues (and multiple investigators following them)
documented in securely attached infant-mother dyads, no empirical data have
been reported relating attachment parenting techniques to the development of
attachment in infants. In fact, while the claims of attachment parenting
Internet websites are grand, little empirical research focuses on the develop-
mental outcomes of children raised in attachment parenthood households.
Furthermore, developmental outcomes (e.g., indices of mental health, self-
efficacy, autonomy, etc.) of parents choosing to “attachment parent” have been
ignored. Given the limitations of both attachment theory and attachment
parenting to outline a universal trajectory of optimal development, perhaps it
is time to explore feminist methods of inquiry in attempts to relate attachment
parenting practices with the development of infant-caregiver attachment and
its sequelae.

Attachment theory and feminist critiques

The infant’s attachment to the primary caregiver—usually the mother—
is a major milestone of social and emotional development at the end of the
infant’s first year. John Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth both referred to the secure
base behavior of infants at this age. The negotiation of the toddler’s exploratory
needs with the need for felt security is the focus of much of the toddler’s
emotional energy (Bretherton, 1985, 1992). Whereas Bowlby attempted to
offer auniversal theory of attachment based on clinical observations, Ainsworth
and her colleagues sought out to document empirical differences in the quality
of attachment, or the felt security infants experience.

Ainsworth argued for an understanding of the infant’s organization of
attachment behaviors (e.g., cooing, smiling, crying, following, clinging) in
behavioral context. Instead of focusing on discrete behaviors of mothers and
their infants, such as in smiling or mutual eye contact, she sought to develop an
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ecologically valid laboratory procedure that would mimic the casual comings
and goings that infants and their primary caregiving mothers experienced on a
daily basis. In the Strange Situation (Ainsworth and Wittig, 1969; Ainsworth
etal., 1978), mothers and their 12 or 18 month-old infants go through a series
of brief separations and reunions over a 21-minute period of time. Infant
behavior during the two reunions is recorded and coded, and infants are
typically classified into one of 3 categories, although a 4* category is often now
utilized (Weinfield, Sroufe, Egeland, and Carlson, 1999). Athough some
researchers have developed other measures of infant attachment (e.g., Waters
and Deane, 1985), the Strange Situation continues to be the standard measure
of infant attachment.

The majority of infants observed in the Strange Situation are coded as
securely attached. (Note that this is true even in samples from multiple cultures.
See Van IJzendoorn and Sagi [1999].) These infants may or may not show
distress at separation but actively greet the caregiver and show attempts to
reconnect emotionally at the reunions. Infants who show little or no distress at
the separations and conspicuously ignore the mother and her overtures for
interaction during the reunion episodes are coded as insecure-avoidant. Infants
who seem completely distressed by the separations and preoccupied with the
mother’s whereabouts to the extent that they cannot actively explore their
environment are coded as insecure-resistant/ambivalent. Infants who do not fit
the patterns described thus far, who show contradictory behaviors, such as
approaching while avoiding the mother (e.g., walking toward while looking
down or away) are coded as having a disorganized-disoriented attachment
(Main and Solomon, 1990). This category is rare in “normative” samples, but
can be high in clinical samples, as in families experiencing trauma and abuse
(Spieker and Booth, 1988, Van IJzendoorn, Schuengel, and Bakermans-
Kranenburg, 1999). While cultural context has been an important point of
debate (Harwood, Miller, and Irizarry, 1995; Rothbaum, Weisz, Pott, Miyake,
and Morelli, 2000), Marinus Van I[Jzendoorn and Abraham Sagi (1999)
suggest that the universality of infant attachment might lie in a “...general
cultural pressure toward selection of the secure attachment pattern in the
majority of children, and the preference for the secure child in parents across
cultures” (730). What is defined as optimal or secure may nonetheless vary
culture to culture (Bliwise, 1999; Bolen, 2000; Rothbaum ez al., 2000).

At the time Ainsworth identified the three original patterns of attachment
behaviors, she also observed and recorded maternal behavior toward infants in
the home. Infants who were coded as securely attached in the Strange Situation
were more likely to have mothers who typically displayed sensitive and
responsive care to infant bids for interaction than infants who were coded as
insecure-avoidant or insecure-resistant/ambivalent. Infants coded as insecure-
avoidant often received indifferent, intrusive or rejecting care from their
mothers; infants coded as insecure-resistant/ambivalent had mothers who were
inconsistently sensitive to their bids for interaction. Multiple investigators
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(e.g., Belsky and Isabella, 1988; see de Wolff and Van IJzendoorn, 1997) have
replicated these findings and have demonstrated that sensitive caregiving—be
it from a mother, father, grandmother, or daycare provider—is associated with
infant attachment to that particular caregiver. Hence, infant attachment is not
conceptualized as a trait or characteristic of the infant, but instead as the infant’s
representation of the history with a particular caregiver. Infants can and do have
different Strange Situation attachment codings with multiple attachment
figures (Sroufe, 1985). However, the majority of investigations documenting
the construct and predictive validity of infant attachment as assessed in the
Strange Situation has focused on infant-mother attachment. Clearly, this is a
limitation in understanding the usefulness of attachment theory as applied to
children’s development, as children are greatly influenced by others in their
social worlds (e.g., extended kin, fathers, siblings, peers, etc.). Investigations of
the development of attachment in children and their parents must be consid-
ered in a greater family and social context (Cummings and Graham, 2002;
Bliwise, 1999).

Bowlby’s notion of the internal working model of the attachment relation-
ship is a central tenet of attachment theory. Infant behavior in the Strange
Situation is understood by attachment theorists and researchers to represent
the infant’s internal working model, or mental representation, of the attach-
ment relationship with the caregiver (Bretherton, 1985). Other measures, such
as the Adult Attachment Interview (George, Kaplan, and Main, 1985), the
Parent Attachment Interview (Bretherton, Biringen, and Ridgeway, 1989),
and the Working Model of the Child Interview (Zeanah, Benoit, and Barton,
1986) attempt to measure an adult’s internal working model of attachment or
“state of mind” with respect to attachment issues. These more open-ended,
qualitative measures—when used in diverse samples—might provide richer
and more accurate data for researchers attempting to understand parents’
experience of attachment in a social context (consider Hays’ 1998 critique of
Bradley ez 4/., 1997).

Feminist critiques of attachment theory as a universal theory of develop-
ment have focused on Bowlby’s propositions and the studies of infant-mother
attachment supporting them. Valid criticisms have been raised with respect to
the historical and cultural context in which the theory was developed, the
potential for mother-blaming, the questionable validity of attachment meas-
ures, the emphasis on early versus later life influences, and the potential
problem with making ethical judgments by scrutinizing mothering.

Beverly Birns (1999), Sharon Hays (1998), Susan Franzblau (1999, 2002),
and Susie Orbach (1999) all question the post World War 11 paternalistic
practices at the time that Bowlby was developing his ideas about “maternal
deprivation” and the infant’s need for attachment. Orbach (1999) offers a
historical perspective from the views of clinicians and remarks that although
feminist clinicians noted the effects of “unattuned” mother-child relationships,
astute clinicians also noted the rage and depression mothers experienced, which
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may have been related to their social position. (Consider the increased rate of
maternal depression among mothers of young children in recent samples as
reported in Lyons-Ruth, Wolfe, Lyubchik, and Steingard, 2002.) Orbach
(1999) remarks, “to talk of what children needed from mothers without
understanding the social position of women was, from a feminist perspective,
to miss the point” (77).

Franzblau(1999,2002) argues thatattachment theory acts as the overarching
paradigm that scrutinizes women to be “good enough” mothers or pathologizes
women who choose not to mother. Jordan (1997) suggests that by focusing on
maternal sensitivity, developmental researchers and clinicians are failing to
examine the infant-mother relationship in its relation to other relationships
and social formations. She, like Hays (1998), raises concern about the lack of
acknowledgement of “normal maternal ambivalence and hate” (Winnicott,
1947, as cited by Jordan, 1997) and the idealized view of motherhood that then
gets promoted. The romanticizing of woman as mother (Franzblau, 1999,
2002) on the one hand, and the blaming of mother on the other, might appear
problematic for attachment theory. Jordan urges us to develop a more complex
theory of mothering, one that recognizes power dynamics and complicated
ambivalent feelings towards infants as an alternative to romantic notions of
“natural” mother-infant relationships. Yet, investigators of attachment across
generations are beginning to consider and document mother-child relation-
ships in interpersonal and social contexts. In studies utilizing qualitative
measures of parental perspectives of attachment, those parents who can
integrate the negative and positive aspects of parenting in a cohesive narrative
are those who seem to be able to provide the sensitive care that fosters secure
infant attachment (e.g., see Sokolowksi, Hans, Bernstein, and Cox, 2005 for
examination of these variables in a high-risk sample). Granted, additional
studies with these foci are needed in samples other than Western, Caucasian,
middle-class, heterosexual samples, but a contextualizing of parenting experi-
ences can be better documented by qualitative measures.

In regard to mother-blaming, itis important to point out that even 20 years
ago, Jay Belsky (1984) and Alan Sroufe (1988) both acknowledged that the
quality of care a mother can provide her infant is directly related to factors like
social support, her own childhood history, preparation for motherhood, work
and family factors. Hence, to blame a mother for a child’s outcome would be
akin to blaming her mother and her mother before her. Applying such blame
would be as inappropriate as blaming a child (Sroufe, 1988). If we accept the
notion of the internal working model as critical to our understanding of the
intergenerational transmission of attachment patterns, then it is easier to
understand that adult individuals can “work through” models of experienced
insensitive caregiving so as to develop secure and autonomous “states of mind”
with respect to attachment issues by considering the context in which they
received such care. We can further eliminate maternal blame if we encourage
social movements and interventions (e.g., health care, social services; see
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Behnke and Hans, 2002; Erickson and Kurz-Reimer, 2002) that might aid in
that “reworking” of mental representations of attachment relationships.

Attachment parenting effects: Fact or fiction?

The term “attachment parenting” is credited to William and Martha Sears
who coined it in the late 1980s (Bobel, 2002). However, their current website
(http://www.askdrsears.com/html/10/T130400.asp) suggests that attachment
parenting is nothing new;, as it is rooted in what comes “naturally” to a parent
when we parent without books from “childcare advisors.” Both Chris Bobel
(2002) and Petra Buskens (2004) challenge what’s considered “natural” by
examining the social structures in which mothering takes place. Sears and Sears
(2003) refer to Ainsworth’s work on maternal sensitivity and infant attach-
ment, but how that gets translated to prescriptions for baby-wearing is unclear.
On the Sears’ website mothers are warned to “put balance in one’s parenting”
so as not to neglect oneself or marriage (sic), yet researchers have not examined
the range of attachment parenting techniques that have implications for child
and adult development.

Although some students of developmental psychology are being asked to
critique claims made by advocates of attachment parenting (e.g., see Sy, Brown,
Amsterlaw and Myers, 2005), readers of the mainstream and alternative
parenting press may not be thinking so critically. Indeed, attachment parenting
has not been critiqued from a scientific point of view that would examine
longitudinally the claims made by proponents on effects on children’s (and
parents’) development. At first glance at its representation in what is now the
mainstream literature, attachment parenting might be reminiscent of male
authority prescription to mothers of what is in the best interest of babies.
Websites on the Internet cite what is referred to as “evidence” of the efficacy of
attachment parenting, but even this information is taken out of context. For
example, multiple studies have been replicated that report on parental behavior
(e.g., maternal sensitivity to infant cues) and its effect on the development of
infant attachment quality, but no researchers to date have reported on sensitiv-
ity that might or might not be related to the range of parenting behaviors
identified as attachment parenting. In William Sears and Martha Sears’ (2003),
The Baby Book, Ainsworth’s attachment studies are referred to as a justification
of why amother mightwant to bedshare, use a soft baby carrier, and breastfeed,
but the fact that Ainsworth did not include such variables in her study is not
mentioned. It is entirely feasible that a mother who does not sleep with her
infant, hold her infant in a sling, or breastfeed can nonetheless provide that
same infant sensitive care that can foster secure attachment and emotional
connection. Some of the practices associated with attachment parenting could
nonetheless help teach mothers-—as well as other caregivers—to tune into the
infant’s emotional cues. But to ignore the vast range of parenting behaviors
whereby sensitive caregiving can get expressed by prescribing attachment
parenting is reductionistic.
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When we consider the writings of those who have attempted to put
parenting practices into abiopsychosocial and cultural context (e.g., de Marneffe,
2004; Hrdy, 1999; Liedloff, 1985; McKenna, 2000; Scheper-Hughes, 1992;
Small, 1998), some of the practices of what constitutes attachment parenting
don’t seem so outlandish. For example, McKenna'’s findings on mother-infant
synchronicity in sleep cycles in bed-sharing mother-infant dyads and their
implication for reduced sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS) has renewed
interest given the recent American Academy of Pediatrics recommendation
against co-sleeping (see AAP, 2005; Sears, 2005; McKenna and McDade,
2005). To embrace and promote all attachment parenting techniques as a
general rule of thumb is nonetheless limiting. What is necessary is a social
transformation so as to encourage parents to find the way to self-efficacy and
confidence in their own parenting. Parents will choose to parent in ways that
they deem are valued by their culture. But supporting their choices and efforts
can have lasting effects. Meredith Small’s (1998) enthusiasm for ethnopediatrics
needs to be complemented by a renewed focus on parental mental health—and
maternal mental health in particular. Such support can facilitate the emotional
growth of infants and their parents alike.

A call for feminist methods of inquiry

One avenue for feminist, qualitative exploration of attachment parenting
attitudes and behaviors might lie in the methods of investigating attachment
in adults (for general discussions of feminist methods in social science research,
see Margrit Eichler [1988] and Shulamit Reinharz [1992]). While the histori-
cal roots of attachment theory and their implications for social prescriptions for
women need to be kept in mind, Bowlby’s notion of the “internal working
model” can nonetheless prove useful in attempts to understand how meaningful
attachment relationships can get reproduced across one’s life-span and across
generations. Feminist theory can help guide the questions and can shed light
on the interpretation of findings in investigations of parent-child relationships.
Exploratory qualitative interviews with ethnically diverse parents who choose
to attachment parent will help us to shape the kinds of research questions,
interventions, and social change that can help foster optimal child and adult
development.

As noted above, methods used to study attachment in adults—both from
the filial and parental perspective—have included more qualitative, semi-
structured interviews (Bretherton ezal., 1989; George ez al., 1996; Zeanah ezal.,
1986). These interviews are designed to access and assess one’s internal working
model of attachment relationships. The interviews provide respondents the
opportunity to report on one’s history or current experience of attachment
relationships within the context of one’s life. In the Working Model of the
Child Interview (Zeanah e al.,, 1986) or the Parent Attachment Interview
(Bretherton ez al., 1989), parents are questioned about how specific emotions
are expressed and exchanged between a parent and a toddler on a daily basis. In
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such an interview, a mother can express and elaborate on her feelings of
ambivalence toward her child and/or motherhood. Yet, those same feelings of

ambivalence (which are often rooted in the emotional frustrations of living with
and caring for a an emotionally and physically demanding toddler) can be
described in a coherent narrative that expresses a valuing of relationships and
emotional connection. That same ambivalence—when contextualized in a rich
narrative of a dynamic and ever-changing mother-child relationship—can
nonetheless be related to responsivity to children’s cues and secure infant
attachment. The single mother living in an impoverished urban environment
who expresses maternal ambivalence, yet fosters secure attachment in her
infant, and who can tell her story in an interview to a feminist researcher, has
much to offer those interested in the development of attachment.

At the other extreme of maternal ambivalence lies maternal desire.
Daphne de Marneffe (2004) calls for consideration of mutual mother-child
relationships in our understanding of the motivation that leads mothers to
desire to care for their children. Citing cases from her own clinical practice, as
well as findings from studies on infant-mother attachment (in addition to
reflections on her own experiences of mothering), de Marneffe argues that
“..feminist writing has cast a skeptical eye on the meaning to mothers
themselves of taking care of children” (2004: 316). Proponents of attachment
parenting often assume that mothers do indeed want to take care of their
children—atall costs. Examining qualitative differencesin attachment parenting
choices and patterns of attachment behaviors can elucidate the ways in which
attachment is experienced and reproduced. Our inquiry must indeed include
mothers with conscious desires to care for their children. But a comprehensive
inquiry into parenting choices and behavior—and their influences on the
development of attachment experienced by children and parents—needs to
extend beyond maternal desire. It must also include the desire of co-parents in
egalitarian households or extended kinship of single parents who share a desire
to care for children, for examples. Considering attachment from both the
child’s and parent’s perspective can assist our understanding of the factors that
enhance and limit the choices one makes in parenting. Utilizing qualitative
interviews that include appropriate probes and follow-up questions encourage
a respondent to explain how such factors influence her/his particular choices.

A multitude of questions can arise from exploratory methods of inquiry
into attachment parenting and the development of infant-parent relationships.
For example, we might ask how does one’s views of one’s own attachment
history influence one’s decision to attachment parent? Would parents with
secure and autonomous outlooks with respect to attachment relationships be
more or less likely to engage in attachment parenting? Do socioeconomic and/
or cultural differences vield selection of some but not other attachment
parenting behaviors, such as in extended breastfeeding or bed-sharing? Do
factors such as age, locus of control, sexual orientation, commitment to
egalitarian co-parenting, social support, employment, or self-esteem influence
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parents’ decisions to engage in attachment parenting? Do such factors as social
support and social class overtide attachment history in empowering parents to
make alternative choices in parenting? Is it more difficult to go against
mainstream parenting advice without a secure attachment history or social
support? (Clearly, La Leche League is one social support mechanism in place
that helps facilitate extended breastfeeding in a North American society that
does not promote this practice.) How can flex-time and family leave work
policies shape one’s commitment to engage in attachment parenting?

When considering and examining attachment theory as a possible avenue
for documenting attachment parenting behaviors, it is important that we don’t
throw that proverbial baby out with the bathwater. Attachment theory has a
place in feminist developmental psychology. Feminist methods that allow us to
examine mutual attachment relationships in a social context can elucidate our
understanding of the contributions of attachment theory and attachment
parenting to human development across the life-span.

I'd like to acknowledge the several colleagues (Chris Bobel, Laura Parmentier, Joan
Wilterdink) and past and current college students (Stephanie Carey Aden, Lara
Barlow Paulson, Natalie Jacobson-Dunlop, Claire Zabel-LaChance, and Ravi
Starr) who have helped shape my thinking and research with respect to the issues
discussed in this paper. Thanks to Kristi Meck for ber clerical assistance.
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Conceiving Intensive
Mothering

Key academically informed feminist approaches to intensive mothering continue to
separate the ideological and psychological in the analysis of infensive mothering. In
this essay, 1 argue that my analysis of The Mommy Myth and Maternal Desire
reveals the vestiges of a lingering fear of the ideal “Mother” subject position within
both texts that perpetuate this split approach and will wltimately lead to feminisms’
inability to theorize fully intensive mothering. I also suggest that, as a result,
Seminisms will be unable to theorize women’s current split subjectivity and agency
between the old “ideal” Mother subject position and a new feminist mothering subject
position unless both institutional and psychological approaches are integrated.

I try to distinguish two meanings of motherhood, one superimposed
on the other: the potential relationship of any woman to her powers of
reproduction and to children; and the imstitution, which aims at
ensuring that that potential—and all women—shall remain under
male control. (Rich, 1986: 13, italics in original)

There is no doubt about it: maternity—Dboth the institution of motherhood
and everyday experiences of mothering—has come out of the closest for many
contemporary feminist writers. Indeed, motherhood and mothering are “hot”
topics in the popular press, with a diverse range of issues covered: the ways
that legal institutions penalize women as mothers is addressed in Unbending
Gender (Williams, 2000); the anger, frustration, and confusion many women
feel once they become mothers are central concerns in The Bitch in the House
(Hanauer, 2002); how women can achieve both a family and a career given
the structure of professional institutions is the topic of Creating a Life (Hewlett,
2003) and, finally, the economic costs women pay as a result of being the
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primary parent in most families is the focus of The Price of Motherhood
(Crittenden, 2001).

One central, defining topic embedded in these public conversations is,
what Sharon Hays (1996) first named as, “intensive mothering.” Intensive
mothering has three key tenets. First, it demands that women continue to be
the primary, central caregivers of children. As Hays (1996) argues: “there is an
underlying assumption that the child absolutely requires consistent nurture by
a single primary caretaker and that the mother is the best person for the job.
When the mother is unavailable, it is other women who should serve as
temporary substitutes” (8). Second, intensive mothering requires mothers to
lavish copious amounts of time and energy on their children. Indeed, Hays
argues, intensive mothering is “construed as child-centered, experi-guided,
emotionally absorbing, labor-intensive, and financially expensive” (8, italics in
the text). Third, intensive mothering takes a logic that separates mothering
from professional paid work, which supports the notion that children and the
work of mothering are completely outside the scope of market valuation
because children are now considered innocent, pure, and “priceless,” deserving
special treatment due to their special value within the private sphere of the
family (122-129). Thus, Hays argues intensive mothering continues to
position all women in the subject position of the all-caring, self-sacrificing
ideal “Mother,” with limited and constrained agency in the public, profes-
sional realm and, importantly, is the proper ideology of contemporary moth-
ering for women across race and class lines, even if not all women actually
practice it (9, 86)."

Even though Hays (1996) focuses almost all of her attention on the
ideological and structural components of intensive mothering, she does recog-
nize that it is also important to explore the psychological dimensions of
intensive mothering. According to Hays, doing so is important because, even
when asked directly what role nature, nurture, genetics, and/or tradition play
in positioning them as the primary parent, many of the women she interviewed
“also know that they feel a deep commitment to their children and they do not
experience this feeling as something men impose on them” (107). Moreover,
when addressing the complexity of nurturantlove in intensive mothering, Hays
also argues that it cannot simply be dismissed in the analysis of intensive
mothering because this love is so central to and important for the mothers she
interviewed. Thus, Hays argues that understanding the ideology or cultural
logic that transforms this deep commitment and love into the practices
associated with intensive mothering is important for a fuller, richer under-
standing of contemporary maternity.

Unfortunately, beyond this call, Hays (1996) goes no further with this
important insight to integrate both an ideological/institutional and psycho-
logical perspective in her understanding of intensive mothering, as do other
contemporary academically informed feminist writers (de Marneffe, 2004;
Douglas and Michaels, 2004). That key texts in academic understandings of
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intensive mothering fail to integrate both is particularly problematic because
many women writers (Crittenden, 2001; Edelman, 2002; Hanauer, 2002;
Hewett, 2003) explore how the desire to have and subsequent love for children
can be understood in relation to the ways institutionalized motherhood
continues to negatively impact women’s lives and challenge second-wave
feminisms’ gains for women.

Unpacking how and why two key academically informed feminist ap-
proaches to intensive mothering continue to separate the ideological and
psychological is important, then, to learn more about how contemporary
feminist approaches to intensive mothering are being conceived. Moreover,
given that much of this feminist analysis is also crossing into popular forums
and many mothers have actually read them, these texts have tangible affects on
women as they come to understand their own subjectivity and agency as both
women and mothers; the texts have real influence on mothers as they go about
the business of living and understanding their lives as women and mothers.
Thus, I explore two theoretical questions in this essay: Why does this pattern
of separating or splitting the institutional and psychological emerge in aca-
demically informed feminist writers exploring intensive mothering? And, what
are the implications of this approach for feminist understandings of contem-
porary maternity?

To explore these questions, I do a case study of Susan J. Douglas and
Meredith Michaels’ The Mommy Myth: The Idealization of Motherbood and How
It Has Undermined Women (2004) and Daphne de Marnefte’s Maternal Desire:
On Children, Love, and the Inner Life (2004). These two texts are particularly
appropriate for this analysis because, even though both texts draw extensively
on academic theories and ideas, both were written in more popular, accessible
language, were widely distributed in popular rather than just in academic
publishing outlets, were widely read, and received an enormous amount of
popular media attention.” Finally, in terms of feminism, the rhetorical exigen-
cies and contexts of the texts are similar: both books were published in 2004,
the authors are self-professed feminists who argue that the primary motive for
writing the texts is to benefit both feminisms and women’s daily lives and, at
the core, both explore contemporary intensive mothering.® Thus, in many
ways, these two texts are both central to and representative of the discussion
occurring by academically informed feminists about intensive mothering that
is crossing into the public realm.

In the remainder of the essay, I argue that my analysis of The Mommy Myth
(Douglas and Michaels, 2004) and Maternal Desire (de Marneffe, 2004) reveals
the vestiges of a lingering matrophobia—the fear of the ideal “Mother” subject
position—which results in the split approach between the psychological and
institutional. I also suggest that, ultimately, this leads to feminisms’ inability to
theorize fully intensive mothering and women’s current split subjectivity and
agency between the contemporary “ideal” Mother subject position and a new
empowered feminist mothering subject position. Unpacking these arguments,
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then, requires more detailed analysis and a brief overview of the core arguments

in both books.

The institutional and the psychological assessments of
intensive mothering

Given that both The Mommy Myth (Douglas and Michaels, 2004) and
Maternal Desire (de Marneffe, 2004) draw on Adrienne Rich’s ideas in Of
Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution (1986), it is appropriate
to view the texts within Rich’s work. Rich was the first feminist to make a
distinction between motherhood as an institution and the actual potentially
empowering practices of mothering. In doing so, Rich argued that feminists
must explore and understand how both impact and shape women’s lives under
patriarchy. As she argued, “I try to distinguish two meanings of motherhood,
one superimposed on the other: the pozential relationship of any woman to her
powers of reproduction and to children; and the institution, which aims at
ensuring that that potential—and all women—shall remain under male con-
trol” (Rich, 1986: 13, italics in original). Consequently, Rich’s all-important
distinction offers a conceptual frame for viewing how contemporary feminist
writers explore maternity, which I use below in my analysis of the texts.

The institutional approach: The mommy myth

Asself-professed feminists, Susan Douglas and Meredith Michaels (2004)
have a very specific agenda in terms of feminism: they hope that their book is
a “call to arms” to re-invigorate or “re-birth” a feminist movement for women
(26). In doing so, they utilize Rich’s (1986) work specifically and reveal their
own focus on the institution of motherhood when they write that Rich “saw
motherhood as a patriarchal institution imposed on women ‘which aims at
ensuring ... all women shall remain under male control” (Douglas and
Michaels, 2004: 50). They do not, however, articulate her all-important
distinction about motherhood as both an institution and a potential relation-
ship.

With these rhetorical exigencies as their framework and grounded in what
they call the “new momism,” Douglas and Michaels’ basic argument is that
media have harnessed feminist gains and reshaped them to support intensive
mothering so that women, as mothers, are positioned in an ever-demanding,
constantly failing “ideal” Mother subjectivity that constrains and confines
women’s agency primarily within the private realm of the family and outside of
the public realm. As such, Douglas and Michaels’ analysis is an extension of
Hays (1996) work, which they cite specifically in their book (2004: 5).

Douglas and Michaels’ argue that media do so primarily through fear
tactics, guilt, and celebrity mom profiles. Television news, for example,
repeatedly caution women about the “threats from without” to their children:
Satanism, abduction, consumer-safety problems with car seats, toys, cribs, and,
of course, food allergies from peanuts (2004: 85). “Celebrity mom” profiles, on
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the other hand, begun in the 1980s and well established by the 1990s, primarily
work to encourage guilt and failure in mothers because these profiles always
show celebrity moms juggling it all—work, family, and mothering—with a
smile on their face and in glowing pictures with their healthy, well-behaved
children. In short, celebrity moms and other media strategies have the effect of
creating and supporting an intensive ideology that works to keep mothers
constantly striving for perfection, an all-consuming vigilance, and failure; it is
an institutionalized perspective that exhausts and controls women and keeps
them “in their place” under patriarchy.

Although their assessment of intensive mothering is almost entirely
negative, similar to Hays, Douglas and Michaels do acknowledge that love
and desire to mother well are vital components of contemporary maternity.
In their limited attention to both, they frame the issue around women’s desire
to both work and mother well. They articulate this as: “many of us want to
be both women: successful at work, successful as mothers” (2004: els 12). In
the end, to use Rich’s language, even though the potential relationship
women have with their children separate from patriarchy is acknowledged,
Douglas and Michaels” analysis of contemporary maternity focuses almost
exclusively on the institution of motherhood and reveals how media continue to
ensconce a maternal ideology that co-opts feminism and twists it to control
women and position them as failures in both their mothering and the public
realm. In other words, Douglas and Michaels show how the cultural changes
brought about by feminisms, which recognize that women can and do have
more agency in their lives, is being harnessed and utilized by media, then,
twisted and repackaged as a new form of the “ideal” Mother subject position
that works to constrain and limit women’s agency through the ongoing
patriarchal institution of motherhood.

The psychological approach: Maternal desire

Also a self-professed feminist, Daphne de Marneffe is a psychoanalytic
scholar and therapist who is interested in theorizing maternal desire from
within a feminist framework (2004: xiii). Unlike Douglas and Michaels (2004)
who hope to “rebirth” feminism, de Marneffe’s feminist agenda is to “revise”
feminism because she believes that second-wave feminism failed to articulate
adesire to have children, “almost as if it were politically suspect or theoretically
inconvenient” (2004: 64). Thus, de Marneffe also argues: “in a strange way, in
our effort to free women by bringing to light the oppressive aspects of maternal
experience, we have to some extent mischaracterized its opportunities for
enjoyment” (2004: 141).

Inher revision, then, similar to Douglas and Michaels (2004), de Marneffe
also employs Rich’s (1986) writing in Of Woman Born. Unlike them, de
Marneffe does acknowledge Rich’s distinction between motherhood as an
institution and what she calls “an embodied field of relating” between persons
(2004: 30). Moreover, de Marneffe argues that it was “Adrienne Rich who took
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the crucial step of teasing apart the pleasures offered by mothering and its
oppressive aspect” (30). De Marneffe argues, however, that Rich’s work was
incomplete because it failed to theorize a mother’s desire for and delight at
being present with her child (31). Consequently, de Marneffe revises feminism
by extending Rich’s work.

With these rhetorical exigencies as her framework, de Marneffe (2004)
theorizes maternal desire by significantly revising how women’s subjectivity,
agency, and desire to care for children are understood within both psychoanaly-
sis and feminism. Primarily by reworking Nancy Chodorow’s (1978) and
Jessica Benjamin’s (1988) classic feminist works, which viewed the mother-
infant relationship as primarily one of merger, de Marneffe’s core argument is
that the mother-infant and later mother-child relationship is best thought of
as mutually responsive. De Marneffe makes this argument by suggesting that
recent “mother-infant research has shown that the infant expresses his or her
agency in encounters with the caregiver, and that the caregiver and baby are
extraordinarily attuned to their unique interaction from very early on” (2004:
66). As a result, even within the demanding first six months of an infant’s life,
the dynamic between mother and child is best thought of as mutually respon-
sive, a mutually responsive pattern of attentiveness. When the relationship is
viewed as mutually responsive, then, genuine relating is at the core of the
relationship and the interaction between a mother and baby gives both parties
“a great deal more individuality than the somewhat swampy metaphor of
merger evokes” (de Marneffe, 2004: 68).

Moreover, de Marnefte (2004) also suggests that viewing the relationship
as mutually responsive fundamentally alters what counts as psychologically
“healthy” interaction between a mother and her child and contemporary
understandings of women’s subjectivity and agency as mothers. Drawing on
recent attachment literature and, again, more current mother-infant research,
de Marneffe argues that instead of physical separation as a sign of a mother’s
“health,” which is Benjamin’s view, a caregiver’s self-reflective responsiveness
to a child is far more important. Indeed, a mother’s ability to reflect on and
communicate about her own childhood experiences and with her child is,
according to de Marneffe, a sign of the mother’s own healthy sense of self and
agency and is more crucial to a child’s ability to develop both an independent
sense of self and recognition of her own individual subjectivity and agency. In
other words, a mother’s own internal or inner life and her ability to communi-
cate that to and in relationship with her child is far more important to healthy
mutual recognition of agency and connection for oz the mother and child.

Thus, rather than view a woman's desire to mother and care for children
as potential signs of her internalization of the oppressive “ideal” Mother
position or as a sign of “bad” health, de Marneffe argues for a psychological
perspective that sees both as signs of the ongoing challenge mothers face to
“Integrate love and loss, togetherness and separateness, and connectedness and
autonomy in ourselves and in our relationships with children” (2004: 83). In the
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end, then, to invoke Rich, de Marneffe’s work reveals how the pofential
relationship of any woman to her powers of reproduction and to children contain
2 maternal desire that represents a potentially empowering and different
mothering subject position and agency that accounts for the very real changes
in women’s lives brought about by feminism and introduces an empowered
feminist desire to mother well.

When The Mommy Myth (Douglas and Michaels, 2004) and Maternal
Desire(de Marneffe, 2004) are viewed together, it becomes clear that both texts
revise and update current understandings of intensive mothering in important
and meaningful ways. Both texts, however, neither explore intensive mothering
nor utilize Rich’s (1986) work fully. Grounded only in Rich’s understanding of
motherhood as a patriarchal institution, The Mommy Myth articulates clearly
and persuasively contemporary, institutionalized intensive mothering, while
almost completely ignoring any full understanding of a potentially empowered
mothering or maternal desire. Grounded in Rich’s understanding of the
potential empowered relationship between mothers and their children, de
Marneffe, on the other hand, articulates clearly and persuasively an empowered
maternal desire within intensive mothering, while she ignores the very real ways
that the ideology of intensive mothering does, in fact, work to control and
constrain women’s lives through the institution of motherhood.

One important avenue for making sense of this split approach between the
two texts is to view them within the larger history of feminist writing on
maternity. Indeed, although their intellectual trainings are different—Douglas
is a communication media scholar, Michaels is a philosopher, and de Marneffe
is trained in psychoanalysis—TI argue below that the issue that drives this split
approach between the texts is related to the overarching similarity between
them: feminism. In other words, I suggest that feminism and the historical
legacy around the relationship between feminism and maternity is what bonds
the authors, separates them, and underlies the split approach to understanding
intensive mothering in the texts.

Feminisms and mothering: The continued legacy of the early
matrophobia

When viewed together, the texts seem to mirror the legacy of feminist
subject positions on maternity, which have shifted from a “Sisterly” perspective
to a “Daughterly” perspective. According to Marianne Hirsch (1997), the
subject position of “Sisters” was embraced in feminist theorizing in the early
second wave because feminists rejected mothering entirely. Hirsch argues that
this was the case because feminism of that time suffered from, what Rich (1986)
first named as, “matrophobia.” Citing Rich explicitly, Hirsch argues that
matrophobia is “not the fear of our mothers, but the fear of becoming like our
mothers” (1997: 357). Indeed, for most participants in the feminist movement,
even those who actually had children, Hirsch argues, as do Diane Taylor (1997)
and Judith Stadtman Tucker (2004), that motherhood and the social roles and
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responsibilities associated with it were viewed as confining and constraining
patriarchal traps for women.

A “sisterly” subject position on mothering, then, resulted because, as
Hirsch argues retrospectively, sisterhood, provided:

the possibility of mutuality and reciprocity. The metaphor of sister-
hood, though still familial, can describe a feminine model of relation,
an ideal and alternative within patriarchy. It could help women
envision a life and a set of affiliations outside of the paradigm of
mother/child relations and the compromises with men that mother-
hood seems to necessitate. It can liberate feminist women from our
anatomy and from the difficult stories of our own mothers’ accommo-
dation, adjustment and resignation. “Sisterhood” can free us, as we
were fond of saying, “to give birth to ourselves.” (1997: 356)

Clearly, The Mommy Myth emerges out the legacy of the “sisterly”
paradigm, even though Douglas and Michaels (2004) are not taking up the
same sisterly perspective that drove the early second wave. They are quite clear
about distancing themselves from the essentializing and elitist understandings
that emerged in much of that work.* Also, in updating Rich’s (1986) notion of
institutionalized motherhood to fit with contemporary culture and briefly
acknowledging mothering, The Mommy Myth is an important step toward
including mothering in a sisterly perspective, as they “rebirth” a contemporary
feminist movement that challenges patriarchal motherhood.

Even with these important advances within the sisterly paradigm, like the
sisters of the early second wave, Douglas and Michaels’ (2004) perspective
keeps its distance from maternal desire. In fact, their work is quite resistant to
women embracing maternal desire; maternal desire is only acknowledged
supertficially in their institutional approach. Moreover, the perspective fails to
operationalize and fully recognize the importance of the potential relationship
awoman has to mothering that was so important to Rich’s (1986) work. By so
clearly ignoring a legitimate maternal desire and only recognizing it through a
sisterly feminist position, then, like the sisters of the early second wave, the
feminism found in The Mommy Myth continues to be fearful of “becoming like
our ideal Mother.” Thus, even as a more contemporary, anti-essentialist
feminist perspective, Douglas and Michaels analysis of intensive mothering in
The Mommy Myth continues to be linked to and perpetuate a more contempo-
rary form of matrophobia.

Maternal Desire, on the other hand, clearly emerges out of the legacy of the
“Daughterly” perspective that developed in response to both this sisterly
perspective and difference feminism. According to Hirsch (1997), as opposed
to the “equality” feminisms of the 1960s and 1970s that drew on the sisterly
position, difference feminisms explored the specificity of women as different
from men by drawing heavily on psychological and psychoanalytic perspectives
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and focusing on the mother-daughter relationship. Specifically, difference
feminism explored the long-term psychological impact of the difterent early
gendered relationship between mothers and sons and mothers and daughters.
As aresult, mothering was, at best, secondary to this daughterly feminist subject
position because it focused almost exclusively on the perspective of daughters,
while ignoring mothers, Thus, Hirsch argues that the daughterly subject
position was still steeped in matrophobia in its fear of fully acknowledging
mothering in its own right.

Similar to Douglas and Michaels (2004), de Marneffe (2004) enlarges the
daughterly feminist subject position in important ways. First, she articulates a
daughterly perspective that includes the mother’s side of the all-important first
relationship that drives the psychoanalytic perspective. Indeed, she finally
accounts for and articulates a feminist maternal desire. Thus, in this way, de
Marneffe is unlike Douglas and Michaels because she faces the matrophobia
within feminisms and attempts to grapple with the desire to mother without the
fear of becoming wholly like the “ideal” Mother; she theorizes a mother subject
position in feminist ways.

Evenwith these advances in the daughterly paradigm, because de Marnefte
only focuses on revising feminism and ignores the very real and ongoing need
to grapple with and challenge the institution of motherhood; she theorizes a
perspective that is more “fearful” of feminism than of patriarchy. As such, de
Marneffe’s daughterly perspective also reveals a lingering matrophobia. In an
interesting and new twist on it, however, de Marneffe’s matrophobia is the “fear
of becoming like our Sisters.” In other words, rather than ignoring our mothers,
de Marneffe ignores her feminist sisters. Thus, de Marneffe’s new version of
matrophobia is her fear of becoming like her sisterly feminist mother rather
than the 1950s patriarchal “ideal” Mother.

The analysis of The Mommy Myth and Maternal Desire and the subse-
quent feminist approaches to contemporary maternity revealed, then, suggest
that the early matrophobia that drove feminism in the second wave continues
to impact the current relationship between feminism and contemporary
maternity. Thus, even though this matrophobia was important and probably
necessary in the early second wave so that women could imagine an alterna-
tive to the all-consuming, patriarchal “ideal Mother” subject position, it is
now time to imagine a feminist subject position on maternity that eschews
that matrophobia and its lingering vestiges. What I am suggesting here is that
if academically informed feminists are truly coming out of the closest about
mothering, then, we must recognize our own internalized matrophobia in the
same way that gays and lesbians have worked on purging their own internal-
ized homophobia (or, as another example, as many Blacks have made at-
tempts to move away from their own internalized racism). We also must do
so in order to integrate, finally, the institution of motherhood and the
potential relationship that both exist within contemporary maternity and that
Rich so aptly suggested over 30 years ago.
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Conclusions

One intriguing route for feminism to begin to recognize and move past the
lingering matrophobia and the split approach to analyzing intensive mothering
is also revealed by my analysis. To extend Hirsch (1997), we require neither ondy
daughters nor sisters and, instead, we need bozh daughters and sisters. In short,
contemporary feminism needs a feminist subject position on maternity that is
best thought of as a “daughters-and-sisters” subject position that fully turns
into and then theorizes a new feminist subjectivity on maternity thatis free from
contemporary forms of matrophobia, embraces a feminist maternal desire to
care for children, and resists contemporary institutionalized motherhood,
which continues to constrain and control women’s lives. Or, to put it another
way: the analysis of The Mommy Myth and Maternal Desire suggests the
possibility of conceiving or a “giving birth” to a feminist position on maternity
that is grounded in both mutuality and reciprocity between daughters and
sisters as the next step for feminism.

While this work will be difficult and complex, one reason why this
“daughters-and-sisters” feminist subject position must be written is so that
feminist analysis of contemporary maternity can actually speak to contempo-
rary American mothers’ lives, which are, as Julia Wood (2001) argues, in a
“transitional time” between new roles and expectations and persisting and
deeply held traditional gender values and roles (17). Or, to put it another way,
contemporary American mothers’ lives are split between second-wave gains
and lingering patriarchal forms, including those associated with mothering and
motherhood. In fact, this split subjectivity is at the heart much of the popular
conversations about contemporary maternity mentioned here. As the benefi-
ciaries of second-wave feminism and as mothers, these women recognize that
they are grappling and living with a mothering that is not their mothers’
maternity, and they recognize that their feminist issues are different because
they are caught between an old patriarchal institution and new forms of
empowered feminist mothering.

Conceiving of the next step in feminist analysis as a daughters-and-sisters
subject position on maternity, thus, is also important rhetorically for two
reasons. First, doing so allows us to understand fully and “Richly” both an
institutional and relational empowered perspective on contemporary maternity
that, finally, also eschews feminism’s lingering matrophobia. Second, conceiv-
ing a daughters-and-sisters subject position also encourages us to self-reflex-
ively respond to and resist what some feminist scholars (Gillis, Howie and
Munford, 2004; Henry, 2004) argue is an erroneous and problematic descrip-
tion of the differences between so-called second and third-wave feminisms as
a generational, familial, and I believe matraphobic, dispute between second-
wave mothers and third-wave daughters. Thus, if feminists are serious about
fully understanding contemporary maternity, then, we must conceive a daugh-
ters-and-sisters subject position that faces the lingering matrophobia in
feminisms, resists entrenching a generational dispute, and explores both
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institutionalized motherhood and a relational empowered mothering, which
both continue to be part and parcel of contemporary maternity for a// feminist
mothers.

The author wishes to thank Sonja K. Foss for reading an early version of this essay.
She also thanks the English-speaking mothers who befriended her when she lived in
Zurich, Switzerland. These mothering friends helped her conceive this project
through daily interactions, good humor, and stimulating—but always interrupted
by children—conwersations about the nature of contemporary feminist mothering.

"Even though all women are disciplined by the ideology of intensive mothering,
it is important to note that other maternal scholars (Collins, 1991; Edwards,
2004; O'Reilly, 2004; James, 1993; Thomas, 2004) argue that intensive
mothering is Eurocentric and privileges white, upper middle-class women.
Black feminist scholars (Collins, 1991; Edwards, 2004; Thomas, 2004; James,
1993) have also shown how African-American mothers have traditionally and
continue to utilize empowered mothering practices that are non-normative
within the intensive mothering ideology. African-American mothers engage in
othermothering—the practice of accepting responsibility “for a child that is not
one’s own, in an arrangement that may or may not be formal”—and community
mothering—the practice of supporting and sustaining the larger community
(James, 1993: 45). Unfortunately, however, both are considered “dysfunc-
tional” and “deviant” practices because they challenge the key tenets of intensive
mothering that support biological or bloodmothers caring for their own
children within the confines of a nuclear family.

ZBoth books were reviewed extensively in print and in online forums, and the
authors received much media attention in a variety of U.S. newspapers,
magazines, and online.

SRather than use the language of intensive mothering, de Marneffe describes
contemporary mothering as driven by the “super-mom” ideal (2004: 10). De
Marnefte argues “this cultural ideal pressures mothers to perform excellently on
all fronts, in a job, with their children, with their partner, at the gym, and in the
kitchen, making those fifteen-minute meals” (10). That this super-mom ideal
is part and parcel of intensive mothering is clear in Hays’ analysis of intensive
mothering (132).

‘Douglas and Michaels are unambiguous about their anti-essentialism: they
repeatedly situate their analysis in terms of race, class, and sexual orientation.
Douglas and Michaels, for example, argue that media always create mothering
heroes as white middle-class women and mothering villains as almost always

African-American working-class women (2004: 20).
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Susan Driver

Reading Adrienne Rich’s
Of Woman Born as a
Queer Feminist Daughter

This article develops a process of reading Adrienne Rich’s Of Woman Born, shree
decades after its conception, from the perspective of a queer feminist daughter. Ishow
how contemporary queer theories tend to reify the maternal by failing to engage with
the nuances of desire and embodiment in the feminist texts on motherhood. To
overcome such blind spots I reread Of Woman Born as a process of dialogue across
generational and theoretical differences. Adopting a close textual andreflexive process
of interpretation, 1 unfold moments within Of Woman Born in which the body
exceeds binary and universal norms, evoking a more specific mode of corporeality that
criss-crosses acts of feeling, desiring and thinking.

My attempt to engage with and revalue Adrienne Rich’s Of Woman Born
(1986b) almost three decades after its publication, involves a tricky process of
thinking across time, becoming immersed in the sufferings and insights of past
lives though the uncertainties of the present. Simultaneously intimate and
distant, familiar and strange, words inscribed in the fray of particular struggles
for self-representation and collective resistance are always already lost to
transparent reclamation. Of Woman Born evokes powerful associations and
multiple metaphors beyond its bounded pages, gaining monumental symbolic
authority as a mother text of feminism while at the same time tracing transient
details, memories and fragmented narratives of mothering experiences that
refuse to be frozen in time. It becomes important to work against attempts to
either uphold its truths or discount its partiality, working to open up spaces for
rediscovery: carrying forth meaning-making as ongoing intergenerational
encounters and translations of differences from respective times and places of
their occurrences. Rather than treat Of Woman Born as an established text to be
rediscovered, it’s practice of questioning and conversing with others needs to
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be fostered. In this spirit, Audre Lorde approaches Adrienne Rich’s writings as
a loving and responsive interlocutor mobilizing an exchange of voices spoken
through differences of race:

Adrienne, in myjournals I have alotof pieces of conversations that I'm
having with you in my head. I'll be having a conversation with you and
I'll put it in my journal because stereotypically or symbolically these
conversations occur in a space of Black woman/white woman where

it’s beyond the Adrienne and Audre, almost as if we're two voices.
(1984: 103)

Lorde responds to Rich in ways that promote further engagements
between readers, texts and contexts, suggesting chances to trace links without
having to reach conclusions, beginning over and over again from new locations,
desires and identifications, raising many questions: How do diverse positions
constitute the contemporary relevance of Rich’s Of Woman Born? What ways
of reading enable permeable and ethical criss-crossings between the historical
specificity of Rich’s text and the urgency of future rearticulations?

Attentive to my location as a white queer feminist daughter writing
through and for the "here and now,” I find myself having to contend with gaps
and tensions separating radical cultural feminism and queer postmodernism. I
write out of the perplexities of forging a retrospective and anticipatory vantage
point, looking back and forth between the historical recovery of maternal
genealogies and the playful forgetting that spurs queer self-fabrication. Both
moments are crucial for configuring an integrated feminist perspective that
keeps desires open and unpredictable while being responsibly connected to
everyday worlds of mothering. Yet dynamic doubleness often gives way to
oppositional inertia, motherhood has become a locus of division between
feminist valorizations of women’s reproductive powers and pro-sexual trans-
gressions of maternalist norms. Such splitting suggests and reinforces an
historical amnesia, a forgetting of those historically ambiguous subjects that
scramble binary logics and blur clear-cut boundaries. In contrast, Rich’s Of
Woman Born (1986b) strikes me as a deeply ambivalent text that defies either/
or categorizations, combining contradictory elements of subjective introspec-
tion, fictional invention and institutional analysis. There is a unique interweav-
ing of languages that invite readers into the text to follow up overlapping
possibilities of being and thinking, to imagine maternity as a paradoxical locus
of social control, creative labour and corporeal pleasure. This speaks to my own
predilections for both/and relations, of embracing the indeterminate
performativity of queerness along with grounded narratives of maternal expe-
riences. And it is precisely Rich’s reflexive open-ended process of experiential
writing that solicits participatory readings that do notreify any single discursive
form or content but rather propel further analysis, storytelling and shared
learning. I return to Rich’s text through theoretical detours of postmodern
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queer feminist theories in order to reclaim mothering relations as fluidly
signifying embodied practices. I use Teresa de Lauretis’ (1984, 1987, 1994)
expansive notion of experience as a dynamic activity of self-representation to
highlight those moments in Of Woman Born that welcome and provoke a
futurity of readings out of the past.

Queer blind spots: Overlooking maternal specificities

Despite the theoretical lead taken by exponents of the new Queer
Theory in deconstructing gender, the question of reproduction has
largely been ignored. Partly, no doubt, this is due to the more distant
relationship which the queer constituency—lesbians, gay men, bi-
sexuals, and transgenders—have to pregnancy and childbirth. T sus-
pect, however, that it is also due to the difficulty of fitting the business
of reproduction into the performative model of gender.... Had some-
one whispered into my ear while I was in the swearing stage of labour
(the stage that lasts right the way through) that I was putting on a
really convincing gender performance I think I'd have queerly bitten
off their head. (Wilton, 1997: 73)

Postmodern feminist and queer theorists have confronted the limitations
of heteronormative reproductive relations, analyzing sexual powers and desires
as important elements of social and discursive formations of gender. My
reading will attempt to negotiate between complex performative identities and
desires, while also indicating blind spots where maternal subjects get read in
abstract and negative opposition to subversive sexualities or else become
completely left out of criticism. The innovative turn of contemporary queer
feminist thinking promotes “projects precisely of nonce taxonomy, of the
making and unmaking and remaking and redissolution of hundreds of old and
new categorical imaginings concerning all the kinds it may take to make up a
world” (Sedgwick, 1990: 23). Such daring propositions work towards con-
fronting normalizing and essentializing veins of feminism, making room for
relations and languages that might supplement and disturb them. At the same
time, queer revisionism often completely ignores or else forecloses the ways
maternal subjects might elaborate their own subversive scenarios of embodied
experience. While there does not seem to be a single reason why “the Mother”
represents a static figure of sex/gender/sexual conformity across a range of
contemporary texts designed to shake up the status quo, there exists a common
tendency to overlook ambiguous corporeal and speech activities of maternal
subjectivity. Reliance on symbolic abstractions of desire from specific histories
reinforces binary divisions within queer theories between erotic and maternal
subjects.

Although the goal is to democratize and pluralize sexual representations,
maternal subjects continue to be invisible or marginalized within theoretical
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movements privileging sexually transgressive subjects. In particular, queer
theorists end up challenging moralistic tendencies within feminist maternalism
without offering alternative representations of actively desiring maternal
subjects. It is a tendency to rely upon unified feminine-maternal figures as the
negative background of hip sexy queer alternatives that feminist critics have
begun to question. Biddy Martin argues that not only do many queer texts
underemphasize gender as changing historical relations, but they tend to
generalize gender as an obstacle to transformative forces of desire. Martin
writes that embodiments of gender are often seen as coincident with “the
ferninine” as “a capitulation, a swamp, something maternal, ensnared and
ensnaring” (1994: 105), in contrast to which sexuality signifies playful excess
and mobility. It is disturbing that maternal embodiment continues to be
negatively associated with heterosexist and gender essentializing norms within
those texts that explore psychosexual transformations. Julia Creet falls prey to
such dichotomous thinking when she reinscribes the fantasies and practices of
lesbian sex radicals against a backdrop of feminist maternal prescriptions,
writing: “We no longer call it ‘maternal feminism, but it lives on in a
combination of morality and maternalism that is now directed toward other
women as much as toward men, and where the feminist mother figure
represents the source of sexual prohibitions, especially for women” (1991: 140),
Such alignments of feminism and motherhood which foreground one-sided
powers of control and prohibition against sexual risk-taking daughters tend to
rely on prescriptive representations at the expense of contextualizations. This
discounts maternal relations working to deconstruct and resist normalizing
gender categories, overlooking precarious, “perverse,” and rebellious maternal
desires lived in the gaps and margins of restrictive maternal moralities.
Critiques of feminist maternalism often end up reproducing totalizing ideo-
logical formations at the expense of secking out subjects who contest conserva-
tive conjugal ideals of mothering.

While sexual heterogeneity is valued, gender specificity gets overlooked
in many postmodern and queer theorizations. They end up reifying mother-
hood within an identity-difference structure, leaving little room to consider
those struggling against interlocking oppressions and negotiating multiple
identities. In many ways, resistance to theorizing ambiguous genders and
sexualities is indicative of the ways specific combinations of desires and
identifications are obscured within generalizing conceptual methods. Any
attempt to proliferate and complicate women’s subjectivities raises critical
problems as to how to represent differences as located embodied social/
discursive relations rather than dichotomous and a priori categories. As Shane

Phelan argues:
Heterogeneity urges us toward specificity, its crucial element; without

specificity, “heterogeneity” becomes such another word for differ-
ence. The focus on specifics aims at destroying white bourgeois hege-
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mony by making it manifest...an emphasis on specificity in our
analyses and practices aims at disrupting hegemonies, calling out
differences for question, and rendering all people accountable for their
positions and actions...Specificity demands the simultaneous explo-
ration of categories of social marks and orders and attention to the
unique individual. Specificity is the methodological guide to finding
individuality in community. (1994: 8)

In order to address the gaps and closures within and between feminist
theories of motherhood that fall prey to normativity and queer abstractions of
desire from women’s embodied relations, I seek out experiential languages of
specificity. It is significant that Phelan (1994) refers to Adrienne Rich’s article
“Notes on the Politics of Location” (1986a) as a starting point of a difficult and
ongoing elaboration and bridging of women’s differences. With regard to
mothering as specific bodily and social locations of address, Rich’s Of Woman
Born (1986b) bears valuable insights of a reflexive experiential text that refuses
the simplifications of binary symbolic conventions. What seems forgotten in
many postmodern feminist queer treatments of motherhood are precisely those
multi-layered and ambivalent inscriptions of daily experience explored within
Rich’s texts which defy charges of essentialism or moral conformity.

Before turning to Rich’s book with an interest in exploring how it unfolds
nuanced ways of thinking through embodied desiring maternal relations, I
want to sketch Teresa de Lauretis’ social semiotic notion of experience as
providing a transitional space between poststructuralist preoccupations with
textual disruptions and the dynamic material worlds, affects, perceptions,
habits and interpretations of everyday life. De Lauretis calls attention to how
ideological systems interlock objectified sexual and maternalimages of “Woman”
while she also searches for ways to “resist confinement in that symbolic space
by disturbing it, perverting it, making trouble, seeking to exceed the bound-
ary”(1984: 139). Through a notion of “semiosis of experience,” she affirms
resistance and subversion at the level of women’s relational praxis, and symbolic
creativity in women’s ordinary life worlds and languages. This involves an
elaboration of Charles Peirce’s efforts “to account for the subjective and social
aspects of meaning production, or whether indeed it can be said to mediate
between them, will determine its usefulness in mapping the relations of
meaning to what I have proposed to call experience” (de Lauretis, 1984: 168).
De Lauretis goes on to construct a feminist theory of “experience” away from
appeals to empirical transparency toward a vision of subjectivity as an “ongoing
construction.” Sign activity is presented as inseparable from located corporeal/
imaginative/theoretical activities, such that both subject and object are seen to
be reciprocally transitive, and it is this entwining of mobile signifying activities
and sensuous social experiences that presents some interesting alternatives for
reading situated subjective knowledges. De Lauretis highlights “the weight of

the object in semiosis, an overdetermination wrought into the work of the sign
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by the real, or what we take as reality, even if it is itself already an interpretant”
(1987: 41-42). She reclaims the status of “the object” not as a given factual

reality but as a “dynamic object” which engages physical bodies, emotive
responses and signifying practices. Peirce’s work becomes useful in its consid-
eration of various modes of interpretants (interlacing sign, object and mean-
ing), including an action oriented “habit-change” and collectively engaged
interpretations of oppression and transformation.

According to de Lauretis, subjects of experience involve socially embed-
ded, discursively mediated and collectively negotiated interactions between
self, others and the world, shifting back and forth between hegemonic and
reflexive modes of consciousness and cultural representations. Unique aspects
of this process include a continual reworking of discourses by feeling, thinking,
imagining and desiring subjects, allowing for multiple perspectives of how
selves are shaped through the socio-ideological contexts they are immersed in
while also seeking to change them. This resonates with Miriam Hansen’s call
for “a concept of experience which is not the opposite of socially constructed
signs and systems of representation, but rather mediates between individual
perceptions and social determinations and emphatically entails memory and an
awareness of its historical diminishment” (qtd. in Bergstrom and Doane, 1990:
172). Recognizing forces of “contradiction, multiplicity, and heteronomy”
both within and between women’s experiences becomes a basis for moving
beyond hegemonic knowledges so as to elaborate “a view from ‘elsewhere’.” De
Lauretis goes on to writes:

that “elsewhere” is not some mythic distant past or some utopian
feminist future history: it is the elsewhere of discourse here and now,
the blind spots, or the space-off, of its representations ... in the
micropractices of daily life and daily resistances that afford both
agency and sources of power or empowering investments ... that
movement in and out of ideology, that crossing back and forth of the
boundaries—and of the limits—of sexual difference(s). (1987: 23)

De Lauretis offers a point of departure for thinking about “experience” as
neither empirically transparent nor abstractly discursive, but as a perpetual
struggle of living within and against (inside/out) ideological formations through
intimate and dialogically honed acts of self-representation.

It is by tracing the tensions between and across experiences of maternity,
listening to desires and pleasures voiced in defiance of domestication and
normalization that maternal views from “elsewhere” emerge. What becomes
striking are a myriad of mothering languages and relations exceeding the
boundaries of (hetero)normalization articulated against ideological defini-
tions. So that while dominant codes and categories of motherhood deny
women powers and pleasures of desire, experiential representations of moth-
ering can be understood as eliciting sexual contradictions. In Shari Stone-
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Mediatore’s words, “narratives that reckon with these tensions do not report
spontaneous consciousness but create images and narrative forms for
rearticulating experience in such a way that the narrated images enable the
writer to confront those experienced tensions more constructively” (1998:128).
According to this view, experience becomes a locus of a participatory question-
ing and rewriting rather than the discovery and expression of self-evident
individual truths. Such experiential languages do not stabilize subjectivity but
activate and explore the conditions and contours of sensual living, enabling a
coexistence and interplay of relations institutionally separated or glossed over.
They provide a basis for theorizing mothering as enacted, imagined and
represented by subjects of experience in realms of family, work, love, sexuality
and politics, undercutting mutually exclusive and prescriptive maternal iden-
tities by paying attention to multifaceted speech acts.

De Lauretis (1994) explores how experiential knowledges are capable of
inciting inter(con)textualizations, making it possible to think about subjugated
relations of mothering across times and places. This allows for understandings
of individual idiosyncrasies poised towards new communal meanings in their
invitation to include alternative languages of personal and political maternal
expressions. Such possibilities mark an exciting departure point for rereading
Of Woman Born, as a semiosis of experience that displays its historical contin-
gency and embodied vulnerability as part of broader feminist conversations and
coalitions. I become attuned to my fascination with the tellings of a feminist
mother whose narratives encompass much more than a repressive foundation
against which I might define my queer daughterly differences. On the contrary,
they transmit unruly passionate tendencies I have claimed as a driving force of
my desire for alternative connections. That maternal experiential knowledges
might offer surprises, transgress expectations of reproductive sameness, is a
message that compels me to read Of Woman Born by understanding what I bring
to this text—what I notice, elide, select and resist—as part of how I evaluate
what is already there in glimpsing an elsewhere.

Adrienne Rich’s dialogical and reflexive semiosis of maternal
experience

I am intrigued by the way Of Woman Born brings together manifold
maternal discourses which are not assimilated into a closed system of thought
butare creatively and reflexively articulated by Adrienne Rich. Thisis marvelously
in keeping with contemporary innovations such as Della Pollack’s attempts to
“invite the reader into a double-play: into performing the book and the stories
it conveys inside out, participating in the conversational dynamics the book
replays and taking them again, into a heightened, amplified, expanding
alchemy of birth/body stories” (1999: 23). Similarly, Rich transcribes her own
experiential stories in relation with those of others, exploring various aspects of
mothering as a “continually changing dialogue.” Rather than focus on the
metanarrative dimensions of Rich’s argument I am more interested in her
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engagement in a collaborative interpretive process which attempts to read a self
mediated through shared and contested historical texts and institutions. Rich’s
method and style works to interplay commonalities and differences between
maternal subjects alongside the often discordant perspectives of daughters.
And as a daughter unsure of how I fit into this process, I feel encouraged by an
intermingling of voices throughout Rich’s book, allowing doubts and uncer-
tainties to coincide with more confident exegesis. Rich’s textis open to multiple
narratives and perspectives that enable me to enter this text as a curious and

questioning reader. Inaspeech given on the subject of motherhood a year after
Of Woman Born was published, Rich asserts:

1 begin tonight by urging each of you to take responsibility for the
voicing of her experience, to take seriously the work of listening to
each other and the work of speaking, whether in private dialogue or
in larger groups. In order to change what is, we need to give speech to
what has been, to imagine together what might be. {1979: 260)

Rich calls for a reflexive experiential process that situates the trials of a self
attempting to participate along with others in constructing new maternal
languages—“the words are being spoken now, are being written down; the
taboos are being broken, the masks of motherhood are cracking” (1986b: 24-
25). Some of the most important features of Rich’s own attempts to overcome
years of silence are her autobiographical narratives which not only work to
personalize mothering, but textually perform the social and affective complex-
ity of her subjectivity in contradistinction to attempts to rationalize and
homogenize motherhood. The very effort of remembering her maternal
experiences confronts historical forces pressuring her to forget:

When I try to return to the body of the young woman of twenty-six,
pregnantof the first time, who fled from the physical knowledge of her
pregnancy and at the same time from her intellect and vocation, 1
realize that I was effectively alienated from my real spirit by the
institution—not the fact of—motherhood. (1986b: 39)

While Rich appeals to a concretely lived realm of motherhood set against
coercive institutional powers, her writings enact the impossibility of stability,
transparency and objectivity. There is no easy or direct process of return back
through Rich’s experiences as a young mother, as gaps and opacity in her
memory/body/speech work to fragment primary autobiographical texts read by
Rich as symptoms of her psychic dissociation and social alienation as a mother.
Rich open’s Of Woman Born with a flood of impressions and story lines linked
loosely through journal writings quoted as a way of unpacking an intensity of
feelings lived at the time she was mothering small children:

April 1965
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Anger, weariness, demoralization. Sudden bouts of weeping a
sense of insufficiency to the moment and to eternity....

Paralyzed by the sense that there exists a mesh of relations, between
e.g. my rejection and anger [my eldest child], my sensual life, pacifism,
sex (I mean its broadest significance, not merely physical desire}—an
interconnectedness which, if I could see it, make it valid, would give
me back myself, make it possible to function lucidly and passion-
ately—Yet I grope in and out among these dark webs. (1986b: 30)

Writing ten years later, Rich (1986b) becomes able to mobilize such
instances of emotional paralysis through a cultural and political analysis of her
“mesh of relations” without discounting the rawness and singularity of her
affective responses in the past. She works to recontextualize them in ways that
facilitate a critical process of revision. In this way she transfers maternal
experience into acts of rewriting with an awareness of social and cultural
determinations of her psychic crisis and her counterdiscursive revelations of
maternal angers, habits and perceptions. Experience becomes an unfinalizable
activity of naming a sensuous, socially situated and mediated self across time,
enabling Rich to begin to signify her complexities and changes simultaneously
as daughter and maternal subject.

Whereas dominant cultural forces are seen to perpetuate “visual and
literary images of motherhood as a single-minded identity” (1986b: 23), Rich’s
own attempt to graph disparate memories, incidents and feelings reveals the
limitations of prescriptive identities, displaying highly volatile and conflictual
relations of identification and disidentification. Allowing for temporally dy-
namic self-definitions, Rich approaches motherhood as “only a point in the
process” (1986b: 182). Personal testimony is elaborated as part of an intercon-
nected web of events and consciousness that comprise maternal experiences.
Rich does not take up a single and decidable authorial identity, but moves
between shifting, and at times conflicting, positions of address as a mother,
daughter, feminist, poet, lesbian. Undermining naturalizing absolute values of
maternal sacrifice and norms of “goodness,” Rich attempts to actively rewrite
her own maternal self in the stream of her changing political and poetic
positions.

Rejecting “the-personal-for-its-own-sake,” which characterizes liberal
individualism and conventional autobiographical genres, while also refusing to
become an “absentee author” (1986b: x) whose voice is obscured by detached
speculations, Rich invokes a self in the flux of living, thinking, writing. She
struggles to think through the importance of maternal subjectivity while at the
same time questioning hegemonic notions of subjectivity premised on the
denial of bodily relations and erotic feminine alterity. Her text interweaves
perspectives as daughter and mother, she destabilizes knowledges which seek
to unify and erase contradictions within and between women. But while
autobiography lends individual uniqueness to Rich’s writing, she is careful to
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mark the partiality and limits of her words in relation to the development of
collective knowledges:

I believe increasingly that only the willingness to share private and
sometimes painful experience can enable women to create a collective
description of the world.... I am keenly aware that any writer has a
certain false and arbitrary power. It is her version, after all, that the
reading is reading at this moment, while the accounts of others—
including the dead——many go untold.

This is in some ways a vulnerable book. I have invaded various
professional domains, broken various taboos. I have used the scholar-
ship available, without pretending to make myself into a specialist. In
doing so the question, But what was it like for women? was always in
my mind. (1986b: 16)

Rich suggests a precarious and tentative activity of narration. Speaking
of her book as “tangled with parts of my life” and experiences “the most
painful, incomprehensible, and ambiguous I have ever traveled, a ground
hedged by taboos, mined with false-namings,” Rich indicates the difficulties
of self-naming. This cautions against closures and exclusions occurring
throughout Of Woman Born, signaling the impossibility of representing moth-
ering as a coherent entity. In the midst of her trials and errors of naming, Rich
inaugurates exchanges with other women so as to promote efforts in which
“others like her, with different training, background, and tools, are putting
together other parts of this immense half-buried mosaic in the shape of a
woman’s face” (1986b:17). The constructive social activity of giving shape to
“woman’s face” becomes a motif for theorizing experience. Embodiment gets
depicted as an inventive realm of perception and cognition through which to
connect and communicate with others. Writing of the maternal body as a
relational movement between self and others, Rich refuses passive and solipsistic
reductions of corporeality for connected empathic engagements. Against
mythologies that romanticize a symbiotic unity between mother and child,
Rich writes of her fierce desires to move beyond exclusive relations with her
children, writing that a mother “needs to struggle from that one-to-one
intensity into new realization, or reaffirmation, of her being-unto herself’
(1986b: 36).

While mothering offers chances for physical pleasures and spiritual
awakenings, they are shown to be overlaid with feelings of guilt and frustration
under the pressure of normative ideals of the self-sufficiency and plenitude of
the dyad. This is the crux of Rich’s ambivalence: living the “physical, fleshly
changes” that bring about self awareness along with institutional “self-disci-
pline and self-cauterization, those qualities which are supposed to be ‘innate’
in us: patience, self-sacrifice, the willingness to repeat endlessly the small,
routine chores” (1986b: 37). Rich explores the psychic pain this produces in
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relation to her own internalization of disciplinary maternal ideologies against
the disruptive force of her desires. Speaking about maternal sexuality, incited
and inhibited by cultural fantasies, taboos and fears, Rich does not replace or
reverse patriarchal notions of maternal irrationality and passivity with a
rationally willed subjectivity. Instead, she struggles to think through the
vicissitudes of her psychosexuality: “I remember thinking I would never dream
again, (the unconscious of a young mother—where does it entrust its messages,
when dream-sleep is denied her for years?)” (31-32). In response, she attempts
to recollect dissonant desires, exploring them within her poetic writings where
she redefines a feminine-maternal imaginary in constant flux. Rich never fully
identifies with hegemonic maternal scenarios, actively writing through her
experiences of rupture and disidentification—*“for me, poetry is where I lived
as no-one’s mother.” (31)

Reproductive relations are theorized by Rich in conjunction with the
sexual body, interrelating and complicating heteronormative maternal ideals.
Unlike many radical feminist denunciations of motherhood as irredeemable for
women’s sexual emancipation, Rich presents a much more unsettling question-
ing of dichotomies between maternal and non-maternal subjects claiming that
“the childless woman’ and the ‘mother’ are a false polarity, which serve the
institutions of both motherhood and heterosexuality. There are no such simple
categories” (1986b: 250). “These polarizations imply a failure of imagination”
(251). Although Of Woman Born only begins to acknowledge interlocking class
and racial hierarchies which structure maternal sexualities, this text gestures to
make links between heterosexism, racism and sexism that reinforce processes
of “doubling thinking” between the female body as “impure, corrupt ...
dangerous,” or else “beneficent, sacred, pure, asexual” (1986b: 34). Against
these totalizing assumptions Rich sketches the living ambiguities of maternal
desires deprived of rational symbolic currency and requiring the subterfuges of
marginal experiential texts. She affirmatively invokes those abjected from
mythological realms of “goodness” to speak maternal desires for and about
themselves.

Rich’sinterestin motherhood as an ongoing corporeal relational process—
“We are neither inner nor outer constructed; our skin is alive with signals, our
lives and our deaths are inseparable from the release or blockage of our thinking
bodies” (1986b: 284). Such a process propels dissonant interpretations which
throw into question her previous claims to an unmediated female commonality:
“we must touch the unity and resonance of our physicality, our bond with the
natural order, the corporeal ground of our intelligence” (1986b: 40). Rich
actively challenges representations of the body as a uniform and passive
material substance, encouraging responsive and situated languages which
contend with psychic alterity and social contingencies. She argues for ethico-
political choice and embodied agency, calling for the production of “self-
knowledge to move from a centuries old ‘endurance of suffering’ to a new active

being” (1986b: 129). This emphasis on embodied acts of thinking and politi-
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cization is extended in Rich’s later writings in which she becomes more and
more conscious of the partiality of her location as a feminist writer and the need

»,

to turn from declarations of “the body” toward inscriptions of “my body”:

To write “my body” plunges me into lived experience, particularity:
I see scars, disfigurations, discolorations, damages, losses, as well as
what pleases me. Bones well nourished from the placenta; the teeth
of a middle-class person seen by the dentist twice a year from
childhood. White skin, marked and scarred by three pregnancies,
and elected sterilization, progressive arthritis, four joint operations,
calcium deposits, no rapes, no abortions, long hours at a type-
writer—my own, not in a typing pool—and so forth. To say “the
body” lifts me away from what has given me a primary perspective.

To say “body” reduces the temptation to grandiose assertions. (Rich,
1986b: 215)

In Of Woman Born, Rich names her experiences as part of a critical
interpretive process activating memory and speech by “thinking through the
body” which is part of her larger understanding of “thinking as an active, fluid,
expanding process; intellection ... knowing are recapitulations of past proc-
esses” (1986b: 284). Rich writes her desiring experiential body as a site of
revison and improvisation, as a sensuous mode of interpretation, a performative
enactment of a maternal/daughterly self putting outinto the world gestures and
words that make up new ways of being and thinking. This is not to deny that
Rich sometimes diminishes the innovative force of her text by appealing to a
unifying category of woman focused around “female biology—the diffuse,
intense sensuality radiating out from the clitoris, breasts, uterus, vagina; the
lunar cycles of menstruation; the gestation and fruition of life which can take
place in the female body” (1986b: 39). Yet there are countervailing signs of sex/
gender instability that catch my attention as a queer daughter, especially those
dialogical instances when Rich incites multivalent responses rather than
pinning down preconceived truths.

In her introduction written ten years after the initial publication of Of
Woman Born, Rich offers a criticism of her earlier lack of engagement with the
writings by women of color, non-western histories of motherhood, and
lesbian mother discourses, confronting powers of exclusion and privilege
within white feminist thinking. Emphasizing her rejection of the concept of
“patriarchy-as-catchall” Rich insists that “to view patriarchy as a pure prod-
uct, unrelated to economic or racial oppression, seems to me today to skew
the lines of vision along which we proceed to act” (1986b: xxiv), Rich
questions her own text and supplements it with new readings that go further
in elaborating political contexts of crisis and conflicts of mothering, attending
to research, activism and writings by those who have followed her as a way
of moving forward without relinquishing the value of past knowledges. Rich’s
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contributions as a feminist mother to others needs to be appreciated not as a
static symbolic origin but as part of a mobile exchange that calls forth critical
insights and alterations. Rich’s later writings such as her essay “Notes toward
a Politics of Location,” assert the importance of rejecting monolithic visions
of a feminist “we” for self-conscious investigations into the locatedness of the
“I” as a place from which to launch experiential discourses as a basis for
collective affiliations.

Notes towards a politics of queer-feminist-maternal locations

My reading of Adrienne Rich is mediated through the specific locations,
intellectual investments and desires of a queer daughter, attentive to maternal
knowledges constructed through struggle, questioning and transformation.
Listening for something besides heteronormative reproductions of mother-
hood, I seek out those moments within Rich’s writing that evoke “gender
trouble,” detailing ambivalent discourses that refuse to be reduced to biological
and socially normalizing powers. Running throughout Of Woman Born are
dialogically complex subjective languages at thresholds of body and mind, self
and others, that dislocate patriarchal projections of maternity but do not
solidify a single feminist alternative. Through the vulnerable relational open-
ness of Rich’s text it becomes possible to enter at an oblique angle as a feminist
shaped through postmodern uncertainties without forgetting or foreclosing
maternal legacies. An intriguing space opens up that defies polarities separating
cultural feminism and queer readings, unfolding shared personal interests and
political projects. This is not to deny ongoing tensions and historical differ-
ences, but to learn to keep alive traces of subversive embodiment and speech in
Rich’s writings on maternal experience rather than simplify and dismiss them
as essentialist, as a conventional backdrop against which daughters name
themselves as outlaws. Such reactive formulations indicate failures of imagina-
tion and generosity towards intergenerational learning and innovation, stop-
ping short of recognizing just how mutually implicated mothers and daughters
are in sustaining and disrupting oppressive systems.

Itis up to queer postmodern readers to respond with a respectful curiosity
that does not flee the memory of maternal histories for the sake of decontextual
transgressions. By returning to Rich’s grounded and intimate explorations of
mothering, the body and its speech acts are made specific, challenging binary
symbolic institutions and codes that split apart maternity and destre. It is the
restless dialogical activity of Rich’s self-representation that poses a challenge to
queer interlocutors to account for how, when and why maternal subjects are
erased and marginalized in the discursive frenzy to subvert and pluralize gender
identities. Through textual enactments of experience as a relationally respon-
sible and reflexive process, Of Woman Born calls forth future engagements from
the past into the now of feminist inquiry. Through playful recollections of
maternal narratives, an awareness and bridging of differences becomes possible
which neither fixates on what has been nor leaps forward in defiance of the
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personal and cultural legacies of woman born.
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Motherhood and Feminism
Lessons from the Titanic

This essay examines my transition from career woman to stay-at-home mom, and
how motherhood has raised my consciousness as to the naivete of the feminism I once

embraced. In championing more power for women in the public world, feminism can

no longer be seduced into accepting a male-defined scenario of how working life should
work—the scenario of the ideal worker unencumbered by any family commitments

that guides most corporate, professional, and governmental policy. Few workers are

ever “ideal” (unless they have a full-time stay-at-home wife), nor is the world they

live in. Continuing to acquiesce to such impossible ideal circumstances is rather like

setting sail on the Titanic. The still rigidly gender-divided reality of parenting in

most families throws into sharp relief how our “post—feminist” culture continues fo

devalue the “women’s work” of caring for a home andrearing children even as it makes

that job necessary for all other jobs to occur. My new mother—feminist consciousness

makes clear to me the next goal of feminism. We must make the culture of the (paid)

working world adapt to the needs of mothers and children, allowing the work of
parenting children to become what it should be: not a disaster waiting to sink us but
the rudder intended to guide our communities to calmer waters.

I have a new feminist consciousness now that I have given up my career in order
to meet family needs. A few years ago, rather than continue a commute after
being unable to land a job in the same town as my husband, I resigned from a
tenured position in an English department to stay home and take care of three
children—infant twins and a four-year-old. I was 37 years old and closing the
book on my chances of returning to academia, no matter what well-intentioned
friends and colleagues said about the changing atmosphere in universities that
might provide me opportunities to re-enter the profession. Although I had
planned my life quite carefully up to and including the arrival of my first child,
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events in my life after his birth were increasingly not under my control. Brian
Green (2003) discussing superstring theory in The Elegant Universe, comments
aboutlaws of physics that “new laws come into play when the level of complexity
of a system increases” (17). [ know of few systems more complex than a nuclear
family with several small children and two adults working full time. And in the
end I did not find myself quite up to that level of complexity.

It has been a rocky road for me, emotionally, since leaving my career to be
afull-time stay-at-home mom, which I consider myself despite a few semesters
of part-time teaching. I have gone through, and continue, an identity crisis as
Thave seen myself morph from the person I really am into someone else, at least
as seen through other’s eyes. Whenever my children’s teachers and friends and
even the neighbors call me Mrs. Hobson, as they do most of the time, 1 feel as
if I have been miscast. My real self wants to say “Actually no. It's Dr.
McDonough”™—but that seems pretentious for a woman who spends most of
her day doing laundry, running household errands, managing family finances,
cooking, cleaning, and sorting out the myriad activities, conflicts, and commit-
ments that arise from parenting three active boys. On one level, I want to be a
mother like my own was, and remains—someone who always has time for her
children, never acts as if they are an interruption or a bother, always seems to
know how to support and encourage them. On another level, I don’t want to
be defined only by my children or for my life to be only in service to someone
else’s needs.

So, 1 find myself wondering: have I been derailed by motherhood even
though I consciously chose it for myself? In the past five years, I have felt
shanghaied by a system that makes it so difficult for a woman to pursue a career
and parenthood. Being unable to “find a balance” between work and home life,
did I cop out to a gender stereotype? When push came to shove in balancing
my wants and those of my children and husband, I gave up my personal goals
for their greater good. I just could not make our family life work any other way
because I did not want a frantic life. Having experienced the demands of full-
time work and parenting I knew that feeling of skating on the edge where one
slip up, one cog not working right in the machine of our lives threw everything
into chaos. I knew how it felt to be one place but know I was needed somewhere
else. Although my work life was often a respite from the demands of family and
my family life a respite from the demands of work, the demands of both soon
pushed our family into a pace of life with which I felt uncomfortable. Family
dinners of home-cooked meals should not be a luxury. The decision to keep a
sick child home from day care or school should be based on the child’s needs
rather than on a work schedule. And small children simply need lots and lots
of time. I was lucky enough that we could, with careful management, afford for
me to stay home with the children—first on temporary leave, and then com-
pletely unemployed. At the same time, it never felt like a choice. If T could have
landed a job in the town where my husband worked—one with flexibility for
tending to children’s needs—1I would have chosen that.
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Thus when I first read Miriam Peskowitz’s The Truth Behind the Mommy
Wars (2005), 1 felt relieved. Here was a researched, thoughtful study voicing all
the doubts and concerns I had been recording in my own journal over the past
five years as an unintentional stay-at-home mom. Peskowitz’s interviewees
were voicing my sense of loss over a career I never planned to give up as well as
my happiness at having the chance to be home when my children are young.
They reflected my fear of not being able to return to rewarding work and my
discomfort with the traditional gender roles into which my husband and I have
fallen. They mirrored the solace I have encountered from the support of other
mothers I know, and they acknowledged the self doubts I sometimes feel over
whether I am doing a truly “good” job of mothering despite my long hours and
commitment to it. And most of all, the women of Peskowitz’s book give voice
to the burden that I have carried as a mother that some how it is all up to me,
alone, to make things work for my family against the pressures of a corporate/
consumer-driven culture.

The mother’s or woman’s perceived burden to “make it all work” is
increasingly significant as I think of my ideas of feminism before I became a
mother. Those early feminist ideas were about being in control of my life and
my choices. Choosing what to study, what to do, where to go. My life, my
future, were all up to me. The possibilities seemed boundless back then. I look
back on that twenty-something woman and realize how little I knew about
what choices would be available to me once I stepped out of the position of the
ideal worker unencumbered by family commitments. So many of the argu-
ments about parenting and work conflicts grow out of the issues of choice or the
lack of it. Motherhood has made clear to me that a focus on personal choice
often obscures the lack of choices that are offered us. More particularly, these
choices often do not acknowledge the unpredictability of life, especially, but
certainly not limited to, life with children. Increasingly I see the working world
being created like the Titanic: built with such utter faith in one course of events
thata simple matter of providing enough lifeboats has been overlooked because
no one thought to consider the potential complications if an unexpected (or
even an expected) obstacle were to arise. Any mother could have told those
architects, designers, and financiers that obstacles will arise and that the
improbable, unexpected, or unlikely can (and often does) happen, and thus
should be planned for and accommodated.

In championing more power for women in the public world, feminism
can no longer be seduced by the best-case scenario ideal of how working life
should work that guides most corporate, professional, and governmental
policy. Workers are not all “ideal,” nor is the world they live in. Workers do
get sick. They have important commitments outside of the office that include
spouses, partners, children and parents whom they care for. Even when
everything else is going smoothly in their lives, they still have to see doctors
and dentists, pick up prescriptions, buy stamps, bank, update car registrations
and driver’s licenses, buy groceries, have their cars serviced, and a myriad of
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other errands that usually have to occur during traditional “working hours.”
Since becoming a stay-at-home mom, I have increasingly been the one to take
care of these things not just for me but for my whole family—including my
husband who has moved into greater and greater time commitments to work
in order to support our family on his salary alone. Many days I wonder how
he would do these simple things just for himself if I weren’t here, much less
manage to handle all the childcare, too. As it is, he has given up any
semblance of personal time or regular exercise because he just can’t fit it into
the day and also spend time with the children and cover the few parts of the
childcare needs he can fit in. He has become the ideal worker whose work in
the office is made possible only by having a spouse at home who covers the
work of every other aspect of life for him from calling the exterminator when
the house gets invaded by ants (and waiting at home during the four-hour
time slot in which they might arrive) to washing his shirts for work (he irons
them—1I'm not a total domestic diva). If he wonders how he’d take care of the
house and children without me, I have had many a sleepless night wondering
what will happen to our family if he were to get sick or injured. Could I get
decently paid work with such a huge gap in my resume? Are we on our own
Titanic sailing gaily along toward some iceberg that will hit us unexpectedly
one night? Do we have enough lifeboats?

AsThavegottenolder,Ifeelless and lessin control of mylife. AndI wonder
if that is the effect of maturity or the result of the insecurity that our still rigidly
gender-divided parenting culture has created. A culture that still devalues the
“women’s work” of caring for a home and raising children even as it makes that
job necessary for all other jobs to occur. Do I feel insecure and uncertain because
1 am no longer an independent wage earner who supports herself and instead
am relying on a (male) partner to take care of me and our children financially?
OrdoIfeelinsecure because the experiences of living make me realize the world
itself is an insecure place full of the unexpected, the unlikely, the unpredictable.
I know that despite our current workable arrangement our family may be just
one unexpected event away from personal and financial disaster.

Many things hit us unprepared. Things that, as a friend of mine said to me
recently, we never signed up for. How was I to foresee that a necessary job
change on my husband’s part would dictate a move for the family and a
commute to work for me, and then I'd be facing the arrival not of just a second
child but unexpectedly of twins? Or how could my friend foresee her beautiful
first son would turn out to have so many special needs? Or why would another
friend of mine have been expected to “plan” on being diagnosed with MS after
the physical trauma of giving birth? If motherhood has taught me anything
about life, it is that the concept of being in control is tenuous at best. Birth
defects, breast cancer, miscarriage, divorce. Life is full of things we never signed
up for. So, is the concept of being “in control” of one’s life really possible for
anyone? Given the uncertainties, I have come to believe that all of us, mothers
or not, need to readjust our glasses to a realistic rather than an idealistic view
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of the world, and couple it with the most significant trait any person can have:
adaptiveness.

For me, the goal of the next wave of feminist activism is at last clear:
expanding adaptiveness from our lives into the life of the culture we inhabit.
Women are adaptable. We excel at it. Biologically, our bodies are coded to
adapt to amazing extremes in the process of procreation—as anyone who has
experienced or witnessed pregnancy and labor can attest. That women have for
centuries been doing the work of bearing and raising children on top of the labor
of the home and of the field and factory attests to the female ability to adapt to
extraordinary demands. The question is, should such demands of adaptiveness
be limited to women? Are we, as one of my friends recently put it when asked
to take on yet another project at work on top of her already overflowing work
load and her “home” work of parenting five children, being punished for our
competence?

My nine-year-old son recently watched a television program in which
scientists discussing the shrinking Y chromosome speculated that the male of
the species could eventually die out due to becoming unnecessary for perpetu-
ating the species. The genetic evolution of some species has been toward
parthenogenesis, the female of the species adapting to a point where procrea-
tion is possible with no input from the male. My son, who is just on the cusp
of really getting the whole sex thing, voiced concern over the idea of men dying
out. “Do you think that’s true?” he asked me. I had a flashback to an earlier
discussion regarding his fear about what would happen to people when the sun
becomes a red giant and burns up the earth in a few million years. I comforted
him then by saying that given the long time we have to prepare for such an event,
I was sure that our distant descendants of the human race would figure out a
survival plan. Looking at his concerned face as he contemplated the idea of
men—such as he will be one day soon—eventually becoming genetically
unnecessary, | did not give a hint of the round of articles that came out a couple
of years ago about the obsolete male, fueled in part by scientists in Japan
successfully forcing parthenogenesis in genetically altered rats (Kono, ez. a/,
2004; Loebel and Tam, 2004; Kirchheimer, 2004). That a Google search of the
term “obsolete male” would turn up over two million hits. Instead, I told him
1 did not know if such a thing would happen, but that evolution occurs slowly
over many thousands of years, so it would be a long, long time before we have
to worry about it. “And maybe by then,” he replied, “We'll have figured some
things out.” “I hope so,” I said.

But I was thinking we need to figure something out now. My husband and
son don’t want to be obsolete men who are just obstacles to women’s success in
the world. They don’t want to have their contribution to family reduced to their
paycheck. Theywant to be working partners in the business of life. And I'm sure
that women don’t want to have to evolve into some double-bodied creature that
manages to be in two places at once—earning a living and parenting her
children—or, worse, evolve into two types of females, like worker bees and
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procreating bees. Probably there are many men who still need to adapt further
to the necessary roles of active fatherhood and full partners in running the
home. But a key change needs to occur in our culture. Unless we advocate for
significant change in the structure of our societies—changes that adapt to the
needs of parents and children by valuing the traditional “women’s work” of
home-making and child-rearing, we may be headed to cultural disaster. How
long can we survive no paid family leave, little flexibility for workers to attend
school functions or parent teacher conferences or to take care of sick children
or elderly parents without jeopardizing their jobs, the high price of motherhood
(so well documented by Ann Crittenden, 2001) that forces stay-at-home and
part-time working mothers to sacrifice financial security in order to parent their
children, welfare policies that insist on forcing mothers of young children into
the work force?

As it stands now, with too many corporate and government policies that
either conflict with or fail to acknowledge family needs, I can’t help but
wonder—is America insisting on becoming the Titanic? A luxury liner, the
grandest ship in the world with all the amenities imaginable for the upper class
and locked decks to prevent the lower classes from climbing out—all sailing
merrily to a watery death because we refuse to provide adequate lifeboats, escape
routes, and support ships during the inevitable challenges of life? The biggest
and most predictable set of challenges that the majority of adults face in life
reside in parenthood. I think it’s time our culture starts to recognize that raising
children isn’t like an iceberg in treacherous seas threatening to do us all in. It’s
more like the rudder that should be properly positioned to guide us to calmer
waters.
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The Dilemmas of Feminist
Activism in Law

A recent Supreme Court of Canada decision about the constitutionality of maternity
and parental benefits made some important statements about the role of the state and
our collective responsibility for the work of bearing and raising children. The
challenge for feminists is how to build on the court’s recognition of substantive equality
when the very system that was affirmed by their judgment is one that many agree is
the wrong system for delivering maternity and parental benefirs. This article reviews
the bistory of maternity and parental benefits as well as the problems associated with
the current model and outlines the highlights of the Supreme Court decision. It
concludes with a reflection on where such progress leaves us if it is a positive step in
the wrong direction.

Twenty years after the coming into force of the Charter equality guarantee the
Supreme Court of Canada has recently breathed new life into the concept of
substantive equality as it pertains to bearing and caring for children.! We could
even lookat this decision as coming full circle, back to the place where the Court
first pronounced in 1989 that “those who bear children and benefit society as
a whole thereby should not be economically or socially disadvantaged....”
Now, in 2005, the Court unanimously recognized the economic costs of
motherwork and stepped away from the current tendency to reprivatize
women’s social reproductive labour and upheld the power of the federal
government to provide maternity and parental benefits as part of the Employ-
ment Insurance scheme. In this short note I will briefly outline the history and
current functioning of the federal maternity/parental benefit scheme, describe
the Quebec Court of Appeal decision and provide a few highlights from the
Supreme Court reasons. I will close by looking at the question of whether and
how activists concerned with equality for mothers can advance a maternity and
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parental benefits scheme that truly meets the needs of all.

Initial attempts by the federal government to enact a national unemploy-
ment insurance scheme in the 1930s were challenged by the provinces as an
encroachment on the provincial jurisdiction over property and civil rights. As
aresult a constitutional amendment was negotiated that allowed the introduc-
tion of a federal unemployment program in 1940. Maternity benefits were
added in 1971 and were expanded to include 10 weeks of parental benefits in
1990. In 2001 parental benefits were extended to 35 weeks. It is section 22 that
provides for the payment of maternity benefits to an eligible woman for a period
of fifteen weeks surrounding the birth of her child. Section 23 provides for the
payment of parental benefits for a total of 35 weeks to qualifying parents of a
newborn or child placed for adoption. In order to qualify for either of these
benefits the parent claiming them must have worked at least 600 hours in the
preceding 52-week period. Under the scheme the benefit payable is 55 percent
of the recipient’s weekly wage to a maximum of $413/week. With benefit levels
this low many women cannot afford to take a maternity or parental leave. In
families that can afford 245 percent cut in income it is the lower income earning
parent who will take the leave and in a heterosexual relationship this is
predominantly the mother. In fact as recently as 2000, 98 percent of all
recipients of maternity/parental benefits under the scheme were women.?

Only claimants with sufficient workforce attachment are eligible for
maternity or parental benefits, thus workers who are self-employed, working
part-time or on contract, or other contingent workers are excluded from the
benefit. As a result, more than one third of new mothers do not have access to
maternity or parental benefits. Half of these are women who did not engage in
paid work, or did not have sufficient hours of paid work, in the qualifying period
because of the nature of their employment or because they were caring for their
other children.* These inequalities are at the root of the many criticisms that
have been leveled at the scheme over the years. Various challenges to the scheme
for its failure to meet women’s equality rights have failed at the level of the
Federal Court of Appeal. For example, in Lesiuk v. Canada’® a mother of one
child challenged the denial of maternity benefits for the birth of her second
child on the basis that the qualifying requirement discriminated against her
because her caregiving responsibilities for her first child affected the number of
hours she was available to work preceding the birth of her second child. Her
equality arguments were successful before the Umpire who found that the
eligibility requirements had a disproportionate impact on individuals with
childcare responsibilities, predominantly women. The Federal Court of Ap-
peal struck down that decision on the basis that women’s human dignity was
not demeaned by a denial of benefits. The Federal Court of Appeal employed
similar logic in Miller v. Canada,® a challenge to the claw-back of regular
benefits where a claimant has received maternity/parental benefits.

The essence of women’s claims relating to the maternity/parental benefit
scheme is that it was designed to meet the needs of the ideal male worker, one
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who worked full-time, year round, and who had a partner at home taking care
of all domestic labour. Because wormen’s working patterns do not mirror those
of this ideal worker, maternity and parental benefits have fitted poorly into this
model with the most significant impact on marginalized women who already
experience the greatest inequalities in the labour force. As Nitya lyer has
argued, the existing model reinforces the motherwork of the predominantly
middle and upper class women who can access maternity benefits while “the
maternal work of other women workers remains privatized and invisible.”

In Quebec, the story has unfolded somewhat differently. Throughout the
1990s women’s groups and organized labour in the province worked with the
government to develop a broader and richer maternity and parental benefits
scheme under the opt-out provisions of the federal Employment Insurance Act.
This new Quebec model suffered from fewer of the discriminatory problems
that plague the federal scheme but negotiations between the province and the
federal government on the cost sharing dragged on for years. Finally, in March
of 2002 the Quebec government asked the Court of Appeal for Quebec to rule
on the constitutionality of ss. 22 and 23 of the Employment Insurance Act.* The
Court of Appeal held that the federal government did not have the power to
provide maternity and parental benefits under the unemployment insurance
constitutional amendment. The Court held that this amendment was to be
narrowly construed as relating only to loss of employment for economic
reasons. Maternity or parental benefits are more properly seen as part of a social
program aimed at a situation that is personal in nature and therefore properly
belong within provincial jurisdiction. The Court, echoing the formal equality
notions of voluntariness that were rejected in Brooks,’ stated that matters of
personal choice could not be covered by an insurance scheme that is intended
to protect against unforeseeable risk.

The decision of the Court of Appeal provoked a great deal of anxiety
because of the mixed message it sent. On the one hand, the more progressive
Quebec plan that had been hard won by a broad coalition of community
activists had been upheld. On the other, a finding that the scheme was outside
of federal jurisdiction raised serious concerns for the continued availability of
any maternity/parental benefits elsewhere in Canada. Moreover the regressive
language of voluntariness and choice was contrary to feminist theorizing about
gender equality and women'’s social reproductive work. These tensions created
an untenable situation for women’s groups who might have considered inter-
vening before the Supreme Court of Canada, as none wanted to be seen to be
arguing against the accomplishments of our Quebec sisters and yet none
wanted to lose the national program or leave the formal equality construction
of women’s childbearing work unchallenged. This ambivalence perhaps ex-
plains the absence of any feminist interveners before the Supreme Court.

In October 2005, in a decision where a majority of the judges were women,
the Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of the maternity/parental
benefits on two grounds. On the division of powers aspect of the case the court
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held that the maternity/parental benefits were in pith and substance a “mecha-
nism for providing replacement income during an interruption of work. This
is consistent with the essence of the federal jurisdiction ... namely the
establishment of a public insurance program the purpose of which is to preserve
workers’ economic security and ensure their re-entry into the labour market by
paying income replacement benefits in the event of an interruption of employ-
ment.”*® It did not accept the dichotomy between “economic” and “personal”
reasons that had been relied upon by the Court of Appeal. The Court also
rejected the narrow original intent approach of the Court of Appeal although
it did acknowledge the political elements at play in defining the features of
federalism and affirmed that the “task of maintaining the balance between
federal and provincial powers falls primarily to governments.”"

Although it is not explicitly set out, the Court also brought a substantive
equality approach to this case. Madam Justice Deschamps recognizes that “in
our times, having a child is often the result of a deliberate act decided on by one
or both parents. There are many facets to pregnancy however. Despite all the
technological progress that has been made, conception does not result from a
mathematical calculation that can be used to determine when or even if it will
occur. In addition, the benefit derived from procreation extends beyond the
benefit to the parents. Children are one of society’s most important assets, and
the contribution made by parents cannotbe overstated..... The decision to offer
women the possibility of receiving income replacement benefits when they are
off work due to pregnancy is therefore a social policy decision that is not
incompatible with the concept of risk in the realm of insurance, and that can
moreover be harmoniously incorporated into a public unemployment insur-
ance plan.”?This language underlines the benefit society derives from women’s
reproductive labour and the collective responsibility to support women in their
roles as workers and mothers. It represents a move away from the privatizing
approach that is seen in many recent decisions that touch upon social reproduc-
tion. The decision also seems to recognize that maternity/parental benefits are
different from regular unemployment benefits because they are designed to
meet the particular needs of women: “a growing portion of the labour force is
made up of women, and women have particular needs that are of concern to
society as a whole. An interruption of employment due to maternity can no
longer be regarded as a matter of individual responsibility. Women’s connec-
tion to the labour market is well established, and their inclusion in the
expression “unemployed persons” is as natural an extension as the extension
involving other classes of insured persons who lose their employment
income.... The social nature of unemployment insurance requires that Parlia-
ment be able to adapt the plan to the new realities of the workplace. Some
cligibility requirements derive from the essence of the unemployment concept,
while other requirements are, rather mechanisms that reflect a social policy
choice linked to the implementation of the plan.”

The power of this decision is that it represents the strongest statement of
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the public, collective responsibility for the work of raising future generations
since Brooks and it affirms an existing mechanism for providing at least some
level of that public support. The challenge it presents is that many feminists and
other activists in this area are agreed that maternity and parental benefits are
best provided outside of the unemployment scheme where they could be
expanded to cover the many marginalized women who are currently excluded
from the benefits. The current scheme is still far from meeting the needs of the
most vulnerable women in Canadian society and has significant regressive
implications even for the more privileged among us. Because women still do the
bulk of the work of caring for children even when they are employed in paid
workinequalities in the maternity/parental benefits scheme disadvantage them
disproportionately compared to men. A full realization of women’s equality
rights requires an adequate maternity/parental benefits scheme.

The strategic question facing activists now is how to continue to promote
a broad social program with minimum national standards while advocating
additions and enhancements to the program that are antithetical to its contin-
ued existence within the Employment Insurance Act. This is an especially
pressing concern when the Supreme Court has taken a significant step in the
direction of equality in a case that reinforces the position of maternity/parental
benefits within the 4cz. Should we build on this momentum and lobby for a
richer, more extensive benefit program along the lines of the Quebec program?
Or should we be seeking a universal program that would include all mothers
regardless of their connection with the work force in a way that recognizes the
inherent value of each one’s motherwork. There are numerous proposals for
reform to the Employment Insurance Act that have been circulated recently, and
practically speaking, such an incremental approach is probably the correct one.
It is important to keep our larger, transformative, ideal visions of full equality
in sight, but as we grapple with this challenge we should not forget to celebrate
the victory this case represents for women who are struggling to reconcile their
roles as mothers and workers in contemporary Canadian society.

The author wishes to gratefully acknowledge the SSHRC and the Legal Research
Institute at the Faculty of Law, University of Manitoba for their support of this
research and of the larger project of which this forms a part. The author is a member
of the National Association of Women and the Law Working Group on maternity
and parental benefits and shared in many provocative and helpful discussions of the
issues that have surely informed the ideas expressed here (although all errors are
entirely the author’s own).

'Reference re Employment Insurance Act (Can.) ss. 22 and 23, 2005 SCC 56.
Brooks v. Canada Safeway Ltd [1989] 1 S.C.R. 1219.

*See generally Turnbull, Lorna A. , Double Jeopardy: Motherwork and the Law
{Toronto: Sumach Press, 2001).
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Images and Echoes in

Matroreform
A Cultural Feminist Perspective

From a feminist perspective, the essence of life experience is construed in reflective
narrative understandings. In this paper, the author shaves personal stories that are
reflected through photographic images. Photos capture a singular moment though the
eye of the lens and the camera’s partial scope; however, images embody echoes of deeply
held stories. As a woman in early motherhood, the author’s construction of herself as
a “mother” only previously lived in wonderings and ghmpses of her childhood
experiences. The echoes heard through images of her youth harkens to underlying
tensions and experiences of a Chinese Canadian girlhood. The process of “capturing”
through the lens allowed this Chinese feminist researcher, writer, and mother to
reflect on her youth and transform the dissonance of early experiences into harmony.
This process represents the author’s drawing of deep etchings on a previously invisible
“motherline.” A series of seven photographs and echoing stories outline issues in
mothering, racial tensions, bi-cultural identity, and belonging, while proposing a
new concept of “‘matro-reform.” Emerging from Adriene Rich’s “matro-phobia,” the
author argues for a more empowering concept of matro-reform, which is defined as an
act, desire, and process of claiming motherhood power; 1£ 15 a progressive movement
to mothering that attempts to institute new mothering rules and practices apart from
one’s motherline.

Every moment of the day, we partake in an incessant parade of events that
constitute our lives. Psychologist George Kelly (1969) reminds us that if we
fail to make something of these events, we gain little in the way of experience
from having been present when they happened. Kelly asserted that it is not the
happening that makes us “experienced,” but rather the successive construing
and reflecting on the happenings that enrich our lives.

In this paper, by listening to echoes reverberating from photographic
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images, I was able to recognize how slowing down and deliberately reflecting
on experiences transform the fragmented happenings of my girlhood and
motherhood into poignant mementoes. Indeed, constructing and composing
life stories are fundamental to comprehending ourselves. Stories or “narratives”
derive the fabric and essence of who I am as a feminist, mother, academic,
Chinese woman, and psychologist. T have experienced a bone deep understand-
ing that I live through stories (Mair, 1988) and that in telling and sharing them,
I can reaffirm them, modify them, and envision new plots and stories (Clandinin
and Connelly, 1991).

Photos capture a singular moment though the eye of the lens and the
camera’s partial scope; however, images embody echoes of deeply held
stories. As a woman in early motherhood, the construction of myself as a
“mother” only previously lived in wonderings and glimpses of childhood
experiences. The echoes heard through snapshots of my youth harkens to
underlying tensions and experiences of a Chinese Canadian girlhood. The
process of “capturing” through the lens allowed me to reflect on my youth
and transform the dissonance into harmony. This process represents my
drawing of deep etchings on a previously invisible “motherline.” Through
outlining issues in mothering, racial tensions, bi-cultural identity, and be-
longing, I deploy my process of matro-reform. This process is not only
reforming and reaffirming; it is a feminist act of voicing up and out of
invisibility and silence.

Korean American writer, Joonuk Huh eloquently captured that “[fJor the
daughter-writers of our century, narratives are a means of rescuing themselves
and their mothers through the act of storytelling” (2000: 268). Huh captured
the poignancy of narratives as a way of emerging from invisibility for Asian
mothers and daughters. Indeed, through unearthing old photographs, taking
new ones, and hearing and writing echoing stories, 1 rescued myself and
simultaneously contribute to the visibility of an Asian mother/daughter Cana-
dian experience.

Images and echoes

Hearing echoes amongst dissonance

The camera battery power reads “low.” I am determined to take these last
few— “Click,” “Click,” “Click”... convinced that the final few are where echoes
can be heard the loudest. Trees ... flowers ... paths ... people.... Unfettered
from the pressure of “getting it this time,” I freely click away.

The USB port connects my camera to the computer, like joining mind to
spirit; I translate the images, waiting for meaningful echoes to call to me.
Instead, they come up blurred and crazy-colored. Jumbled. Not a pretty
patched quilt of colors... but rather technology and color gone wrong.

Undo “delete,” perhaps there is an echo here if T listen....
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Bold hues of purples, blues, greens, greys, and reds are fighting energy with
each other. They are a blur of emotions overriding the moment, muting the
events.

Echoes of Peers

In a Montreal, Canadian girlhood, sounds of ridicule emanate from
schoolmates. “Chink, Chink, Chink” is chanted in indignant rhythm. Images
behind the blitz of emotions show little girls and boys spitting on the sidewalk
at my feet as they chase and kick me.

I can’t recall my feelings in those moments, nor my reactions. I must have
felt powerless, confused, and helpless... like a child falling down after being
tripped. But as to the exact feelings, and how much the scrape hurt, I am
uncertain. I'd like to imagine that I wasn’t affected by their insults: that I
ignored them and skipped the rest of the way home, indifferent to their name-
calling and cruelty; that Iwent homebound looking forward to a sweet, Chinese
sticky bun as my after school snack. Yet, this was probably not the case.
Through even blurred memories, zaps of intense emotions, and amidst uncer-
tainly of immediate feelings, one message sinksinloud and clear: T am different.
But not only am I different, I am inferior to these white-skinned, fair-haired
children.

A snapshot captures life lived in moments and bytes. It does not however,
preserve the underlying emotions. I search my memory bank but cannot recall
my feelings about the ridicule, or remember a salient moment when I felt a
certain way about myself or about these white children. Like a pot of water on
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alow-flamed stove, the heat slowly penetrates into the viscera of my soul. Their
bitter words... their fingers pulling at the sides of their faces to imitate my
Chinese eyes ... flavours the pot and simmers it ... stewing passively over the
years ... in ways that I can recognize in retrospect.

I recall praying and wishing deep within myself that I could be different
from “inferior” Chinese people. The greatest compliment anyone could have
paid me during my early teen years was that I did not look or act Chinese. I
strove hard for this ... and itwas not difficult since I was immersed in Canadian
culture and spoke English without an accent. I spoke no Chinese at all and
when asked if I knew how, I denied that I had any comprehension whatsoever.
I spent immeasurable amounts of time trying to alter my appearance. All
because I believed the natural “me” was worthless. I struggled not wanting to
be that Chinese girl with scraped knees. Trying to be who I am not ... trying
to be what I have not yet become.

Echoing Wonder ... what of my daughters?
Will they too hear echoes of cultural dissonance?

Grandmothers: Dissonance relived

Echoes of Gnin

I'was always darker skinned and further tanned myself to achieve an exotic
look to hide/cover/ the obvious “Chinese” pale-yellowness. Gnin would pull
me toward her and sit me in her lap. In Toi San she scolds me about how dark-
skinned I am and how I do not speak Chinese anymore ... disapproval and
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disappointment in her lilting voice. Barely understanding her words, I easily
pick up disapproval and judgment in her tone. I have become unaccepted in two
cultures.

Echoes of an Inuisible Motherline

I'look at this old photo of my Po Po taken when she first immigrated to
Canada. Many immigrants from Hong Kong hold sacred their passport photo
as a symbol of new life, freedom, and chance for prosperity. In my family, these
passport photos are blown up 8 x 10 and framed to commemorate the individual
at their funeral. The photo is then hung on the wall in the house of the eldest
son as a shrine to remember and honor.

As a child, the shrine of my great ancestors lived in the basement of my
home. A red light bulb shone night and day between the faded black and white
photos. Red, the Chinese color symbolizing happiness and prosperity, only
enhanced my fear of the shrine. In the middle of the night I would scurry past
with my eyes clamped shut to prevent their images from searing into memory
and allowing death to pop up whenever she wanted to frighten me. For many
years, I did all I could to avoid looking at the photos.

Now, as I look deeply into this photo, I am not afraid anymore. It doesn’t
represent “death” ... now, it echoes “missed opportunity.” In the far recesses of
my mind I hear Po Po. I am taken back to the many times I hear her voice:
hearing but not comprehending. One thing is certain, she speaks and speaks
and speaks incessantly and loudly talking to and “at” my mother. My sisters and
I count how many spaces between the loud trills of Chinese words we only
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partially understand and laugh at not being able to get to 3 seconds. How can
she breathe through all that talking and what did she have so much to talk
about? Other times, my mother spends countless hours on the phone merely
saying “Ah ... O ... Ah ... Ah

On the first snowfall in early winter of 1997, I visit Po in the palliative care
unit at the hospital. If only I could have understood those animated stories she
told in half-Cantonese/half-Toi San and that she would fill my ears with—
stories of her youth, her life, her triumphs, and struggles. What was it like
raising two children single-handedly in Hong Kong and how did she maintain
her steadfast, unwavering commitment to my grandfather who died when my
mother was a girl> Most honoring Chinese wives do not marry after their
husbands die. Did my Po Po not re-marry out of family honor or did she not
remarry out of love? She died with those stories I will never pass on to my
children nor know of my ancestral roots.

Echoing Wonder ... what of my daughters and granddaughters?
Wil colour, culture, language, and generational differences
tmpede them from knowing the stories I have lived by?

Can my Motherline become visible?

Alice Walker’s 1983 essay In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens introduced the
term “motherline,” which Sara Ruddick further describes in Maternal Thinking
(1989). Motherline is a feminist, maternal genealogy of knowledge and wisdom
handed down from mother to daughter through generations. Motherline
becomes invisible (sometimes warped, crooked, thinned, or severed) when
cultural dissonance impedes the growth.

Additionally, motherline can be warped and severed by the grand narra-
tives of a particular culture. For instance, the Head Tax imposed on Chinese
Immigrantsby the Canadian government in 1885, which rose from $50 to $500
per Chinese person, followed by the Chznese Exclusion Actin 1905 was legislated
racism. Such stigma in peoples’ history precludes visibility of motherline as
mothers and grandmothers silence themselves and cach other from recounting
shameful stories of exclusion. Shame from poverty, from stigmatization, and
internalized fear hindered my grandmothers and mother from drawing the
motherline.

In my girlhood: Crumpled worth

My tiny frame shakes hysterically,
I am beyond fear.
At the age of 3, I know terror
as it rips through my small frame.
Screaming and shrieking at the top of my lungs...
Heaving and sobbing so greatly that the air
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fails the expression of my helplessness.
Huge silences fill the gap between bellowed fear.
The basement cellar is my
Forever imprinted dungeon of abandonment.
The floor is cold and hard ...
darkness makes my dismal aloneness all the more palpable.
There are spiders here — no time for fear.
I must get out before the ghosted blackness snuffs out my existence.
Heart pounding with a life of its own,
I hold my breath, close my eyes,
and wail for reprieval as I live out my necessary punishment.
Punishment for what?
Perhaps I spilled my drink;
didn’t finish dinner;
touched something not mine;

lied.

The crime is not what sears my anguish.
The punishment creases my dignity...
folds it tidily and

tears it to shreds.

Echoing Wonder ... what of my daughters?
Will I mother with intention to their self~worth and dignity?

-

Echoes of Worthlessness
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In Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution, Adrienne
Rich described matrophobia as a phenomenon of fear of turning into one’s
mother and the ambivalence in reproducing a mother’s oppression and subju-
gation: “Matrophobia can be seen as awomanly splitting of the self, in the desire
to become purged once and for all of our mothers’ bondage, to become
individuated and free. The mother stands for the victim in ourselves, the unfree
woman, the martyr” (1976: 193-195).

Though Rich (1976) appropriately defined a poignant fear, her use of
“phobia” inaccurately defines what I believe is a keenly felt experience. Rather,
fear of mother oppression and duplicating our mother’s well intentioned but
imperfect practices is not irrational, nor illogical, as the term “phobia” suggests.
Instead, I believe it is a common experience, particularly of feminist mothers,
to not want to reproduce, or be trapped in the oppressive bonds of conventional
motherhood. The term “matro-reform” depicts what Rich explored and further
describes an empowering process. I define matroreform as an act, desire, and
process of claiming motherhood power; it is a progressive movement to
mothering that attempts to institute new mothering rules and practices apart
from one’s motherline. Matroreform is a cognitive, affective, behavioural, and
spiritual reformation of mothering from within including removal and elimi-
nation of obstacles to self-determination and self agency. Just as Huh, at a
young age, makes up her mind not to resemble her mother, I too, experience
reluctance to emulate my mother and must reform mothering from scratch.

Within my process of matroreform, I have recognized that my parents
loved and love me deeply; nevertheless, many of their methods of teaching
served to fortify my desire for matroreform. The authoritarian and punitive
style of parenting and the cultural chasm between an immigrant mother and a
rebellious, first generation, Canadian-born girl were significant barriers to a
close mother-daughter relationship. It was not until adulthood, when I became
pregnant with my first child, that the active process of matroreform was
initiated.

Image and echoes of matroreform
July 16,1999

Dear Baby,

According to the ultrasound technician you are a girl. This might
sound awful but it frightens me a little that you could be a girl. T've
missed having a close relationship with my mother and I'm afraid that
I may not know how to foster a strong and caring mother-daughter
relationship with you. Silly ... because I know deep down, who I am
is very unlike my mother. Some part of me believes that if you were a
boy—I would have a better chance of having a different relationship
with you.
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August 30, 1999

Dear Baby,

I just turned over in bed—slowly and painfully so that I can write
to you. My, are you (am I) big at 37 weeks!! Doug thinks you will be
8 or 9 pounds. We'll see. My candidacy is in one week. I can’t wait to
get past this hurdle so that I can focus all my energy on you.

T took part in a woman’s Ph.D. dissertation research on the culture
of mothering. I talked about not feeling like a mother yet. I described
the non-supportive relationship I have with my mother and the
trepidation it has fostered in my image of our relationship. 1 talked
about how scary it is to me that you might be a girl with an expected
due date right on my birthday. It’s hard not to worry about repeating
patterns when you could be born the day my mother gave birth to me.
However, I also talked about the potential for healing— to know for
myself that I can love you and be a good mother.

Echoes of Wonders
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October 18, 1999

Dear Iris,

An unbelievable 6 weeks have gone by since your birth. You are
lying next to me and for the first time since your arrival I have a few
moments to write down some thoughts....

I could never have imagined how instantly I fell in love with you and
how strongly and powerfully I feel that love. Everyday I tell you ... I
can’t tell you enough. All my anxieties and insecurities I had about
being a mother were washed away when you crooked your head up to
gaze into my eyes seconds after you were born. Your birth was
incredible—brought out the best in me while challenging me to the
fullest. I know you will continue to do this the rest of our lives. Thank
you for coming into my life and for showing me my strength and
ability to profoundly love a daughter.

T have many hopes that I can be a good mother to you. I hope that
someday when you read this journal—many, many years from now—
that you will be able to say that you have a good relationship with me
and know how much you are loved and cared for. I hope you will be
able to say that I've been unconditionally supportive of you and always
let you know how important you are to me.

I feel that my life would not be as rich and meaningful if I cannot
engender a feeling of worth and love in my children. [ know now that
I can forge my own ground for being a mother that is right for me.
You're 9.6 pounds today—every ounce a joy!

October 11, 2002

Dear Iris and nine-week-old baby in my tummy,
It’s past midnight on Friday and I just gotinto bed. Am thinking about
howlucky I am to have you all in my life. Doug and I decided last night
that 3 is the best age! Iris, you are so capable, independent, and
articulate. You're throwing the frisbee well and hitting the ball with
the bat. You love biking and want to go skiing. I love your sense of
adventure and risk-taking. I feel proud that I am able to encourage you
to explore your world and to stay a far enough distance, to let you learn
from your own mistakes... Though never “perfect,” I know that I am
a nurturing and loving mother.

I look at you now and listen to the rain rattle and beat against the
pavement outside. You've grown so much in a year...

And Patti Sinclair’s wisdom echoes to me:

Our children offer us the sacred opportunity to overcome our deepest
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fears, challenging us with our life issues, our fallibility, and our
humanness. Also in the process, we have the greatest opportunity to
witness a new beauty in life and experience a depth of gratitude and
joy that stops and stills us. (2001: 139).

Echoes of a Visible Motherline

Going forward in motherhood

Fchoes of Timelessness
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Calming seas
The vast unknown...
how will this story of mine end?
All hallowed echoes heard through time,
Crashing against the waves
heard by all mothers.

I know
The answers to my echoing wonders live in the stillness of the water
and the grace of a lifetime...

The cultural chasm, this great water divide
Looks less ominous looking inward
Looking outward,
with You at my side.
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Explaining the World

Philosophical Reflections on
Feminism and Mothering

This essay explores the evolving systems of justification and morality that emerge
Jrom mother and child dialogues. Contrasting a mother’s ethic of care with a
surrounding cultural chimate of violence, I argue that children are capable of
providing insight to this seeming social contradiction. I focus on a series of conversa-
tions I've had with my now five year old son with regard to naturally occurring harm
(i.e. floods, disease...) and human created harm (i.e. war, violence, physical intimi-
dation). I argue that my son’s efforts to “make the symbolic real” are consistent with
philosopher Gareth Matthews' (1980) claim that young children are capable of
complex philosophical thinking though it may go dormant at about eight or nine years
of age. My view 1s that philosophical thinking between mother and child typifies the
Sfeminist ideal that respectful investigation can occur befween two parties who are
unequal in terms of social power. Though my son is smaller, less experienced, and
physically weaker, he bas come to believe that these qualities will not be relevant in
others’ assessment of bis explanations of the world.

In the context of academic scholarship, there is something both banal and
transgressive in writing about child rearing. Banal because if one appeals to
experiences with one’s own child the work risks being seen as something like
an episode of Kids Say the Darndest Things! Or even worse, the professional
equivalent to a parent pulling pictures out of a wallet while you are forced to
smile and coo.

But it is also transgressive, particularly for a woman, to focus on child
rearing in a professional context. The efforts women have made to be taken
seriously in academic and professional realms has often meant that they have
had to minimize or downplay their role as mothers and care givers. It is also
transgressive particularly in my own field of analytic philosophy, to appeal to

Journal of the Association for Research on Mothering | 147



Maureen Linker

something so particularized, so intimate and subjective as one’s relationship to
one’s own child. Philosophy in the western tradition has had a long history of
aiming toward general, universal principles of human experience that transcend
the daily rituals of tending to the immediate needs of the very young.

Nevertheless, research that starts with one’s own child is not anomalous in
mainstream academic scholarship. For instance Jean Piaget (1957), in his
research on children’s cognitive development, very often used his own children
as subjects of his research. For this reason Piaget referred to himselfas a “father/
experimenter.” In this essay, I willadopt a somewhat similar perspective though
unlike Piaget I will not describe my role as mother/experimenter but instead as
“mother/philosopher.” However like Piaget, I will attempt to transform what
I believe to be fairly ordinary experiences with my own child into some cogent
reflections on the general nature of philosophy, feminism and the reasoning
that occurs between parent and child.

My research and scholarly interests have generally focused on social and
cultural standards of rationality and reasonableness. Though my interests in
feminist philosophy and social theories of knowledge have led me to question
norms of “objectivity” I have still conducted my own scholarship from the
perspective of an objective analyst. This present project then takes a different
turn. Starting from my own experience as a feminist philosopher interested in
knowledge, theory construction, and justification I examine my role as the
mother of a young child, who, like most young children, is constantly in the
process of building and rebuilding his theory of the world. Noam Chomsky
(1959) has described the young child learning language as a “little linguist”
constantly in the process of confirming or disconfirming their theory of
grammar. I would like to offer some perspective on the young child as the “little
epistemologist” constantly in the business of seeking the best account of their
experience guided by norms of consistency and coherence. With regard to some
philosophical skills, ones that are particularly of interest to feminist philoso-
phers like empathy, care, and responsibility to others, young children may be
in a better position than perhaps more mature children or adults.

That children are capable of sustained philosophical thinking is well
illustrated by philosopher Gareth Matthews in his book 7%e Philosophy of
Childhood (1994). Matthews writes: “... my own research suggests spontaneous
excursions into philosophy are not at all unusual for children between the ages
of three and seven; in somewhat older children, though, even eight-and-nine
year olds, they become rare, or at least rarely reported. My hypothesis is that
once children become well settled into school they learn that only useful
questioning is expected of them. Philosophy either goes underground to be
pursued privately and not shared with others, or else becomes totally dormant”
(1994: 5). Matthews’ exploration into the value of children’s philosophical
thinking is unique in the philosophical literature. Though concerned to map
out the parameters of “human” reasoning, most philosophy in the Western
tradition has devalued or completely ignored the thinking of children.
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Yetasamother/philosopher I witness daily the dynamic interplay between
my own efforts to set up some guiding principles for my child, and my child’s
response in testing the consistency of those principles against his own experi-
ences. As a feminist, I am cognizant of the harm that hierarchies and dualities
can do in explorations of knowledge and value. As a result, I have consciously
sought to create the conditions for a joint partnership in explaining the world
with my son. Of course I am aware that because I have more experience I can
set boundaries and remind my son that “The stove is hot!” But it is in the deeper
structural elements of how we explain the world that I see the tremendous
potential for fruitful partnership. Philosopher Virginia Held has written:
“There are no firm, precise, or lasting boundaries between the symbolic and the
material in human affairs. Creating new cultural realities also means that you
have now created new conditions for human behavior” (1993: 9). Nowhere does
the lack of boundaries between the symbolic and the material seem more real
tome thanin raising a child. The framework of principles and values that I share
with my child, become the very fabric of his world. And when that fabric fails
to match up with what he encounters, he forces me out of a dire sense of
consistency to either reframe my principles or make them real. In this way,
parent and child together have to find a reasonable way to explain the world.

I was initially struck by my own son’s tendency to construct grand unified
theories when we were playing with his toy castle one afternoon, just before his
third birthday. “You know,” he said, “...every King has to be a man.” Unable
to resist my own training to form counterexamples I asked, “What about when
I play that I am King?” He considered this for a moment and then said, “Oh
yeah, every King is a man unless it is a Mommy King.” What was remarkable
to me about the comment was that it was so representative of trends in theory
construction generally. As Thomas Kuhn has pointed out in The Structure of
Scientific Revolutions (1962), historically, when a broad conceptual scheme
faces a counter instance one viable strategy used by the theory’s adherents is to
subsume the instance under the theory.

The great twentieth-century American philosopher W.V. Quine (Quine
and Ulian, 1978) offered some of the most powerful metaphorical images for
theory construction and human knowledge building. One of these images was
of a “Web of Belief” to illustrate how individual systems of human knowledge
are constructed in an intricate web of intersecting beliefs with seemingly
unrevisable beliefs at the core and less central beliefs at the periphery. The web
metaphor lets us see the interconnections among beliefs and how a change in
belief can resonate in a more or less significant way with the whole network of
corresponding beliefs. As I witness my son constructing his own web of
interconnected beliefs I also see how changes or revisions in his belief system
permeate through other seemingly unrelated beliefs. At just around the age of
two-and-a-half, when he started to understand that there was a difference
between cartoon or drawn animals that do talk and photographs of animals in
Jungles or zoos that do not talk, I found him in our friend’s kitchen asking her
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dog if he could talk. He is consistently at work matching the shape and design
of his belief system with the shape and design of his experiences. And as I will
argue, my role in helping him to do this forces me to reshape and revise my own
view of the world.

Another metaphor for theory building that Quine (Quine and Ulian,
1978) offers is that of a person on a raft, roaring down a raging river.
Constructing our theory of the world is like riding the raft and in the midst of
the journey, we discover it needs repairing. We cannot stop the journey to assess
the damage but rather we must repair and mend while we are moving, we have
to grab for what we can while we are in motion and essentially do the best we
can. In the same way, as children and adults trying to make sense of the world
we have to revise, repair, and carry on all in the midst of the raging flow of
experiences. The inputs do not stop because we are confused or because we have
hit an inconsistency. We are forced to make some kind of sense or at least
bracket the problem because we cannot make it all stop.

In my role as mother/philosopher I see evidence of this dynamic process
of theory construction with my son, in two philosophical domains. The first
involves matters of violence, peace and social justice; what we might think of
as problems rooted in human choice and behavior. The second, what philoso-
phers have traditionally called “natural evil,” includes illness, natural disasters,
and natural death or problems that do not directly stem from human choice and
behavior. While I recognize that these issues are not often paired with a
sentimental view of the young child, I do want to show that they are relevant
in the dialogues of parent and child. And in addition, I want to offer how my
training in feminist philosophy has provided me with a more substantive lens
from which to build a theory of the world with my son.

Negotiating peace and violence

We brought our son home from the hospital on the evening of September
10, 2001. After two days in the luxury of University of Michigan’s “birthing
center” my husband and I looked forward to returning home to relish the two
weeks (his paternity leave) we had together to just be a family. However, our
pretense to some sense of control and preparedness was completely overturned
the next morning. As I sat nursing my son on that brilliant fall morning my
husband who had just gone out for bagels came flying back in the house. The
way he ran in I thought he was going to be sick but instead of heading for the
bathroom he ran straight for the TV. “What is it?” L asked. And then the events
of September 11th unfolded before our eyes. Having been born and raised in
New York City, with all my family and many of my closest friends in Brooklyn
and Manhattan, I spent the day in a sheer panic unable to get through to my
father, my brothers, my best friends. Our week of getting to know our baby and
sharing childbirth stories with friends and family turned into the nightmare we
all shared, as we watched thousands of people murdered on television.

Clearly, many other mothers and fathers throughout the world are forced
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to deal with the horrors of war in a much more devastating, brutal, and heart
wrenching way. Still comfortable in our middle-class lives, the violence of
September 11th and the subsequent wars in Afghanistan and now Iraq, have
required very little of my small family in terms of material sacrifice. I don’t
pretend that my child has had to face the horrors of war up close, but
nevertheless as long as he has been alive, there has a constant “culture of
violence” more palpable for many Americans since our involvement in the war.
Feminist scholars in particular have been apt to recognize that military
violence is not a distinct species of violence isolated from other social practices.
As philosopher Sara Ruddick has argued in her book Maternal Thinking:

A continuum of harm, indifference, and willful injury connects
bedroom, boardroom, death row, and battlefield; school room, uni-
versity, welfare reductions, and precision—guided bombs; racial pro-
filing, racist employment practices, and environmental hazards in the
backyards of the poor. Children are taught not to hate force but to
applaud it; they learn an elementary indifference to others’ pain.
(1989: 16)

However, the relationship between a mother and child with its emphasis
on attentive care, loving connection, the devoted concern for the well-being of
the body, and the peaceful, non-violent resolution of conflict, is more in line
with what feminists have described as a “culture of care” and runs counter to the
competing culture of violence. Much of the first several years of raising a child
involve for most parents, creating this culture of care. The daily rituals of
feeding, bathing, and dressing, all put the gentle care of the child’s vulnerable
body at the forefront of a parent’s consciousness. When a child thrives, it is in
the context of this loving attentive care. The violence and harm inflicted on
human bodies during war run counter to every life preserving effort that parents
engage in when raising a young child.

1 first began to notice my son’s struggle with these clashing cultures of care
and violence when he started to ask why certain creatures were so “grumpy.” In
an animal encyclopedia given to him by a relative, he discovered a very vivid
photograph of a snake with a small mouse squarely in its jaws. Outraged he
brought it to my attention and demanded to know, “What is this grampy snake
doing to this mouse?” He sensed the danger in the picture and the powerless-
ness of the mouse about to be eaten. But I also recognized his absolute
indignation that this was not the way to handle things. He knew already by the
age of three, that biting, hitting, and punching were not options even if you felt
like doing them. In terms of standard developmental models, his newfound
restraint was right on target with most other children his age. So then what was
this grown snake doing and what were we going to do about it? His general
outrage at this kind of behavior resurfaced again and again as he discovered
grumpy dragons, grumpy witches, grumpy people all using unacceptable
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methods in their interactions with others. Though we limited his television
viewing and had never taken him to the movies, there were enough violent
scenarios for him to wrestle with in his investigations of the animal kingdom,
his trips to puppet shows, and his exploration of fairy tales. “Why are they so
grumpy?” he always demanded to know. I tried to explain grumpiness in terms
of alack of love and affection and caring. “Some people are grumpy because no
one really took care of them and made them feel loved so they don’t really know
how to treat other people well. They're unhappy and they take it out on others.”
I could hear him then trying this out, saying to friends or relatives. “Some lions
bite zebras because they’re grumpy and no one loved them.” I then had to
explain why we don’t hold animals morally responsible for their actions.
“They’re like babies” I proposed “they don’t really have any language and they
don’t understand so we can’t be angry with them for hunting and biting other
animals.” As time went on, I saw his concerns shift dramatically from animal
suffering to the matter of human violence and inflicted pain and suffering.

I think my son’s most jarring encounter with the senselessness of human
violence came after he saw a knight’s joust at a local Renaissance festival. The
sight of four men dressed in full armor on horseback, carrying long jousting
lances and charging at top speed was initially irresistible. He begged to get front
row seats and squealed with excitement. Butas the battle went on and the actors
faked terrible injuries with phony blood and then eventually a painful death my
son began his persistent chain of questioning. He couldn’t get the points out fast
enough, tripping over his own thoughts and almost ranting into the noise of the
crowd. “Why did the white knight, I mean how did the blue knight, why did
the horse, who had the sword...”

In his book, From Paris to the Moon, Adam Gopnik's (2000) wonderful
account of raising his American child in Paris in the early 1990s, he describes
“Why the Ape, Why the Man” moments with his son. The reference is to a visit
Gopnik tookwith his then four-year-old son Luke to an aging dusty paleontology
museum just outside of Paris. Upon entering the “Big Hall of Evolution”
Gopnik and his son are faced with a huge statue with the title “The Great
Struggle.” The statue shows a great ape with his hands wrapped around a
beautiful human youth. The youth, as Gopnik explains, “before being killed by
the ape, managed to plant an ax in the ape’s side, where it left a hideous and
gaping wound, perfectly cut in the stone.” (2000: 185) Luke couldn’t get the
questions out fast enough and all it sounded like to Gopnik’s ears was “why the
ape, why the man, why the ape, why the man.” Gopnik’s son, like mine, was so
filled with the combination of revulsion, curiosity, dissonance, and injustice at
the sight of unrestrained violence that he went into overdrive processing the
information. My son talked about the joust for weeks. He asked again and again
why the blue knight sworded the white knight and whether the blue knight was
stillable to be a knight. He wanted to know what we would do if the blue knight
came to our house. “Would you or Daddy sword him?” he asked totally prepared
to revise the entire web of his belief system in light of this new radical data.
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“No,” I told him, “we don’t hurt people’s bodies.” This was something he
already knew but how then were adult knights getting away with it?> He asked
about the knight’s parents and wanted to know in detail where their mothers
and fathers were? And who let them battle that way? I realized just how wildly
inconsistent this battle scemed with everything my son knew from the loving
care he received at home to the gentle nurturing environment of his preschool
to the tenderness he was shown by our friends and family. How could it be that
people could hurt other people in this way? Where were the consequences for
such outrageous behavior? As he said to me during this period “if I throw my
hard toy at you mom you should take it away and if a knight swords another
knight you should take his sword away and never give it back to him.”

I see now how my son and I together will learn and relearn concepts of
peace, fairness, and conflict resolution. In his demand for reasons and explana-
tions he is guided by the culture of care we have raised him in and the culture
of violence that surrounds us. In his relationships with adults, relationships of
inherently unequal power where he is clearly the weaker and smaller, he has
come to trust that he will not be totally dominated, that his interests will be
affirmed and that every effort will be made to maintain connection through
reasoned conversation. His size, his lack of experience, and his vocabulary have
not been held against him in his interactions with bigger, more powerful and
more well versed adults. As a result he has model for equal treatment that is
independent of power and expertise. Yet another reality surrounds us and uses
these properties as a justification for mistreatment and inhumanity.

The principled commitments on the part of parents, teachers, and adult
friends to be respectful and concerned are transformed by my son into the very
substance of the world. His map of reality integrates these principles as
organizing forces. For this reason, a battle between knights represents a fault
line in the material circumstances of the world, not justan ideological difference
between pacifism and violence. The constant backdrop of the war has not yet
surfaced in his awareness, but already my husband and I are preparing ourselves
for how we will explain this conflict and what it will mean for all of us
collectively, in committing ourselves to making a culture of care more real than
a culture of violence.

Natural evil, illness and dying

One morning, while listening to the news on the radio, a report came on
about three people killed in a fire. “What happened?” my son wanted to know.
At this point, he had some grasp of the concept of death mostly because a small
bird had flown straight into our window one weekend morning and fell
instantly to its death right beside our door. We went outside to inspect and it
seemed immediately he understood the profundity of the situation. “Its hurt?”
he asked. We bent down to look more closely but it was clear that the bird’s
necked had snapped. “Its dead” I said. “This means the poor bird won’t wake
up.” I gave him a short succinct explanation on death coming after one is very,
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very old or very sick and the sadness that follows for those who live. For a few
days after, my son kept checking and rechecking this new information, “If you
die you never wake up?” “Yes,” I would tell him. “But you and Daddy are not
soold or so sick so you won’t die?” “We won’t die for along, long time. Notuntil
you are very grown up and are able to take care of yourself and have friends who
will be grown up and can take care of you too.” However, when we heard the
radio report about the fire he flinched. “Some people died in a fire.” I was
prepared to have to explain how fires start and reassure him that we were very
safe and had smoke alarms and the rest when his question surprised me. “Why
won’t they say the names?” I wasn't sure. The reporter gave the report but never
identified the victims. My son kept listening and was repeating out loud “Who?
Who?” And yelled toward the radio: “Say who is in the fire!” Later that day in
the car he would not let it go. “Why don’t they say on the radio who was in the
fire?” I explained that they were not people we knew and maybe the reporter
didn’t have the names. “Why not!” he bellowed. “Who was it? Say the names,
say the names.” The same thing happened again when coverage of the Tsunami
included reports of thousands dying in floods but no names were given. My son,
while visiting our relatives over the winter vacation, heard his uncles discussing
the reports of how many people died in the water. “Who are you talking about?”
he demanded. Then he came to me and said, “They’re not saying the names.
Who are they talking about that died in the water?” My response that we
wouldn’t know the names even if we had them didn’t seem to quell his desire.
“But what are the names?” he repeated.

I have come to realize that part of my son’s understanding of injury and
death is that it is serious business that requires a solemn and respectful
understanding of who exactly was involved. And ifillness and death are natural
and inevitable, which he seems to find reasonable, then there is at least a
responsibility for those of us who are well, to remember the sick and dying in
a respectful manner. Just identifying “people” as dying runs counter to his
expectations about how such a matter should be discussed. The impersonal way
in which we process death and dying presents significant obstacles to my son
in his efforts to remain consistent in his own thinking.

Ifillness and death are inevitable, there is still the requirement that those
who die be remembered and that their life be understood with meaning and in
context. Going back to my son’s surprising outrage at a report on three people
dying with no identifying names given, the outrage may reflect his own efforts
to make sense out of the naturalness of dying and understand these deaths as
lives well lived. It is also consistent with his sense of connection with other
living things. “Chimpanzees have mothers and fathers right?” he'll ask, and “my
friends at school wear pajamas and sleep in a bed at night too?” That we all have
names and that our names designate our unique humanity and worth, are
further principles for organizing the world.

1 am reminded of Maya Lin’s seemingly naive and simple design for the
Vietnam War Memorial in Washington D.C. Initially many Americans
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objected that it was just a big slab with names written on it. What kind of tribute
was this to those who had died? How did it represent the valor and courage of
those who were willing to die? However after some time, “the wall” became the
most visited monument in the nation. One critic wrote: “In viewing the long
stretch of names you are not told what to think or feel. The power of loss is
impressed onto you by the simple presentation of names, each one a world unto
itself” (Totty, 2003: 123). The childlike demand to know: “Who? Who? Say the
name!” This may also be a demand for a better death, a demand for those of us
who are in the position to remember, to take on the responsibility of adequately
memorializing those who have died. This strong empathetic response that so
many children seem to have does not mean that they are in a position to offer
a moral justification or give an account of their methodology in reasoning
through moral problems. But it does indicate a working understanding of some
of the central paradigms for moral assessment including compassion and care
for those in need.

Asafeminist philosopher raising a young child, I have come to believe that
children can be quite competent partners in developing large scale, consistently
structured theories of reality. My own child’s capacity to construct a meaningful
view of the world and then his subsequent protests when that view fails to
measure up with his experiences has forced me to take seriously the blurry
boundary between ideology and activism. In creating a culture of care with our
son we have also had to face the culture of violence that also threatens our efforts
to resolve conflicts peacefully. I recognize that I can’t create an alternative
reality to the one in which we live and neither would I want to. Rather, together
parent and child must find points of entry and consistency between one realm
and the other. In trying to make sense of the clashes between care and violence
for my son, I have come to see very clearly that it is not just the absence of harm
that marks safety but rather the success at creating a variety of peaceful options.
In theJanguage of political theorist Linda Rennie Forcey (2001), it is not efforts
at peacekeeping or peacemaking that transform a violent society but only
through the work of peace building.

My son has demanded that I refocus and redefine a number of things that
in the past I either misidentified or ignored. He demands, for instance, that we
not only visit the library but also sing its praises. “I'he library is great, great,
great” he crows. Because he can’t believe that he is allowed to take home a huge
number of books, movies, and puppets. This is so unlike our visits to the mall
forinstance. After driving by a cemetery every day on the way to school he asked
what the place was. I gave him a brief explanation and he immediately changed
the name “cemetery” to a “remembering park.” Now when we pass the
remembering park he points out to me in a solemn voice “the people standing
in there are together with the trees and grass and they’re remembering the
people who died and who they miss.” And his comment forces me to notice that
in the middle of the afternoon there are individual people here and there
standing around graves. He is confident that “trouble makers” and “bad guys”
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can be transformed with enough love and care. If not, they will have to sit, and
not move, and listen to him talk to them in his loud voice. “I will tell them: You
stop doing that!” he roars. But in each of these instances I see the possibilities
for a different world. The library is not a good civic gesture but instead a model
for demonstrating how pleasures like literature, art, and music can be both
precious and still shared freely. Paying attention to the cemetery means that we
don’t forget to maintain a somber and respectful awareness of death and the
wounds it leaves on those who survive. And if we believe that people can be
persuaded with either enough love or passionate dialogue we have a reason to
develop critical thinking as an alternative to adversarial models of “might makes
right.”
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“Iraq is a Small Purple

Planet”
Feminist Mothering During Wartime

The work of a “military wife” and mother during a time of war comes with a set of
unacknowledged assumptions about the parenting division of labour between spouses.

Despite the presence of women and single parents, the military continues to operate

within a gendered model that presupposes a male breadwinner and female home-

maker. The military assumes that a wife will support the soldier by replacing his

domestic work when “duty calls” and be is sent away. In this personal narrative, I
draw on my own experiences during my husband's military mobilization to examine

the dimensions of feminist mothering during wartime. This article considers the
experience of fiving with contradictions, the relationship between feminist mother-

ing and anti-war activism, the development of independence among military wives,

and the difference between feminist mothering born from privilege and feminist
mothering resulting from necessity. I argue that the gendered character of the division

of labour during a time of war depends on an unguestioning belief in the war itself.
Feminist mothering is irreconcilable with the voles of a military wife because the war
machine itself is maintained through, and benefits from, a gendered division of
childcare and household labour. Not only does “maternal thinking” challenge the
legitimization of war, but feminist parenting challenges military assumptions that
Jamilies sacrifices are justified.

I gave birth to my second child in late December 2002. Two weeks later, and
with a five day notice, my husband’s U.S. Army Reserve unit was mobilized to
prepare for the impending war in Iraq. I quickly became a “military wife,”
although I was a reluctant, anti-war, and feminist one.

This is a war story, but it is not the usual war story that makes the news.
This story does not take place on the battlefield, nor does anyone die in this
account of the U.S. war in Iraq. This war story is not even based in the country
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that experienced the war’s deepest ravages. Rather, it is based in the United
States, in the Midwest, in the relative calm and privilege that characterizes an
average middle-class family. Despite being far from the battlefields, my
reflections capture the contradictions inherent in feminist mothering during a
time of war.

This personal narrative illustrates the ways in which feminist mothering
directly conflicts with the position of a “military wife.” The work of a “military
wife” during a time of war comes with a set of unacknowledged assumptions
about the parenting and work division of labour between spouses. Despite the
presence of women and single parents in the military, it continues to operate
within a gendered model that presupposes a male breadwinner and female
homemaker (Enloe, 2000). The military assumes that spouses will be willing
and able to bear the unexpected burden of living as a single parentata moment’s
notice, regardless of their parenting, career and financial circumstances. In fact,
I argue that the war machine itself is maintained through, and benefits from,
an assumed gender division of childcare and household labour. In this context,
feminist mothering takes on a particular meaning, as it involves not only
equality in parenting and raising feminist children, but also active resistance to
the war (see also Ruddick, 1989). In addition to questioning the goals of war,
feminist mothering for me came to mean refusing to accept the gendered
division of parenting that was thrust upon me by the military.

My experiences suggest that there is a difference between feminist moth-
ering born from privilege and feminist mothering resulting from necessity.
Before the mobilization, I approached feminism from a standpoint of delibera-
tion and choice. My husband and I had feminist goals: equality in work and
parenting, attachment parenting coupled with career commitment, and non-
sexist childrearing. In contrast to this privileged perspective, the mobilization
forced me into a position that divorced women and single parents have always
faced: an independence from men resulting from necessity. In this context, as
many women have done before me, I had to reach deeply into myself to find the
strength to function effectively on my own with my children. This process was
much more difficult than I ever envisioned.

Although living independently from men does not necessarily result in the
development of a conscious feminist identity for all women, turning points such
as divorce can serve as a catalyst for the development of a feminist identity
(Aronson, 2000). Asa result of living on my own with my children, 1 developed
new strengths to live independently and grew into a fuller person. Feminist
mothering came to include taking on traditionally masculine activities, as well
as emotional independence from my husband. This is a common occurrence
among military wives (Enloe, 2000), but the depth of it surprised me. After
experiencing such significant transformations, I eventually realized the limits
of a feminism emerging from privilege. For me, forced self-reliance created a
new dimension of feminist mothering, one based on a deeper level of independ-
ence than [ imagined possible.
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Living contradictions

The military demands allegiance to the goals of war by its soldiers and,
although more subtly, military spouses. Soldiers are barred from open disagree-
ment with U.S. foreign policy and leadership. Military spouses, especially those
on military bases, are expected to completely support the goals of the military
and its interventions (Enloe, 2000). Some military families have grown more
vocal in their frustrations about the war, including Cindy Sheehan, the mother
of akilled U.S. soldier. In August, 2005, Sheehan received wide press coverage
for her month-long anti-war protest outside President Bush’s Texas ranch.
However, many spouses have been chastised for not “supporting the troops”
when they questioned U.S. involvement in Iraq (Gettleman, 2003). Although
some military wives are open about their negative feelings about their husbands’
deployment in Iraq, they are typically quiet about their criticisms of the war
(Witchel, 2005). Those who protest the war have been met with outright
hostility, and this hostility often effectively silences those who disagree with the
war (Houppert, 2003). Indeed, silencing dissent is an essential component of
the rhetoric about the war, as a 2005 Veteran’s Day speech by President Bush
illustrates: “Some Democrats and anti-war critics are now claiming we manipu-
lated the intelligence and misled the American people about why we went to
war. The stakes in the global war on terror are too high and the national interest
is too important for politicians to throw out false charges” (BBC News, 2005).

Many military spouses may rationalize their support for the war because
they have difficulty living with the contradictions of disagreeing with the
policies while supporting their spouses. As one military wife put it during an
interview with a New York Times reporter: “the people who don’t agree with
the war, what are they left with if that person dies? I guess they’re left feeling
angry.... And so maybe I haven’tallowed myselfto go there. Because I just wanz
to believe” (Witchel, 2005, emphasis mine). A desire to “believe” in the war
may directly result from a psychological need to see the risk of one’s spouse’s life
as legitimate.

However, believing in the war is not possible for all military wives. What
happens when a military wife rejects the war while simultaneously operating as
a vital part of the war machine? And what happens when the military’s
assumptions—about the division of child care and household labour and/or
one’s political beliefs—do not fit with the realities of people’s lives?

As a feminist sociologist, I am not a typical “military wife.” My research,
for example, examines young women’s attitudes toward feminism (e.g. Aronson,
2003). My teaching often focuses on exposing inequalities and helping students
recognize their own role in an unequal social structure. I have also been active
in feminist and progressive organizations.

Nor is my husband a typical enlisted soldier. Unlike the vast majority of
enlisted Reservists, (6.6 percent have Baccalaureate degrees, and 0.8 percent
have graduate or professional degrees' [Military Family Resource Center,
2001]), he has a doctorate. My husband enlisted in the active duty Army in an
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effort to “find himself” while he was in college. With a family history of military
service and his desire to pursue specialized training, this decision made sense
to him at the time. After an immediate change of heart, he left active duty
service to complete his very lengthy contract in the Reserves. Today, the ghost
of this commitment lives on, thanks to the military’s “stop-loss” policy, which
prevents troops with specialized training from leaving the military despite the
fulfillment of their contracts. Like other military personnel in such areas as
special operations, intelligence, and some medical and engineering speciali-
zations, he had to “apply” to be discharged after his contract was completed. His
application for discharge was denied.

The masculine military culture in which my husband was immersed
provided a stark contrast to our feminist approach to parenting. We have
worked toward equality in the household division of labour and have ap-
proached child rearing from an explicitly feminist perspective. My husband and
I have always divided up household chores evenly and both of us are committed
to being active and involved parents. For example, we both prioritize spending
time with our children, we each took the same amount of time off of work when
our first child was born, and we divide up parenting responsibilities equally. In
contrast, the militaryis based on a “hypermasculine” culture that values extreme
expressions of masculine behavior (Rosen, Knudson and Fancher, 2003; Enloe,
2000). Despite an increasing number of women in the military, the “warrior
environment” pervades (Rosen ez a/., 2003). On one occasion, one of my
husband’s Army co-workers reacted with shock when he mentioned that he
enjoyed cooking with his daughter. Given his particular training, he was seen
as too “huah™ to engage in such feminine activities. Ironically, then, my
husband was absorbed in a hypermasculine environment, while I lived for all
practical purposes as a single parent and committed feminist with a demanding
career. This new division of parenting and houschold labour was a radical
departure from both my feminist values and lived experience.

My unlikely position as a military wife and feminist mother resulted in a
number of contradictions, two of which I will reflect on here. First, my link to
the military conflicted with my anti~war stance and activism. Second, while the
mobilization pushed me into a more traditional feminine role with respect to
household and child care responsibilities, it simultaneously reinforced my
independence and my feminism.

“1, 2, 3, 4! We don’t want this imperialist war!”

On February 15, 2003, a remarkable opposition to the war was growing
and made 1tself known as millions of newly mobilized peace activists took to the
streets all around the world to protest the invasion of Iraq. My husband had
been away for about a month, my son was six weeks-old, and my daughter had
just turned four. I had not even had my postpartum doctor’s visit yet. President
Bush was still seeking a United Nations Security Council Resolution author-
izing the use of force against Iraq. U.N. inspectors were in Iraq, looking for
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weapons of mass destruction, and said they needed more time to evaluate the
situation. It was clear that there were differences of opinion among the nations
of the U.N. Security Council, and that many countries (especially France,
Russia and China) seemed opposed to the use of force.

That cold day, l went with my children and my parents to a large peace rally
in Detroit. We made our own signs: “Military Family for Peace,” and “Bring
our Daddy Home.” My daughter came up with her own message to President
Bush, which she wrote on a small sign, just the right size for her to carry: “Don’t
Do It.” I was both excited and nervous about attending the rally. It was among
my first postpartum outings, I was filled with a burning sense of purpose, and
T'was fiercely proud of our signs. At the same time, I felt awkward about my role
as a military wife and its implications for my anti-war position.

Inthe middle of the rally, the stroller started to move. The baby was waking
up! It is probably only new nursing moms who remember the fear of being in
public when their newborns woke up after a long period of time, very hungry
and ready to nurse. In those early days, breastfeeding was very difficult, since
my young son had a hard time latching on properly. With the protesters still
loudly chanting “1, 2, 3, 4! We don’t want this imperialist war!” it was time for
us to make a hasty exit so that I could nurse him in the car.

While loading the trunk with our home-made peace signs, the stroller,
diaper bag and other baby paraphernalia, my father was confronted by a
menacing-looking man who was standing near our car. “Why did you join the
military if you didn’t want to kick butt?” he snarled, referring to one of our signs.
At first, my dad ignored him. “You're a coward,” he persisted.

My dad finally replied: “This is not a good use of people’s lives. You can’t
go bring democracy to someone else.”

The man continued: “You look like an intelligent man, but I'm here to tell
you that you're stupid.” My dad got into the car, and I quickly locked the doors.
At that moment, my four-year-old started screaming for a snack. The man
continued to yell at our car, standing frighteningly close to us. We avoided eye
contact, and pretended we could not hear him screaming, but he walked right
in front of our car. Arms raised, he yelled “What about this?!” He had unzipped
his jacket to reveal a black “POW MIA” shirt. “What about the POWSs?!” And
then, as quickly as he came, he was gone, apparently off to attend the boat show
that was taking place down the street.

This confrontation captured the contradictions inherent in opposing the
war as a military spouse. Average Americans, not to mention those with ties to
the military, tend to link support for soldiers with support for the war. I noticed
this conflation regularly, from the confrontation at the peace rally to the “No
War” lawn signs that were taken down or replaced with American flags at the
onset of the war. Disentangling support for the troops and support for the war
reveals the emotional contradictions of being a feminist “military wife.”
Although I supported my husband and other soldiers, I was outraged about the

war and my own powerlessness to control its direct impact on my life. I was also
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afraid every day that my husband would be sent somewhere where he would be
killed. Finally, I'was angry that support for the troops was equated with support
for governmental policy. My yellow ribbon-covered tree and “Peace” lawn sign
might have puzzled the average American, but they seemed perfectly harmo-
nious to me.

Despite the presence of organizations that explicitly oppose the war while
supporting the troops (including Veterans for Peace, Military Families Speak
Out, and Gold Star Families for Peace), ] am an anomaly among people I know
as a result of my anti-war military spouse role (see also Aronson, 2004).
Consequently, I often feel compelled to tell people about my position on the
war because I want to distance myself from the assumptions often made about
military wives: that they blindly support military policies and puta positive spin
on the difficult absence of their spouses. At times, I have been concerned that
acquaintances will think that I conform to the sexist assumptions of the
military: that I put my husband’s career above my own or that we are not
committed co-parents. On some level, I also think I tell people about my anti-
war stance because I wonder if my “military wife” status will raise questions
about my progressive and feminist credentials. I approach the war, like many
of my colleagues and friends, from an intellectual position, but also as someone
with a loved one who participated in it.

On an intellectual level, my feminist and maternal sensibilities make me
feel strongly that war represents a hierarchical masculine desire for power over
others. The debate about whether women and/or mothers are more peaceful
than men notwithstanding, I felt a responsibility as a feminist mother to
actively resist the war. My standpoint especially applied to the preemptive Iraq
war, which was not a response to an attack but an aggressive invasion of another
country. The masculine ethos of the Iraq war was exemplified by President
Bush’s “bring them on” macho challenge in the summer of 2003 to those who
might attack U.S. soldiers in Iraq (US4 Today, 2003). In contrast to this ethos,
philosopher Sara Ruddick (1989) has argued that “maternal thinking,” result-
ing from the work of mothering (especially feminist mothering), can make an
important contribution to peace activism. As she puts it: “mothers who acquire
a feminist consciousness and engage in feminist politics are likely to become
more effectively nonviolent and antimilitarist (Ruddick, 1989: 242).” As a
military spouse, I also believe that the sexist assumptions of the military
undermine feminist parenting, a point I will examine next.

Feminism and independence

Both the family and the military have been called “greedy institutions”
(Segal, 1986) because they “make total claims on their members” and “seek
exclusive and undivided loyalty” (Coser 1974: 4). Generally, it is the family that
is expected to adapt to the needs of military obligations. Being part of a military
family “guarantees conflicts between work and family” as a result of relocation,
uncertainty about length of time away, and family separation (Booth, Falk,
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Segal and Segal, 2000: 320; Segal, 1986; Pittman, 1994). Dual earner families,
especially those at difficult stages of family life (such as recent marriage,
pregnancy, childbirth, or the presence of young children), may face especially
great challenges reconciling the demands of these two greedy institutions
(Segal, 1986; Bourg and Segal, 1999).

In the U.S,, nearly two-thirds of women with preschool aged children
work outside the home (Hochschild, 2000). These women are employed in all
types of jobs, including the military. Currently, 17 percent of Reservists are
women (Military Family Resource Center, 2001). Despite this historical
increase in the number of women in the military (Military Family Resource
Center, 2001), it operates within a gendered model that assumes a male
breadwinner and female homemaker (Enloe, 2000). For example, the wives of
active duty soldiers and officers often have difficulty developing their own
careers, as they move frequently as aresult of their husbands’ transfers (Witchel,
2005). Women who live near military bases, and military wives in general, have
lower annual earnings and higher rates of unemployment than other women
(Booth ez al., 2000; Segal, 1986).

It is assumed that military wives will support the soldier by replacing his
domestic labour. In my case, the household and child care work represented a
particular burden because my husband and I had previously strived for equality
in the division of labour. Even more than I had imagined, it was extremely
difficult to juggle single parenting and a career. With only occasional excep-
tions, all babysitting time was used for work (either paid or unpaid), and all non-
work time was used for childcare. It was particularly challenging to combine
academic work with my “intensive” approach to mothering (Hays, 1996), such
as breastfeeding and not wanting to let my baby cry himself to sleep.

With both of my children, I practiced attachment parenting, but the
experience of mothering each child was quite distinct. For six months during
her infancy, my eldest child’s reflux and stomach pain made her cry for several
hours each night. During this period, my husband and I took turns holding,
comforting, and walking with her. One of us would hold her for a period of time
and we would pass her off to the other when we became exhausted. Although
I nursed on demand, my husband helped get her to sleep. When my second
child was colicky, I relied extensively on the assistance of my own parents and
babysitters. As a result of his stomach pain, my son had difficulty getting to
sleep and staying asleep. The most effective method was a technique my dad
perfected: he danced vigorously to extremely loud rock music while holding the
baby over his arm like a limp rag doll. At one point, I realized that my dad had
become my son’s “#2”: he had replaced my husband as the second caretaker.
Despite a great deal of help, however, my son’s colic was ultimately my
responsibility. Although my dad effectively got the baby to sleep, it took him
a long time to learn the art of arm-to-crib transfers, and his abrupt style often
resulted in immediate waking and a new initiation of the nursing-burping-
transferring-to-cradle cycle. When my son woke every three hours in the
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middle of the night with pain, the nursing and dancing tasks ultimately fell to
me alone.

T hired a babysitter not only when I worked at my job, but at times when
I needed an extra pair of hands to take care of the children. This is obviously
expensive. Although many private companies make up the difference in pay
between a Reservist's regular salary and military salary, they are not required to
do so by law. My husband’s employer did not make up the pay difference. For
military parents who work, one would expect that increased childcare would be
necessary to cover the labour of the absent spouse. In fact, at least one-fifth of
American dual earner couples work different shifts on their jobs in order to care
for their children without relying on day care (Hochschild, 2000). However,
this labour inside the home goes unacknowledged by the military, which does
not provide compensation to soldiers’ families for their absence. The “separa-
tion pay” (about $100 a month) that is provided only recognizes minimal extra
expenses as a result of maintaining two households. The unspoken assumption
of the breadwinner/homemaker model is that the military wife will pick up the
household and childcare labour of the absent soldier without complaint or
difficulty. As elsewhere, homemaking and child rearing are not considered
worthy of compensation.

In addition to the strain of childcare adjustments, mobilization can cause
significant emotional stress for families. The family disruption resulting from
the soldier’s absence can strain marriages, cause depression in both military
personnel and their spouses, and lead to distress among children (Figley, 1993;
Wood, Scarville and Gravino, 1995; Ford ez a/., 1993). Spouses may even report
more problems and lower morale than enlisted soldiers (Paulus, Nagar, Larey
and Camacho, 1996). Difficulty adjusting to a partner’s absence has been found
to be especially pronounced among parents with infants and women who were
pregnant at the time of deployment (Wood ez a/., 1995). The first Gulf War
(the “hundred hour” war), which was far shorter, less deadly, and more
“successful,” led to divorce rates of 50 percent at Army bases (Gettleman, 2003).
In this war, divorce rates doubled between 2001 and 2004 (Leland, 2004).
Veterans returning from the first Gulf War were more likely to report moderate
or severe family adjustment problems than moderate or severe war-zone stress
responses (Figley, 1993). These problems were particularly acute for Reservists,
who were forced to abruptly leave their non-military lives (Figley, 1993).

In my case, we were lucky because my husband was not deployed overseas.
He was instead responsible for training other Reservists to serve in Iraq, as well
as occasionally serving as an Army representative at funerals for soldiers.
Despite our luck, the mobilization was a major disruption to our lives. Nursing
was not yet well established, we had no visible routine or schedule, and my four-
year old daughter was distressed by the amount of energy a new baby took from
her only remaining parent. The entire period of the mobilization was charac-
terized by constant crisis. The workload of combining my career and single
parenthood, the uncertainty about when he would return, our sense that our
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lives were out of our own control, and my hostility to the war that had taken him
away, resulted in a continuous feeling of tension and strain. Since we had always
shared parenting responsibilities, I was shocked by the sheer workload of
having sole responsibility for the well being of my children.

While meeting the physical needs of my children was challenging, it was
the emotional needs that became overwhelming at times. In addition to a
colicky baby, my four-year old daughter had great difficulty adjusting to the
new situation. In fact, she developed a sleep disorder during this period. One
night, I heard her in her bed desperately searching for a picture of her with her
father that T had placed in a special holder: “Where is my picture of Daddy? I
know it was here. .. .. Where can it be?” I helped her find it under her pillow.
Afterleft the room, I heard her talking again: “Daddy’s going to die. I'm going
to die.” Shocked by her words, Iwent backin her room and we talked. She asked
me, “Why did George Bush send Daddy away? Is there going to be a war in
Iraq?” We discussed that Iraq was far away, and that Daddy was very close by
in the United States. I told her that he was safe and he was not going to Iraq.
“Iraqisasmall purple planet,” she told me. After Ileft her room, she sang asong
with following words: “Daddy’s not going to die. Why does George Bush want
a war?”

It was moments such as these that crystallized my sense that feminist
mothering was irreconcilable with my role as a “military wife.” Reassuring my
daughter about her father’s safety was, in fact, a lie because his role in the
military meant that his safety was never guaranteed. It was also disingenuous
because my reassurances to her conflicted with my anti-war “maternal think-
ing” (Ruddick, 1989). As aresult, the act of comforting my daughter ultimately
served the goals of the war.

Although military bases provide important family supports to the military
spouses who are left behind when the full-time soldiers get deployed (Witchel,
2005), little is done to assist the spouses of mobilized Reservists, who are often
perceived as “second-class citizens” by active duty troops (Ford ez al, 1993).
Even before 9/11, Reserve and National Guard units were mobilized at
increasing rates as a result of the decline of the number of active duty troops
(Enloe, 2000). Since the war in Iraq started, as many as 34% at any one time
of the deployed soldiers have been Reservists. This has lead to a concern in the
military that the frequency and length of mobilizations are “beginning to stress
the Reserve force” (Office of the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for
Reserve Affairs, 2004). The reason for the Army’s concern is largely rooted in
worries that soldiers will not reenlist (Enloe, 2000).

About two months after the mobilization, I got a letter from the Family
Program Office of the Army, inviting me to come to a meeting for military
families to discuss issues related to deployment. We were to talk about such
issues as what to expect during the mobilization process, family issues, and
health care. Children were not welcome at the meeting, yet there was no child
care provided. Refreshments were provided, however. The closest meeting
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place was two hours away, and I was shocked to see that the meeting dates had
already passed by the time I had received the mailing. It is important to
recognize, however, that these program offices are typically run on the
volunteer labour of the military wives of officers, who are pressured by the
military into such uncompensated work (Harrell, 2001). My only other contact
with the military was a letter and questionnaire that arrived from the USAR
Family Program Office six months after the beginning of the mobilization. It
sounded five months too late:

Don'’t feel like you're alone. The Army Reserve has staffed a USAR
Family Program Office to help you. We're here to provide informa-
tion, referral, outreach and assistance to family members of the United
States Army Reserves. Our primary mission is to serve you and be your
Army contact. We will assist you with questions and concerns about
mobilization and remain in contact with you on a regular basis
throughout the mobilization process. We will supply you with the
necessary publications and workshops you need and give you feedback
through surveys to ensure you are receiving the adequate assistance
you need.... We look forward to serving you and your family.

The enclosed questionnaire asked a series of questions to which I
unambivalently answered “no,” including: “Have you received monthly calls/
emails from any Family Readiness Group members’ telephone tree?” “Were
you provided a point of contact at your soldier’s unit for concerns, questionsand
emergencies?” Thus, in my experience, the presumption of the breadwinner/
homemaker model of the military did not include as a key component adequate
emotional or informational support. This social support can be a key in helping
to buffer the negative mental health effects of stress experienced by military
wives when their husbands are away (Rosen and Moghadam, 1988).

At the same time as my husband’s absence pushed me into a more
traditional feminine role on manylevels, it also served to reinforce my feminism
and my sense of independence. Although my spouse and I had always made
every life decision together, I now had to make them without his input. Before
the mobilization, we had shared the power of decision-making. During the
mobilization, I hired and fired babysitters, enrolled my daughter in new
preschools, tried remedies for colic, re-mortgaged our house, and tried to solve
the sleep disorder my daughter developed during this period. Although my
husband and I had lived together for many years, I eventually learned to live
alone with my children.

Military wives have often experienced an identity shift when their hus-
bands went to war. However, they often do so in a way that is not explicitly
feminist and is submissive to the goals of war. For example, during World War
II, the government promoted women’s work as their patriotic duty and
encouraged companies to lay women workers off from their jobs when the men
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returned home from the battlefields (Coontz, 1992). This situation may result
in a “split personality” for military wives: “when her husband is at home, the
military wife is a Donna Reed mom, raising the children and deferring to Dad.
When her husband is deployed she becomes Rosie the Riveter, fixing toilets,
paying the bills and cutting plywood to protect her house against a hurricane”
(Witchel, 2005: 64). My own experiences reveal that my husband’s absence
strengthened my commitment to feminist mothering, as I took on new roles in
my family and developed new strengths to live independently with my children.

The end and the beginning

After nine months, my husband was demobilized as a result of an injury
incurred during the mobilization. The rest of his unit was extended beyond the
initial one-year call up. He came home and started to pick up the pieces of his
life: ajob heleft abruptly, a son he hardly knew, a daughter who had experienced
distress about his absence, a partner who had learned to live independently, and
his own physical pain.

The military’s presumed traditional division of labour depends heavily on
an unquestioning support for the goals of the war. In order for the system to
work, military spouses need to be willing to view the potential sacrifice of their
spouses’ lives in terms of some higher cause. They must also be willing to donate
their own household labour for the benefit of our “national security.” In other
words, one of the implications of the gendered division of labour assumed by
the military is that the sacrifices that spouses make are both worthwhile and
justified. In fact, the gendered character of the division of labour during a time
of war depends heavily on an unquestioning belief in the war itself. When
someone questions the necessity of war, one’s sacrifices are in vain from the very
beginning. As I questioned both the goals of the war and the assumed gender
division of labour, the “military wife” role clearly contradicted with my feminist
approach to mothering. Feminist co-parenting came to a grinding halt as a
result of the traditional parenting assumptions imposed upon me by the
military. At the same time, my feminist identity as a parent grew stronger as it
was more profoundly based on necessary independence rather than privilege.

As 1 reflect on this experience, I realize that whenever we talk about
mothering, we also need to talk about fathering. The military’s treatment of
mothers cannot be viewed independently from its treatment of fathers. In the
assumption that the wives of soldiers have primary responsibility for the
children, there is a corresponding assumption that those soldiers who are
fathers are not vital and necessary to the growth and development of their
children. The breadwinner model assumes an absent, distant and uninvolved
parent rather than one who is equally invested and involved in their children’s
lives. This view has resulted in extensions of deployment periods, the denial of
visits home, and the attitude that it is acceptable for soldiers who are fathers to
be away from their children for months, and even years, on end. While the work
of mothering during a time of war places an unreasonable and invisible burden
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on the mothers left behind, it also places an invisible burden on the fathers
called away. Within the masculine ethos of the military, much of this burden
remains unexpressed and unchallenged.

As the war in Iraq drags on with no end in sight, and as deployments are
extended while the death toll rises, military families continue to face the strains
of separation. These stressors will wear on even the best marriages and most
tolerant children. For those of us who opposed the war in the first place and yet
had to contribute our labour to it, the continued loss of life in Iraq is particularly
troubling. For the military spouses who initially supported the war and have
“kept the home fires burning,” one has to wonder how long their patience will
hold. As public opinion slowly shifts, perhaps military wives will begin to add
their voices to the public debate on the war. For those of us who opposed the
war in the first place and yet had to conttibute our labour to it, the contradic-
tions that have filled our lives are not only personal, but are deeply political.

I would like to thank Ronald Aronson and Kimberly Simmons, who contributed
tremendous insights to this project and provided me with persistent encouragement.
I would also Like to thank my University of Michigan-Dearborn writing group,
including Rama Chidambaram, Bill DeGenaro, Diane Oliver, and Elzabeth
Roban, for providing feedback for revision. Jeylan T. Mortimer and Katherine
O’Sullivan also provided suggestions and encouragement at key times during the
course of this project and Sara Gold provided helpful bibliographic assistance. An
earlier version of some of these ideas appeared in “Reflections of a Feminist Military
Wife,” in SWS Network News: The Newsletter of Sociologists for Women in
Society, 21 (2) (Summer 2004): 17-19.

A mobilization of this size disproportionately places a burden on the poor and
working class who comprise the bulk of the so-called “all volunteer” military.
This has lead journalists to charge that the composition of the military is
“requiring what is, in essence, a working-class military to fight and die for an
affluent America” (Halbringer and Homes, 2003).

“Military slag roughly equivalent to “tough.”
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“She Could Be Anything

She Wants to Be”

Mothers and Daughters and
Feminist Identity

Mouch of the recent research on feminist self-labeling has been limited to young
women—the majority of whom are white, middle-class post-secondary students.
This research suggests that young women embrace the politics of feminism but reject
the label. There bas been little research investigating the extent to which midlife
women, who came of age with the women s movement, identify as feminists. As part
of a larger study, Ontario midlife women were asked to reflect on their family,
Jriendship and work lives; to talk about their health and well~being and their
connection to feminism and the Women’s Movement. These women were in their 505
and early 60s at the time of the interviews in 2002. Sixty-six women spoke about the
impact of the women’s movement or feminism on their lives. They also spoke about
their precarious, hesitant, complex relationship to feminist identity. Two-thirds (43)
of the women expressed a favourable identification with feminism, although ten of
these women qualified their answers in the context of their personal reservations with
the label. Two themes emerged to explain the presence of a feminist self-identity
among midlife women. The first was being the mother of a daughter. The second was
the exposure to women’s studies courses and feminist theory in post-secondary
education.

Women who are now at midlife came of age with second-wave feminism. By
the time these midlife women were old enough to go to university, the
universities were expanding. By the time they graduated, jobs were opening up
in nursing, teaching and office work and they became part of a dramatic surge
in women’s employment. They were the first generation of Canadian women
to stay in the labour force after children were born. While employment
opportunities opened for this generation of women, attitudes regarding family
responsibilities were slow to change. The structure of work organizations, or
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schools did not change to accommodate family care, and men and women were
left to negotiate responsibilities for childcare and housework individually.
Men’s pay and opportunity advantage served to reinforce the traditional
division of labour. For the most part these baby boomers have spent their adult
lives overburdened by the need to combine family responsibilities and paid
work.

As part of a larger study, Ontario midlife women were asked to reflect on
their family, friendship and work lives; to talk about their health and well-being
and their connection to feminism and the Women’s Movement. We wanted to
know whether women born during or after World War 11 saw themselves as
feminists. Did these women, who grew up with the women’s movement, who
struggled, by virtue of the timing of their entry into the labour force to raise
families and work for pay, who felt the economic insecurities of lone parent-
hood, or struggled to assert their sexual identity think of themselves as feminists
as they reflected on their lives at midlife?

Most of the recent research on feminist self-labeling has been limited to
young women—the majority of whom are white, middle-class post-secondary
students. This research suggests that young women embrace the politics of
feminism but reject the label. Indeed the label may have become a bit of an
anachronism. The popular disclaimer—“I'm not a feminist, but...” appears to
characterize the feelings of many contemporary young Western women (see
Buschman and Lenart, 1996; Williams and Wittig, 1997; Zucker, 2004). Some
argue that young women have become complacent with the gains of the
women’s movement (see Rebick, 2005). For example, abortion rights have been
assured, however precariously, for a generation. In this context, identification
with feminism is no longer associated with the struggle to attain personally
important rights and opportunities. Young women have grown up in a social
context in which the achievements of the feminist movement have been part of
the taken-for-granted social fabric. Furthermore, young people, particularly
post-secondary students, understand their lives in terms of personal ambitions
and individual struggles. Culturally, it is preferable to construct their achieve-
ment in individual rather than collective terms (Bushman and Lenart, 1996;
Williams and Wittig, 1997). Research which targets “minority” or “othered”
women suggests that these women are more likely to self-label as feminist and
support feminism (see Reid, 1984; Lavender, 1986; Chow, 1993; Dufour,
2000). Older women have not been the subjects of study regarding feminist
identity.

Some researchers have looked at the intergenerational influence of a
feminist identity, particularly between mothers and daughters. The (often
contested) assumption is that second wave feminists will “pass along” their
politics and the narrative of the women’s movement, and that feminist identity
is “inherited” from one generation to the next (Adkins, 2004). The responses
in this study indicate support for a more complex acknowledgement of
feminism, connected to one’s political “coming of age.” Intergenerational

172 | Volume 8, Numbers 1,2



“She Could Be Anything She Wants to Be”

impact is bi-directional, and the likelihood of self-identifying as feminist is
influenced by the presence of female children (or close relatives). Having a
daughter may provide a window for mid-life women to sce themselves in terms
of a collective, as more than just one woman—the idea that there exists a
“common fate with women” (Reid and Purcell, 2004: 766). The opportunity to
witness the achievements of the women’s movement play outin their daughters’
lives has a significant impact on the participants in our study. Their daughters
provided these women with an impetus for (re)connecting the personal to the
political, and being emotionally attached to the gains of the women’s move-
ment, as well as the remaining obstacles, and the hope for the future, as
embodied by their daughters’ choices and experiences.

The data reported here lets us look at feminist identity among Canadian
women who grew up with the women’s movement. These women were in
their 50s and early 60s at the time of the interviews in 2002. We used a two
stage sampling strategy, contacting women through groups and organizations
across metropolitan Toronto and the Niagara region. Some of the sample
were contacted through women-based social groups or organizations, al-
though these were not specifically feminist in nature. For example, some
organizations that agreed to help recruit our sample were primarily concerned
with addressing the needs of immigrant women or poor women. Others in
the sample were contacted through religious groups. The research population
was constructed through postering, snowball sampling, and direct contact
with women’s organization and groups. Every effort was made to sample
intentionally in order to provide representation from marginalized women,
including racial or ethnic minority women, lesbian and women living with
low income.

Women in the study engaged in in-depth face-to-face interviews concern-
ing their reflections about their intimate lives, their economic and employment
experiences, and their health and well-being. As part of the interviews (which
ranged from one to three hours in length) women were asked to describe the
impact of the women’s movement or feminism on their lives and to indicate
whether or not they would describe themselves as “feminists.” Sixty-six women
responded to this question.

Women in this study spoke about their precarious, hesitant, complex
relationship to feminist identity. Most (43) of the women expressed a favour-
able identification with feminism. Ten of the 43 respondents self-identified as
“ferninist,” buz qualified their answers in the context of their personal reserva-
tions with the label, or referred to other common perceptions of the term. For
example, when asked, “Would you consider yourself a feminist?” one woman
in her early sixties answered, “probably, if T knew what the real definition was”
(B54). Another response from a 53-year-old single mother illustrates some of
the hesitation over the meaning of “feminist”™ “I believe I'm leaning more
towards feminism than I ever have been in my life, but I don’t know whether
I would actually describe myself as a ‘feminist™ (B10).
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A Muslim woman in the sample who moved to Canada in adulthood did

not feel a connection to what she called “western” feminism. Her interview
describes the negotiation of identity that she faced:

You know if’s a little bit difficult to be a (country of origin) feminist, or to
be a western feminist, or to be a black feminist. I think all of these feminists
have (a) different definition for themselves. I consider myself as a feminist
regarding to the (country of origin) culture. Regarding western culture, I
think I need to work still. Because I don’t get the western culture yet. (B9)

Twenty-three women respondents did not self-identify as feminist. Seven
of these answered simply “No,” when asked. Fourteen women qualified their
responses by saying “No, but...” or “I don’t think so, but...”:

Ldon’t think I'd describe myself as a feminist, but certainly I am glad for the
moves that women have made. (A13)

No, 1don’t thinkI'ma feminist, because [was raisedin asetting, or afamily
setting where the man was the breadwinner, and the mother was the
homemaker, but I certainly applaud the feminists to a certain degree. (A8)

No, I wouldn’t call myself that... I have always maintained that women
should have equal rights... I was brought up in a culture where women were
subservient to men. (B15)

Well, 1 believe in equality absolutely, but I like having the door opened for
me and 1 like somebody to sit my chair under me and pour me a glass of wine
and... (Laughs) So if you look at that, no, then I'm not a feminist. (B20)

Some women talked about not being a part of the women’s movement in
the past because of their privilege, or because they felt excluded or disconnected
from it: “I probably came kicking and screaming into feminism until I finally
made the connection. And I think a lot of that had to with my past, my privilege,
I didn’t connect it” (B11).

A mid-life married mother of two, (who is now active in both religious and
feminist communities), recalled the importance of having the language to
identify the issues she was facing: “I couldn’t be a part of the movement because
1 didn’t feel I fitin, I couldn’t talk the language” (B2). She went on to discuss
some of the barriers to participation in a movement that was seen as mostly
upper-middle class and white, excluding women from marginalized or lower
income backgrounds, and who instead were “largely focusing on survival.”

Two central themes emerged in the interviews that are of particular
interest here. First, there was a strong connection to positive feminist identi-
fication among mothers of daughters. As these women elaborated on the
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meaning of feminism in their lives, they also referred to the impact of the
movement on the lives of their daughters. They described feelings of pride in
their daughter’s accomplishments, respect and admiration for their daughter’s
feminist politics, or appreciation for the increased opportunities available to
their daughters as a result of the women’s movement, and their hope for their
daughter’s future. Second, many of these midlife women who identified as
feminist (and embrace the politics behind this label) credit this political
consciousness to their educational experiences in women’s studies courses and/
or exposure to feminist theory in post-secondary education.

Mothers and daughters

Forty-nine of the 66 participants were mothers, and 35 of those were
mothers of daughters. Most of the mothers of daughters (28, or 80 percent) said
they identified as feminists. While this was not a question specifically raised in
the interviews, their comments about feminism connected their relationships
with their daughters to their thoughts about (and experiences with) the
women’s movement. Twenty respondents made explicit mention of their
feminist identity as it relates to a daughter’s life, or to their relationship with
their daughter. (Two women also referred to feminism in the context of their
nieces, and one woman discussed her sons in this context.)

These mid-life mothers framed their comments about feminism around
the notion of increased educational and career opportunities for their daugh-
ters, particularly in contrast to their own experiences growing up:

... to think my daughters were able to go to university and to graduate
school and this wasn’t allowed 50, 60 years ago. (B41)

When I was going to college, you know like you were a teacher, nurse, or
secretary; it didn’t seem like there was a whole world out there for us.. ..

There is a whole world out there, I think, for our daughters. (B19)

... 1t’s great for my daughters coming along. I've got a daughter who wants
to be a teacher—I mean she could be a doctor, she could be anything she
wants to be, and in the past that wasn’t quite as open for her to do; and 1
think that's terrific.... There are more opportunities. (BS)

1 see my nieces playing hockey—their choice...I played hockey in a more
casual thing, but they're on a team. 1 see my other niece; she works in the
Sorestry and fisheries. She’s capturing bears and doing this and doing that,
and has this whole outdoor sort of thing happening. And I'm thinking, “who
would have thought? She’s 25 years younger.... It's wonderful to see what
she’s doing. . .this is good, it’s just more doors. But whether it’s engineering,
18 just things women never ventured into before. There’s choices now. Not
that it’s easy, but there’s choices. (B47)

Journal of the Association for Research on Mothering | 175



Leslie Wilson, Sue Wilson, Ann Dufly and Nancy Mandell

Many women also referred to their daughters as feminists. One feminist
mother proudly referred to her daughter as “a fierce feminist” (B2). A 58-year-
old mother of four indicated the impact her daughter has had on her life, saying
that her daughter “is a strong feminist—a very strong woman, and really
inculcated the importance of being who you are” (B63). Another mother who
immigrated to Canada from Africa talked about body image and politics
surrounding her daughter’s “liberated” generation in Canada, and added: “I'm
very proud of my daughter” (B15).

Women also referred to the impact of feminism on their ability to raise
their daughters with an awareness and consciousness of women’s issues and the
women’s movement. This was proudly noted by one respondent, who re-
marked: “I have raised three wonderful feminist daughters” (B16). Another
participant echoed this sentiment: “The movement and feminism have allowed
me to have a more satisfying life. It helped me raise daughters to have a feminist
consciousness” (B50). The Women’s Movement offered mid-life women a
mirror to their world, and a chance to develop their relationship to feminist
identity while also cultivating a relationship with a female child. In this sense,
participating in the growth and development of a daughter allowed women to
see the contrast of “how far we've come,” and “how far we still need to go™:

1 think that the issues for women are still the same; I think that we baven’t
made enough changes. I really don’t know sometimes if it's because I'm an
oldfart or not. You know because ... 1 have teenage daughters.... They still
(think) ... “God I should be beautiful.”... Yes, you should be beautiful, don’
get me wrong, of course you should be beautiful, but you shouldn’t centre
your Iife around people with penises. It just doesn’t work. And yet ... it’s
shocking for me for them to live in a house with an outspoken mother who’s
the ecanamic provider, the social convener, the wonder woman, and they're
still believing in this, “one day the prince will came.” I mean their favourite
woman is “Pretty Woman.” So 1 ask: have we made a substantial change?
1 think the answer is yes. But is there still a long way to go? Absolutely.
That’s bow I see i£. (B12)

The following narrative recounts a third-generation consciousness, where
a grandmother acknowledges the impact of interactions with her two female
grandchildren:

I'mvery aware of that when I speak to my grandchildren ... Iwas noticing
that if it was the robin . .. Inoticed it in myself, “he’s on the birdbath.” Well
it’s not “he,” right? It’s the robin, but I saw that masculinization of all those
sorts of things. So I would point that out to them, “Well it might be a male,
well it might be a female; it’s not always a male.” (B13)

In addition, two respondents referred to the gains of the movement as
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something that they feel their daughters “would just take for granted” (B45),
or as something not understood by their daughter’s generation. (It is particu-
larly interesting to note the use of the past-tense in this quote): “There was a
women’s movement ... but the next generation will have it as second nature to

them” (B35).

Women’s studies and feminist theory in education

The midlife women in this study reported that access to learning and
education was one of the important benefits of the women’s movement in their
lives, and/or in the lives of their sisters, daughters, and nieces. Specifically, these
women mentioned the impact of women’s studies courses and exposure to
feminist theory as significant to their evolving belief system, consciousness-
raising, and politicization.

Women referred to the importance of exposure to women’s voices, women
authors, and female perspectives in general in literature, research and educa-
tion. One summary of the importance of women’s studies came from a sixty-
two year old divorced mother:

When I was growing up, I don’t remember taking books in school written
by women. Then, to hear women speak, of course women have thoughts,
ideas, and leadership qualities that we need in our community and work
life. So, I think it was very important to me. I didn’t take formal courses,
but I read a lot, and I did audit some courses, but 1 really felt that to hear
women speak and formulate their ideas, I felt I was becoming more of an
individual, of a person. Ldidn’t have to be in a relationship. My experience
was other people’s experience. Even to help me identify that I could feel
angry about being cheated, to identify that the things that belped form and
develop me were from a masculine point of view. Things were imposed,
even how I thought of women and women’s lives. The possibility of leading
a different kind of life was satisfying. (B50)

A West-Indian immigrant mother in her late fifties expressed the ongoing
influence of the movement in both “public” and “private” aspects of her life:

It had a strong impact on my life—feminism. It’s influenced me to go to
school to begin with. And it influenced me also—well it influenced me fo
stay with my obligations with the family, but now it’s influencing me in
another direction, and that's to become g person on my own, to become an
individual, to self-actualize. (B63)

Respondents talked about the importance of the framework and historical
context that women’s studies provided, which was the foundation of their
understanding of feminism in general. Women’s studies were an “eye-opener”
to many women. Remembering her first exposure to these ideas, one respond-
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ent stated simply, “I am a feminist because of women’s studies” (B9). Women
also expressed a feeling of vigilance, respect, and even frustration for their (lost)
history:

1 think the one thing that’s important to me is not to lose the sense of our
history ... the history of the feminist movement. There are young people
who didn’t understand that it used to be against the law to be queer, who
don’t know anybody who died of AIDS, who didn’t live through the gross
inequities between women and men in the work environment. They know
nothing about any of that stuff... They're not taught the history; they don’t
understand the struggle (and the) place that we came from. (B59)

Conclusion

Although the literature, and the responses here, are evidence of a funda-
mental struggle regarding the problematic definition of feminism today, we
have not found a lack of support for feminism and contributions of the
movement to women’s lives. In spite of the confusion and hesitation surround-
ing the term feminism, the mid-life women in this study understood their lives
in terms of the qualitative and quantitative achievements of feminists from the
1960s onward, and saw this played out—rather poignantly—as they watched
their daughters cross the threshold into adulthood, and as they were exposed
to the language of feminism in the curriculum of women’s studies courses.

A feminist identity requires a fertile seedbed: for example, a women’s
studies class, the cultivation of mother/daughter relationships, or connection
with female mentors; or negatively, the experience of sex discrimination or
violence, or hardship based on the extra responsibilities of career/children/
care-taking etc. (see Williams and Wittig, 1997; Reid and Purcell, 2004;
Buschman and Lenart, 1996) In sum, there must be an exposure to the context
of the issues and gains made by the feminist movement in the firstand second
waves, either through the eyes of mothering daughters, and/or through the
mobilizing experiences of women’s studies courses, in order to (re)connect the
political to the personal in the belief systems and identity-structures of mid-life
women.
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My Son the Feminist,
A First-Rate Mom

This paper traces the years I spent rearing my son in a manner that was at odds with

the prevailing views at the time for 1 discovered that boys suffered from social
constraints as well as girls. My son was born when I was in my early twenties and
the women’s movement was in its very beginning. I wanted to bring him up to

develop traits be displayed that were social taboo for boys at the time, a soft-hearted
disposition and a range of interests that didn’t include sports. Even today, men who

do not display machismo are often viewed as “wimps.” I believed that an important
part of feminism was allowing men the options some of them enjoy today such as

expressing affection rather than insisting that they follow the prevatling views of
what men should be. Providing outlets for my son’s interests in music and perform-

ance was a counterpart to helping validate bis extracurricular activities in his school.

The feminist movement happened to coincide with the Civil Rights Movement in the

United States, but I had always believed that feminism and developing a social
conscience were inextricably tied together. As a result, I included my son in my social
activism as well as exposing him to pressing pohitical issues. Today, my grown son has

become a wonderful “mom” and a supportive husband as well as a person who displays

a deep concern for justice. In his work be has always displayed the qualities of a peace-

maker, a trait still at odds with the prevailing view of male identity.

I am watching my son on a conference call in his home, mike under his chin,
earpieces firmly attached. But that is not all he is doing. He also happens to be
changing his baby daughter’s very full diaper at the same time. Pierre, who is
one of the top radio executives in the country, is doing what women have been
doing for millennia—multi-tasking.

He is the one who bathes both daughters in the evening, still with his cell
phone at hand because his obstetrician wife cannot predict her hours as she’s on
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call so often and periodically spends nights at the hospital. Pierre has more
flexibility. He is sometimes able to work at home or come home early and head
for his study late at night after the gitls are in bed, just as I did when he was a
child. He happens to be very proud of his wife’s achievements as an
endocrinologist and physician and does everything he can to support her career.
They are a team, holding down two demanding jobs and parenting a one and
a half year old and a two and a half year old daughters. Even at her young age,
the oldest knows her mommy, “takes care of babies and ladies.”

My son was born when I was in my early 20s and the women’s movement
was in its very beginning. I wanted to bring him up to honor all sides of his
personality because he happened to have qualities that I cherished despite being
social taboo for boys at the time, a soft-hearted disposition and a range of
interests that didn’t include sports. Even today, men who do not display
machismo are often viewed as “wimps.” I believed that an important part of
feminism was allowing men the options some of them enjoy today such as
expressing affection rather than insisting that they follow the prevailing views
of what men should be. I imparted these values to Pierre by sharing my life with
him as a pioneer feminist in a small corner of the world as well as by being very
involved in his educational environment.

I began studying for a doctorate in Political Science when women were a
rarity in that field and especially in public discourse. I was the youngest of three
women at Harvard’s graduate program in Political Science, fending off the
sexual overtures of some my professors and fellow students even though I was
married. I wrote my doctoral thesis when Pierre was just a baby, working at the
library after he was in bed because we couldn’t afford a sitter at the time.

As a tiny child, Pierre learned the meaning of the word “fesis” (thesis) as
we discussed my progress at home. He attended my graduation with my proud
husband, which happened to be the first time women were allowed to
participate instead of marching separately at Radcliffe some blocks away. I was
very pregnant with my daughter at the ceremony and like to think that the two
of us broke down the barriers to women.

After that, I became a stay-at-home wife and mom as was typical of so
many young married women. Then I read Betty Friedan’s landmark work, 7%e
Feminine Mystigue (1965) identifying “The problem that has no name” (utter
boredom in simply keeping house), and found my own situation in our dull
suburban town in her book. It was one of the many motives that propelled me
to begin teaching political science at a small women’s college.

Before the children were old enough to attend school, I arranged to teach
my courses in the mornings so I could spend time with my children in the
afternoons. I insisted on paying our nanny three times as much as the going rate
because I felt that she too was a career woman balancing family and work. But
1 could only afford her a few hours a day and that meant putting in long hours
to prepare my courses after the children were asleep.

At the time, the women in my neighborhood kept busy going to sales and
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having coffee together. They all kept telling me “I love my children,” asif Thad
abandoned mine to a cruel fate by picking up my briefcase and heading off to

work every morning. That I didn’t fit the social pattern at the time puzzled my
son when he was a little boy. “Why don’t you stay home and play cards like the
other mothers?” he asked me when he was eight years old. But instead of saying
something wise, I just snorted.

I devote this article to my son rather than my daughter because she too
discovered sexism and the woman’s movement on her own. She came into my
study when she was only five and cried, “Oh, T'll never be able to become a
priest.” I did bring both of my children up as Catholics although it is a
particularly sexist religion simply because that was my heritage. However, 1
took over the task of teaching their Sunday school classes to prevent them from
being subjected to the church’s peculiar views on women and also to expose
them to different religions. When my son was an adolescent, at a time when the
church as so many other faiths still believed that theirs was the one and only
truth, the class attended Seder suppers, heard Quakers speak and explored
different views. My daughter still remembers how I fought to have girls to serve
on the altar when only boys were allowed in that role and how I organized the
mothers who were teaching classes as volunteers to support that cause. Today
of course, there are women Eucharistic Ministers and altar girls but still no
women priests.

After his confirmation, my son told me that he no longer wished to be a
Catholic. I supported him wholeheartedly. He happens to be a person with a
wonderful sense of humour. Before confirmation, he kept saying he would wear
a tee-shirt underneath his jacket with the words “I am a Jew,” scrawled in bold
letters and that he would fling it open at the moment of confirmation. And
instead of choosing a saint’s name as his confirmation name, he wanted to pick
“Clint,” the hero in one of his favorite spy novels.

1 felt that by the time my children were teenagers, they could certainly
make their own choices about religion. I myself left the Catholic Church after
the children were confirmed, considering my duty done and preferring to
express my spirituality outside of the bounds of organized religion.

For me, feminism and social awareness go hand in hand as they did when
Iwasbringing up my children in the late 60s and 70s when both the Civil Rights
Movement and the Feminist Movement gained public notoriety. Thus, when
Pierre was a small child, I began bringing him to events at the college where 1
taught, including an evening session with the fiery Rap Brown. I gave him a
children’s book about Martin Luther King hoping to raise his social conscience
and, in fact, it moved him deeply. Did my views on civil rights and my volunteer
work teaching in the projects have anything to do with Pierre’s choice of
moving into an African-American dorm when he attended college and defus-
ing racial conflicts at the radio station there? (He told me that when he would
sit down to lunch at an all black table, one young man would always quip,
“There goes the neighbourhood.”) I don’t really know, but both children heard
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my political views loud and clear over our dinner table discussions that were
always peppered with healthy debate. More than likely, this is why Pierre is
quiet about his political opinions.

I must add that my French husband was also a very different role model
from the typical neighborhood Dad. He helped me clean the house on
weekends and spent his free time wiring the house, taking movies and
photographs of the children and going on family outings. Unlike other fathers,
he openly expressed affection for our son and daughter. Added to that, we were
not a family who followed sports events although once we did take Pierre to see
a Red Sox game.

But at that time and unfortunately still today, there was a view that reason
and emotions are at war with each other. Women were branded as emotional,
and therefore less competent while men were considered reasonable, a conflict
that is disproved time and time again, for these actually enhance each other.

This was more than a generation before Sara Ruddick’s groundbreaking
work Maternal Thinking: Towards a Politics of Peace (1989). When I read it, 1
feltvindicated for all the unspoken views L held about mothering and how much
analytical decision-making occurs hourly while parenting. I was not only
thinking about Pierre’s welfare and development. I was also moving against the
mores of the times in so doing as well as in my professional life, for teaching
Political Science was still an all male preserve. In the 60s and 70s, intellectual
challenge was for men. Emotion was a dirty word, especially in my chosen field;
it was subjective while topics such as Multiple Independently Targeted Missiles
or MIRVs to defend national security, which actually helped spiral the arms
race, were objective. Mothering was viewed as related to housework, a female
preserve of washing up, cooking and other purely physical chores.

Since I mothered such along time ago, I canlook back over this period and
not only see the results of my efforts, but their multifaceted character. For me,
ferninist mothering meant transmitting a sense of social obligation to my
children, challenging some of the pervasive values during that period, analytical
thinking and wrestling with love and overwhelming responsibility. I believe it
takes an uncommon amount of courage. It is a demanding role that can affect
society and international relations. The way we mother has results that go far
beyond family and local community as many activist moms have revealed time
and time again.

That such views about the value of women and their particular attributes
are still not widely accepted was reflected in an essay by the popular New York
Times columnist David Brooks last October 2005. He wrote that because girls
are outperforming boys in education, school curriculums should include more
books about combat to better attract male attention. He argued that society
needs to shift focus from feminine equality to masculine equality, but he failed
to understand that feminism could contribute much to alleviate our fraught
international and national political problems. Nor did he seem to realize how
expanding opportunities for women do not imply that men will suffer as many
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men such as him frequently allege. Society does benefit when both men and
women are able to pursue their interests and to choose their careers regardless
of what the prevailing narrow images of what it means to be a man or awoman.

We are currently going through a phase of celebrating machismo in this
countryjustwhenI thoughtithad not perhaps disappeared, but at least lessened
in importance. However, it is a strand in our culture that surfaces when our
government happens to be in the throes of political difficulties. It was very
pervasive when Pierre was a child and since he had neither the inclination nor
the personality to adopt that model, 1 fought hard for his integrity.

My first battle with my son’s school on this very issue occurred when he was
in kindergarten and was interested in drawing and dance. I noticed he would
have inexplicable tantrums when he returned from school and I went to visit his
teacher. “He refuses to play ball and to learn how to weave as a way of studying
cause and effect,” his battle-ax of a teacher pronounced. I then went to see the
principal who was very understanding and sighed, “I know how she is, but she
has tenure.” He supported my decision to withdraw Pierre from the last months
of the school year when he played happily at home. (I had taught him how to
read and write.) However, unfortunately, that episode ended his interest in
drawing and painting.

But I mustadmit] tried to push some of my own views on him on occasion.
Sometimes they took hold. Other times they had hilarious consequences. 1
forbade him to have guns like the other children when he was young so he
simply picked up sticks and cried, “bang, bang.” I gave him a doll when our
daughter was born, telling him, “This is your baby,” only to see him fling it
down the stairs. A propos of the guns, I once found an article in his room when
he was only nine years old with the headline, “How To Tell Your Parents You
Want to Join the Army.”

Because my son did not have an aggressive bent and tended to pursue his
own way as he was growing up, I found myself bucking both school and
neighborhood to support his interests on an ongoing basis. “You're trying to
protect him!” an outraged neighbor exclaimed when she learned that I had
complained to the principal about a classmate beating him up in the play-
ground. I didn’t say anything, but I did think, “That’s what mothers are
supposed to do.”

1 found myself continually supporting my son against the prevailing view
of the typical boy proving himself through physical prowess and conflict. Pierre
hated sports and loved music, so we bought him a trumpet when he was nine
years old. His fifth grade teacher complained to me that he turned down the
position of first trumpet, “He’s not competitive,” she lectured me as if somehow
I had failed. “He will stay on second trumpet,” I replied. When the neighbour-
hood children started to quarrel over a ball game they were playing in the dead
end circle where we lived, Pierre would simply step inside the house.

Pierre was always brimming with interests. First it was dinosaurs, first aid,

airplanes and flight, followed by the history of World War I and James Bond
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movies. When he became 11 and 12 years old, music became a passion and a
constant in his life. He also loved small children and the neighbourhood kids
were continually following him around. He began to babysit for a little boy that
lived down the street from us at a time when this was regarded as girls’ work.

Throughout his years at home, my son both observed and participated in
my life as a woman handling many projects at once; childrearing, teaching,
volunteerwork and writing. Our home was always filled with the neighborhood
children and I would take care for youngsters who needed help over the years,
including a neighbor’s four year-old daughter whose mother becameill. My son
was always the one who jumped in to help out. The little girl happily rode
Pierre’s shoulders while she spent her days at our home until her mother was
able to recover from her illness. When a group of friends and I sponsored Lao
refugee families, resettling them in the area, Pierre offered to give the children
magic shows during the holidays. I also took in a Hispanic boy from the inner
city when Pierre was eight years old. He was Pierre’s age and spent many
summers and holidays at our home where he played happily with our children.

Now, when I visit Pierre and his family, I often find a child named Alex
who lives in a housing project, sound asleep on the living room couch or with
Pierre in the kitchen while he teaches him cooking. Alex is one of the children
Pierre used to work with at the Birch Camp where he was a counselor there
during his summers. He has become an important part of Pierre’s life for the
past five or six years.

By the time he was in the middle school, Pierre had a new vision of his
mother. When he brought friends home, he would take them to my study and
tell them with pride, “My mother is a writer.”

He played the trumpet in the jazz band at middle school and started a
career as a part time magician with John, his best friend. He and John had
business cards made with the proud name of “The Wizards of Wellesley.” 1
drove them to all their gigs and waited for them while sitting in the car and
grading papers. Once when they were performing at a very posh house, the
mother invited me in and promptly ushered me to the cloakroom where I
worked on a pile of children’s coats, fuming inside.

Pierre was terrific at drawing children into the excitement of the show,
invoking much audience participation. My mother, his beloved grandmother,
took him once to Tannen’s, New York’s biggest magic equipment store off
Times Square. I have to add that my glamorous mother was a fashion designer
and a vice president of a company that produced dresses for catalogues. She
certainly gave him a different view of the roles women could play during that
period. He spent much time with her in New York City going to the circus, to
museums and taking in a city he grew to love.

We decided to send Pierre to a private school when our local public high
school lost its accreditation. I sent him to visit several schools and he balked at
most of them until we found one that was neither high-powered, nor “alterna-
tive,” nor very Yankee for we live in New England and despite the cultural
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diversity, the Anglo-Saxon model still prevails there. He promptly won an art
scholarship, very unusual for a boy at the time, by giving a magic show to a
highly entertained board of directors of the school.

That is where he discovered his grand passion for there was a tiny radio
station in the basement of one of the school buildings. Pierre soon became the
station manager and his many talents of entreprencur, peacemaker, and
communicator flowered. He managed to settle a dispute with the local public
high school over the allocation of air space by training the youngsters from that
high school in station management and including them in his radio programs.
When I was driving from the college to pick him up at school, I could hear his
voice wafting from WRSB, the school ten-watt radio station that had a range
of only ten miles.

‘When he was a freshman the question of sports reared up again. Pierre had
the French gene of civil disobedience and would put on his sports uniform, join
the group and then slip out of the back door and into the radio station. When
it came time to award letters, Pierre felt that he had really tried at times and told
me he so wished he could have one. I drove up to visit the coach, reminding him
that he too had a son and asking him how would he feel if his son were denied
aletter. The confused man backed away and Pierre got his letter. His best friend
was in on that rather heated discussion and I heard him say, “Gee Pierre, your
Mais really something!” Despite the letter, Pierre soon lost interest because the
radio station consumed him thoroughly.

At the age of 14, he took the subway into Boston and took an exam for a
third class radio operator license. Soon after, I persuaded one of my students
whose boyfriend was in radio to take Pierre as an intern. From emptying trash
baskets, Pierre soon moved to operate the production board at WITS, the
Voice of the Red Sox and he made friends there with some of the big radio
personalities, friendships he maintains to this day.

Pierre was clearly on a very different track from most of the boys at school.
He did have close friends who were following their own interests, a young man
who seemed to live in the computer center and another youngster who had a
knack for tapping into the principal’s phone line so that the radio station could
make calls to record companies nationwide and request free records as if WRSB
were a commercial radio station.

Meanwhile, Pierre was participating in my life as a professor in an all male
field by not only occasionally coming to work with me, but also by listening at
the dinner table as I recounted what my misogynous department chairman was
doing to undermine me because I had the nerve to publish and attract more
students to my classes than he did. That man’s name became a big part of our
family discussions.

Those conversations had a big effect on Pierre. He does have teaching in
his blood, but instead chose a career as a radio- marketing executive where
listening to and working with customers was another form of teaching. It also
made him aware of the difficulties women in radio that was also then a
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predominantly male field.

That awareness stayed with him. Two years ago, we flew to Washington
D.C. to attend an event where Pierre was presented with the annual achieve-
ment award from the Association of Women in Radio and Television. My
husband, Pierre and 2 member of Pierre’s staff were the only men presentin a
very crowded hotel ballroom. After the speeches and program were finished, I
was surrounded by a group of women who wanted to tell me how much they
appreciated his efforts. Pierre has spent years as the only male member on the
AWRT board of directors, contributing his experience and his industry wide
connections.

During that same period Forfune Magazine listed Pierre’s company as one
of the best places for women to work. He consistently hires and trains young
women and has been richly rewarded for they have added much energy and
talent to the company. He has arranged part time work for new moms and has
made certain that bright young women are not only given responsibility but also
influential positions.

Reciprocity between us has also become a happy and unexpected result of
Pierre’s feminist upbringing although it is also due in large part to his inherent
generosity. He has supported my strong interest in writing about women and
human rights in many ways. When1 flew to Argentina in 1990 to interview the
Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo (whose children were “disappeared” under the
military junta) for a book I planned to write, Pierre gave me a frequent flyer
ticket onbusiness class soI could arrive in Buenos Aires less fatigued. And when
I returned, he had a limousine waiting for me at the airport that took me to his
New York apartment where I could spent the night and break the long flight
before returning home.

By that time, even though Pierre was still a young man, he held a top
position in a radio marketing company where he opened up new markets in
Europe for the company. As a result his travels earned him many free airline
miles.

When my book on the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo was published in
1994, T arranged for two of the Mothers to come visit Brandeis University
where I am a Scholar at the Women'’s Studies Research Center. Pierre took two
days off from work. He flew to Boston to ferry the Mothers around and help
me out, for | had them stay in our home where they would be more comfortable.
He also took them out to lunch and to see the sights in our city as a treat and
they were delighted with his company and their experience.

Two years later, I was embarked on yet another project on women and
human rights. I wanted to have an interview with Hanan Ashrawi, a top
political Palestinian leader who had taken part in the negotiations leading up
to the Oslo Peace Accords. Not only was she interested in promoting the rights
of her own people, but also at the time she was endeavoring to improve relations
with the Israelis. She was staying in Washington D.C. for just a few days to
meet with government officials. With much effort, | managed to schedule a 45-

Journal of the Association for Research on Mothering | 187



Marguerite Guzman Bouvard

minute interviewwith her. Pierre booked a room for me in the same hotel where
she was residing so that I could have easy access to her. He didn’t want me to
be stuck in traffic and lose my chance to connect with Ms. Ashrawi on the way
to her hotel.

I return to the first image of Pierre as father and husband, holding his
youngest daughter on his hip while he loads the washing machine, or getting
up at night to feed her and loving every minute of it although both he and his
wife are perpetually exhausted. Just recently, I read an article in the Business
section of the New York Times about the president of an advertising company
who claimed that there were no women in top positions in his company because
they were better at nurturing than at managing, as if child rearing somehow
dulled the brain. He was fired for his remarks, but I wish he could learn from
Pierre and other men like him.

Pierre is not only supportive of women’s human rights and their ability to
chose in their public lives, but also in their private lives. After he married, his
wife Mary wanted to wait to have children until she was established in her
profession as an OBGYN. Pierre always dreamed of being a father but he
honoured Mary’s needs and she provided him with much loving support in his
work. Before the children came, Pierre spent his vacations volunteering as a
counselor at the Birch Camp for HIV positive children where he met Alex
when he was a little boy. In his work as in his roles as a volunteer, parent and
husband, Pierre has always shown a profound compassion, a quality that is
absent from past and contemporary views of what constitutes male strength.

I think of just one of many instances where he was moved by a deep
compassion. As he was walking back to his apartment in the city one late
afternoon, a homeless woman with two children came up to him and told him
of their hunger. He took them up to his bachelor pad where he had little to eat
and where he learned that the woman had been evicted from her apartment
because she couldn’t pay the rent. Pierre called up the landlord, advanced the
rent and went to an ATM machine to give her cash so they could buy groceries
and return to their home.

In the United States, the male image of aggressiveness and toughness is
supposed to represent strength, Women know that strength is a matter of
combining mind and heart, of being able to acknowledge our shortcomings and
vulnerabilities as well as honoring cooperation and mutual support. Itis women
who care about peace in the world and who organized a Million Mom March
Against Guns in Washington D.C. a few years ago. I tried to impart thisversion
of strength to Pierre as he was growing up, and he not only responded in his
many faceted life, he has become a peacemaker at work and within both of his
extended families.

While Pierre and I have always had a deep bond, he had his own strong
personality and views. I can attest that he has a tact his mother sometimes lacks
for T still have no compunction about proclaiming my political views. He
enjoyed teasing and miming me when he was growing up. “Political Science,”
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he would thunder when he was a teenager, furrowing his brow and looking
deeply thoughtful. I taught international relations and Pierre would make fun
of me by pretending I was reeling through a war-torn country while he would
watch me cook dinner. He stillhas a wonderful perspective. Although he is hard
working, ambitious and eagerly takes on perhaps too much responsibility, he
doesn’t take himself too seriously. Mostly he talks about his little girls and their
progress, just like a proud Mom. It is a source of great satisfaction for me to see
how feminist values inform the many aspects of his very rich life.
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Alicia Ostriker’s
Propaganda for Motherhood

In western culture, pregnancy and childbireh have been conceptualized, sometimes
even by feminists, in ways that limit or deprive women of subjectivity. Since the
1960s a number of American women poets have been re-imagining motherhood, and
more specifically pregnancy and childbirth, in ways that challenge existing construc-
tions of these experiences. This paper discusses one such challenge, which is atypical in
its overtly rhetorical nature. Alicia Ostriker wrote “Propaganda Poem: Maybe for
Some Young Mamas”in reaction to an incident that occurredin the 1970s when, after
reading her pregnancy poem to a group of women students who equated mothering
to oppression, she was scorned. Her poem addresses these students and attempts to
revise their conceptions of maternity and feminism. Ostriker presents a model of the
mother/infant dyad that opposes both the medical model and the ‘feminist” model held
by Ostriker’s students. Ostriker explicitly explores the concept of love for an infant
child, subtly infusing an element of sensuality into this relationship. Knowing that
this description of love is insufficient to convince her students, the poet climaxes her
“propaganda” by reversing the girls’ notions of power and resistance. Although the
poet aims to convince, she is honest and thus writes the “Postscript To Propaganda,”
where she recognizes some of the physical and emotional hardships of motherbood.
“Propaganda Poem” moves from an ideahzed picture of motherhood, to a largely
negative portrayal and finally in part three, “What Actually,” to a more realist
conclusion, where Ostriker attempts to present her ideological point of view, according
to which, choice is the key word in re-imagining motherhaod.

In western culture, pregnancy and childbirth have been conceptualized, some-
times even by feminists, in ways that limit or deprive women of subjectivity.
Pregnancy and childbirth have been objectified, naturalized, essentialized,
sentimentalized, concealed, ignored, idealized, and appropriated. These dan-
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gers to pregnant subjectivity and the longstanding equation of the feminine and
the female with motherhood have brought about the need for a re-imagination
of the pregnant and birthing woman. For women writers and poets this need
is even more intense, for historically women have had to choose between babies
and books, between procreation and creation, and the presumption that any
creative drives will be fulfilled through mothering still lingers.

Since the 1960s a number of American women poets, among them Muriel
Rukeyser, Sylvia Plath, Anne Sexton, Alicia Ostriker, Lucille Clifton, Audre
Lorde, and Sharon Olds, have been re-imagining motherhood, and more
specifically pregnancy and childbirth, in ways that challenge existing construc-
tions of these experiences. In this paper I shall discuss one such early challenge,
which is atypical in its overtly rhetorical nature, and bears relevance even today.

Alicia Ostriker, one of America’s foremost poet-critics, has consistently
and repeatedly drawn on her experience of the maternal throughout her poetic
career. If, she states, “the woman artist has been trained to believe that the
activities of motherhood are trivial, tangential to the main issues of life,
irrelevant to the great themes of literature, she should untrain herself” (1983:
131). Ostriker describes how rather during pregnancy she arrived at an
incomparable profundity:

During pregnancy ... I believed from time to time that I understood
the continuity of life and death, that my body was a city and a
landscape, and that I had personally discovered the moral equivalent
of war. (1983: 127)

Pregnancy also marked for Ostriker the “extraordinary sensation of
transformation from being a private individual self to being a portion of
somethingelse” (1983: 127). This awareness of maternity as connecting the self
to others, whether to her children, her students or the larger political and
historical realm is the dominant strain in her pregnancy poetry.

Yet, despite her conviction that carrying children, birthing them and
mothering them are acts that ultimately strengthen the intersubjective self,
Ostriker is painfully aware of the simultaneous risks to selfhood that accom-
pany motherhood. She states:

...existence is never the same afterward, when you have put yourself,
as de Beauvoir correctly says, in the service of the species. You no
longer belong to yourself. Your time, energy, body, spiritand freedom
are drained. (1983: 130)

When one begins in pregnancy the physical process of ceasing to be a
“private individual self,” one undoubtedly experiences some sense of losing a
degree of autonomy and independence. One gains at the same time though a
heightened awareness of connection because of the complicated physical bonds
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that tie one to an other inextricably and permanently. This primary self/other
relationship moreover teaches one, through the body, about being a self who is
intersubjective, who has tangible links with others. The positive and negative
experience of being connected in this way, starting in pregnancy, climaxing in
childbirth and continuing through motherhood, is a central concern in Ostriker’s
pregnancy and childbirth poetry.

However, when Ostriker (1980) attempted to convey this sense of the
complex but ultimately rewarding experience of motherhood to her students—
“reading the girls my old pregnancy poem / that I thought was ripe and
beautiful’—in the 1970’s, when feminism equated childbearing to oppression,
she was scorned and, she reports, “if looks could kill I would/ have been one
dead duckin that/ so-called “feminist” classroom.” The negative reaction of her
students, to whom Ostriker has said herself to be “maternally motivated,”
prompted her to write ‘Propaganda Poem: Maybe for Some Young Mamas”
(1980). In this poem she addresses the “young girls in a classroom” who want
“to live our lives” without “the burden the responsibility/ the disgusting mess”
of motherhood, and attempts to explain the meaning of maternity to them.
Ostriker does not simply launch into her “propaganda” but attempts, almost
physically, to identify and understand her students: “I leaned and strained
towards you, trying to understand/ what you were becoming.” Her identifica-
tion with them has at its root a hope that they will also identify with her.

Ostriker’s students with their “smooth skins” and “good American bodies”
seem to have been educated in the existentialist school of feminism promoted
most notably by proto-feminist Simone de Beauvoir. Beauvoir is actually an
example of how not only western culture but even certain feminists have,
sometimes ambivalently sometimes enthusiastically, conceptualized preg-
nancy as purely natural and biological. While Ostriker might agree with
Beauvoir's central thesis in The Second Sex (1953) that man has made woman
into the Other, she certainly disputes many passages in Beauvoir’s work that
suggest that women’s subordinate position has its source in her ability to bring
forth children: “ ... in maternity woman remained closely bound to her body,
like an animal.”(97).

Much debate exists around the question of Beauvoir’s devaluation of the
maternal body, and the role that biology plays in women’s subordinate position.
Certainly both her detractors and her admirers make powerful arguments. I see
myself in the middle, with those who recognize Beauvoir’s ambiguity or, I
prefer, ambivalence: “She hesitates, goes this way and that ... ” (Leon, 1995:
152). What does seem clear, however, is that Beauvoir’s negative comments
surrounding the biology of menstruation, pregnancy, and lactation cannot be
explained away so easily.

Even as Beauvoir insists that biology is not destiny, she draws a grim and
detailed picture of woman’s biological alienation in her reproductive functions.
For example: “ ... gestation is a fatiguing task of no individual benefit to the
woman ...” (1953: 33, my emphasis). Childbirth, she goes on to state, “is
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painful and dangerous ... the infant ... in being born it may £/ its mother . ..
(33, my empbhasis). The nursing mother, says Beauvoir, “feeds the newborn
from the resources of her own vitality...” (34). Beauvoir summarizes her
thoughts on reproduction as follows: “It has been well said that women ‘have
infirmity in the abdomen’; and it is true that they have within them a hostile
element— itis the species gnawing at their vitals” (34). It seems fair to say then
that for Beauvoir and later for Shulamith Firestone-——whose controversial The
Dialectic of Sex (1970) focuses on practical ways to escape what Beauvoir saw as
the immanence of the reproductive female body—woman’s reproductive ability
is the source of her oppression and leads to the obliteration of her subjectivity.
Itis notsurprising that Beauvoir opted not to bear children. In Ostriker’s (1980)
opinion, re-imagining and confronting maternity rather than escaping it, is the
way to tackle the problematic areas of reproduction and their representation.

And so, she attempts to convey to these thoroughly “feminist” students the
uniqueness of having children, through a description of the mother/baby dyad
in pregnancy:

one animal

and both gently just slightly
separated from each other
swaying, swinging

like a vine, like an oriole nest
keep returning to each other

These lines tackle the meaning of otherness within the self and thus of the
borders of identity of the pregnant woman. The mother/fetus unit is “one
animal,” a single entity, yet within this one “both” exist “just slightly separated
from each other.” Tess Cosslett (1994) is correct in pointing out that the
metaphors do not allow a clear distinction between mother and fetus. Thus
Cosslett asks: “Is the mother the vine, holding up the nest? But the baby clings
to her like a vine, and she is the nest for the baby” (120). The undecidability of
these metaphors, together with the gentle “swaying, swinging” strengthen the
sense of harmony and mutuality between both entities in the pregnant unit.
Contrary to the medical model, according to which the fetus is almost awarded
subjectivity and mother becomes fetal incubator, and the “feminist” model held
by Ostriker’s students wherein the woman is the all-important subject who is
threatened by a parasitic child (Cosslett, 1994: 120), Ostriker’s (1980) “one
animal” model—*“the dazzling circuit of contact without dominance”—chal-
lenges any either/or or hierarchical models.

In “Propaganda Poem” Ostriker explicitly explores the concept of love for
aninfant child in a way that confirms Julia Kristeva’s (1986) sense of the unique
dynamic between child and mother—“the slow, difficult and delightful ap-
prenticeship in attentiveness, gentleness, forgetting oneself” (174). Ostriker,
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however, subtly infuses an element of sensuality into this relationship, which
she describes in this poem as “better than sex.” Thus she urges her students:

and I want you to think about touching

and the pleasure of touching

and being touched by this most perfect thing
this pear tree blossom

this mouth these leafy hands these genitals
like petals

By framing “touching” by a space the poet invites the reader to give pause
toimagine, to feel that unique type of touch, the space, reminding us to re-think
our notions of pleasurable touch. The language is sensual in that the repetition
of “touching,” “the pleasure of touching,” and “being touched” causes the reader
to imagine the sensation. The metaphor of the “pear tree blossom” invokes an
image of nature, freshness, innocence, rebirth and potential. These associations
undercut the following line that calls to mind touching of a usually erotic
nature: mouth, “leafy hands” and genitals/ like petals.” Thus the overall sense
is not one of sexuality, but of a vastly sensual touch and highly pleasurable,
innocent warmth.

Inashort prose piece in Ostriker’s The Mother/Child Papers (1980) entitled
“Letter to M,” Ostriker expands on this notion of a mother’s physical pleasure,
especially during nursing, which she calls “one of the most pleasurable things
it is possible for a human to do” (33) and wonders why she has never
encountered a discussion of this experience:

why do we not say this? Why are mothers always represented senti-
mentally, as having some sort of altruistically self-sacrificing “mater-
nal feelings, “as if they did not enjoy themselves? Is it so horrible that
we enjoy ourselves: another love that dare not tell its name? (1980: 33)

In these short lines Ostriker taps into another aspect of maternal subjec-
tivity: that of physical pleasure disconnected from the sexual act between man
and woman. The context for Ostriker is breastfeeding, but her discussion of
sensuality recalls Iris Marion Young’s theoretical exploration of pregnant
subjectivity, where she maintains that the pregnant woman “may find herself
with a heightened sense of her own sexuality” (1984: 53) and thus enjoy “an
innocent narcissism” (53). This sensual, but at the same time innocent,
enjoyment of the maternal body and the self-awareness and self-satisfaction
thataccompany it strengthen pregnant subjectivity. This is especially true in the
face of a cultural expectation, articulated by Ostriker (1980), that the maternal
body be asexual, and naturally, selflessly inclined to perform the physical
burdens of motherhood.

Sexuality is the chief influence on definitions of mothers as good or bad.
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Catherine Stimpson (1993) explains: “ ...the good mother, who transforms
sexual desire into reproductive bounty is pure. The bad mother, whose libido
is imperfectly restrained ... is impure, even diabolically so” (316). The con-
struction of the pregnant woman as beautiful, angelic, and especially unsexedhas
silenced her perhaps as much as her construction as abject. The separation of
pregnancy/motherhood and sexuality is a cornerstone of patriarchy, as Freud
attests in his diagnosis of the mother/whore syndrome in his famous essay “I'he
Most Prevalent Form of Degradation in Erotic Life” (1950). There he claims
that men, aiming at all costs to preserve the mother’s purity, deflect all sexual
feelings onto another degraded object. Ostriker in her poem “The Cambridge
Afternoon was Grey” (1995) portrays the forbidden nature of erotic pleasure in
any facet of maternity. She describes how, on revealing her “hot breast,” which
“ran up to you like a dog/ to a younger dog it wants to make friends with” in
excited anticipation of nursing her baby, “the scandalized aide had to pull the
grey/curtains around our bed, making a sound of hissing virtue....”

This “sound of hissing virtue “ takes a different form in the revulsion of the
young women in Ostriker’s (1980) class (“I see you shudder truly”) and their
resulting rejection of motherhood. Ostriker thus continues her attempt to
convince them that freedom from motherhood will not necessarily bring them
pleasure, but that having a baby might: her simpleline “...thereis no/good time
like the good time a whole mama/ has with a whole little baby.... ” Moreover
says the poet, and here the “propaganda” climaxes by reversing the girls’ notions
of power and resistance, the disassociation of motherhood from feminism is a
mistake. Rather a positive, enjoyable motherhood can empower a woman, who
“Is acceptable if she is/ weak/acceptable if she is a victim” or an “angry victim”
or acceptable even if she is “a deodorized sanitized sterilized antiperspirant/
grinning efficient woman.... ” It is the satisfied mother, the embodiment of
fertility and the “joy that hurts nobody/ the dazzling circuit of contact without
dominance” that is threatening, for it represents something magnificent and
pleasurable that men cannot do:

But who can tolerate the power of a woman
close to child, riding our tides
into the sand dunes of the public spaces.

Throughout the poem sand represents grittiness, aridity, barrenness and
emptiness (“why are you made of sand”) while maternity is associated with
water (“a little wave”), sustenance (“flowing sap”), greenness and fruitfulness.
These final lines betray the threat that accompanies the powerful life force as
it enters the barren, male-dominated “public spaces.”

These final words of the first part of this poem are seemingly the
culmination of the propaganda. However, the poet, although her aim is to
convince the girls, cannot be dishonest, and thus writes the “Postscript To
Propaganda.” This demonstrates that re-imagination of pregnancy has little to
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do, even in a propaganda poem, with representing a rosy picture of pregnancy,
childbirth and motherhood. In a short prose piece “Paragraphs,” Ostriker

(1980) starkly emphasizes the importance of recognizing the difficulties of
motherhood:

IfT fail to acknowledge my will to murder the child, to wipe him like
a spill from a counter—then all I call my love will evaporate, will

choke. (33)

Adrienne Rich (1977), in her groundbreaking Of Woman Born, discusses
the rage and violent fantasies—"the heart of maternal darkness™—of mothers,
including herself. At length, Rich presents the dangers of censoring these
teelings, of not somehow dealing with them: self-hate, repressed rage, guilt,
depression, desperation, and even violence directed against children.

“Postscript to Propaganda” thus openly recognizes and enumerates some
of the hardships of motherhood. For example:

That they whine until you want to murder them. That their beauty
prevents you. That their eating and excreting exactly resembles

the slime-trails of slugs. On your knees you follow, cleaning,
unstaining....

Performing these tasks you feel: “your life peeling away/ from you like
layers of cellophane.” Yet the menial jobs of mothers are nothing to the
emotional toil they endure: “when your child grieves, mother/ you bend and
grieve.” This skewed identification, commencing in pregnancy with bodily
identification, continues throughout motherhood with an emotional identifi-
cation that involves not only love and affection, but pain and frustration. Rich
painfully and eloquently describes the painful inescapability of this identifica-

tion:

To suffer with and for and against a child — maternally, egoistically,
neurotically ... but always everywhere, in body and soul, wizh that
child — because that child is a piece of oneself. (1970: 22)

Julia Kristeva (1986) agrees, suggesting that pregnancy and childbirth
bring on an intense and constant pain that issues from becoming a mother:

But the pain, its pain—it comes from inside, never remains apart,
other, it inflames me at once, without a second’s respite. As if that was
what | had given birth to and, not willing to part from me, insisted in
coming back, dwelled in me permanently. One does not give birth in
pain, one gives birth to pain: the child represents it and henceforth it
settles in, continuous. (179)
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To be the autonomous, rational, individualistic self that Ostriker’s stu-
dents strive to be—"“we want our freedom and we want it now”—is far easier
than being related in this painful way. To be a relational being is to feel pain,
not only one’s own, but “its pain,” the child’s pain, the other’s pain, as if it were
one’s own. True empathy is a central axis of intersubjective, ethical relations.

Like an Aristotelian thesis, antithesis and synthesis model, “Propaganda
Poem” moves from an idealized picture of motherhood, to a largely negative
portrayal and finally in part three, “What Actually,” to a more realist conclu-
sion. In part three, which reads almost like prose, Ostriker (1980) attempts
to present her ideological point of view, not so much to the girls anymore, but
to herself and all her readers. To sum it up she says:

... It is the unanimity that offends me.
The ideological lockstep, that cannot permit women, humans,
simply to choose for themselves.

Overlapping somewhat with Of Woman Born in terms of dates, this
poem’s ideological message is strikingly similar to that of Rich, even though
it is a reaction not only against patriarchy, as is Rich’s book, but a reaction also
against a breed of feminism that thinks that “motherhood is the sinister
invention/ of patriarchy.” Ostriker and Rich agree that choice is the key word
in re-imagining motherhood. It is not motherhood, but the institution of
compulsory motherhood, or the stereotypes of “mother” that can inflict such
damaging wounds on the personhood of a woman. Ostriker explicitly under-
mines any notion of biological determinism that casts all women as mothers,
saying: “I believe that some of us are born to be mamas ... some born not
to be. Some in/ the middle.”

Rich (1977) concludes her book with the hope that the compulsory
patriarchal institution of motherhood, and what Ostriker (1980) calls the
unanimity or “ideologicallockstep,” can be destroyed. Inits place a re-imagined
conception of maternity would emerge:

To destroy the institution is not to abolish motherhood. It is to release the
creation and sustenance of life into the same realm of decision,
struggle, surprise, imagination, and conscious intelligence, as any
other difficult, but freely chosen work. (280)

Ostriker closes her poem by returning to an image of the young women in
the classroom, probing with questions addressed them, to herself and to her
readers:

... Were there maybe a few young mamas sitting

in that classroom in the winter light, subdued, their codes
inaudible? Were they afraid to choose? Have we not explained
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to the young that choice equals risk? Wanted to tell them to
decode themselves ...

... Wanted to tell them, mamas or not mamas, we all get
damaged when put to use, .

Her painful skewed identification with them, her “maternal motivation”
towards them, present throughout the poem, is palpable in her urgent question-
ing, her repetition of “wanted to tell them” and her use of “we,” which forges
a connection between them, her and the reader. Most importantly, the
emphasis on choice awards agency to a woman who takes upon herself the
activity or project of childbearing and rearing. Feminist philosopher Sara
Ruddick (1994) confirms Ostriker’s sense that “choice equals risk” and that
“resentments, ambivalences and fears”(39) may be part of that choice. How-
ever, by choosing to have a child a woman claims “pregnancy and childbirth as
an expression of herself . .. rather than as an alien condition or social expectation
to which she submits.” (39)

Although written almost three decades ago, Ostriker’s propaganda re-
mains relevant and even necessary in attempting to deconstruct the binaries
that divide babies from books, and motherhood from creativity. Her poem also
reveals much about the evolving attitudes of feminism towards motherhood
and alerts us to the importance of examining ideologies and theories with a
critical eye. Sometimes, Ostriker tells us in “What Actually,” “we paint
ourselves wrong.” She warns against “self-serving, self-pitying rhetoric” that
undermines the ability of women to choose the kinds of lives that will fulfill
them. Hers is not an attack on feminist theory, but a move to look beyond the
“garbage we all shovel” to a place where women can “decode themselves” to
understand the power and joy of motherhood.
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Mommy Memoirs

Feminism, Gender and Motherhood in
Popular Literature

This paper analyzes the current public discourse on gender, reproduction and
motherhood using personal narratives in contemporary popular literature on moth-
erhood. Drawing on recently published memoirs, essays and personal short stories, the
study focuses on prevalent gender conceptualizations, interactions between social
structures of reproduction, gender and motherhood, and gendering of motherhood and
parenthood in American society. These narratives reveal a biological emphasis on the
bodily experiences of pregnancy and childbirth and on the different natures of men and
women in parenting and childcare, which fogether contribute to categorical and
dichotomous gender conceptualization. However, the biological difféerences are reaf~
Sfirmed through social practices, and result in the reproduction of gender inequality.
The writers of the analyzed texts, women who became mothers at the time of
increasing gender equality and mamny of them avowed feminists, felt mostly unpre-
paredfor the motherhoodvole; the ambivalence about their position as mothers mostly
stem from the persistent myth of the “natural’ mother and resurfacing of the
traditional gender practices they encountered once they became mothers. Motherhood
changed their social position in the gender structures and remained one of the main
elements of gender inequality.

Among the most popular representations of motherhood today are maternal
memoirs. They feature women of different backgrounds and with varied
mothering experiences, many of them avowed feminists, who grew up and
became mothers during a time of increasing gender equality. However, most of
them were largely unprepared for the transformation brought to their lives by
pregnancy and motherhood. Becoming mothers made them rethink and
reevaluate their relationships, values and ideas about gender and their position
in society.
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This paper examines the relationship between motherhood and feminism
from the perspective of gender inequality embedded in Western motherhood
using a popular narrative form of memoirs about motherhood as my evidence.
I see these autobiographical accounts as a window into the current public
discourse on motherhood and gender and analyze them using several key
feminist writings on motherhood, gender and reproduction.

Research topics, data and methods

More than 800 books on motherhood were published in the years 1970-
2000, the majority of them after 1980 (Douglas and Michaels, 2004: 8 ). While
many of these are manuals, advice books, parenting books or academic analyses,
many books focus on the author’s own, often quite ambivalent, experiences
with motherhood. Unlike academic studies of motherhood, these “mommy
memoirs,” written by mothers dealing with new joys and frustrations, are aimed
at wide audiences and written in accessible language, emphasizing authors’
subjectivity and experience. Differing in length, structure and method of
presentation, these personal accounts claim to be confessions of imperfect
mothers, surprised by the overwhelming nature of motherhood and changes it
brought into their lives.

In this analysis I consider nine books featuring maternal autobiographical
accounts, published between the years 2000 and 2004, and examine the authors’
perspectives on motherhood and gender.! While these accounts are certainly
not representative of the experiences of all American mothers,” their almost
simultaneous appearance on the book market draws our attention to women’s
voices in the discussion about the enactment of the motherhood role at the
beginning of the twenty-first century. The books analyzed are: Lisa Belkin’s
Life’s Work: Confessions ofan Unbalanced Mom (2002); Martha Brockenbrough’s
Ir Could Happen to You! Diary of a Pregnancy And Beyond (2002); Andrea J.
Buchanan’s Mother Shock. Loving Every (Other) Minute of It (2003); Susan
Cheever's As Good As I Could Be (2001); Rachel Cusk’s 4 Life’s Work. On
Becoming a Mother (2001); Faulkner Fox’s Dispatches from a Not-So-Perfect Life
Or How I Learned to Love the House, the Man, the Child (2003); Ariel Gore and
Bee Lavender’s edited collection, Breeder. Real Life Stories from a New Genera-
tion of Mothers (2001); Lauren Slater’s Love Works Like This. Moving from One
Kind of Life to Another (2002); and Naomi Wolf's Misconceptions. Truth, Lies,
and the Unexpected on the Journey to Motherhood (2001).

I analyze these memoirs to understand the authors’ experiences and
concerns and focus on patterns and concerns reoccurring within their writings.
Most of the narratives bring to the forefront the ambivalence and unprepared-
ness the authors experienced once they became mothers and the dramatic life-
changing nature and overwhelming character of mothering. However, this
theme is intertwined with the strong emphasis on gender dichotomization,
gendered character of motherhood and parenthood, and gender inequality
perceived and presented by these narratives.
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The goal of this paper is thus to examine gender conceptualizations,
interactions between social structures of gender and motherhood, and the
experience and gendering of parenthood in contemporary American society
using the analysis of narratives in selected popular literature. To accomplish
this, I focus on four topics. First, I look at the emphasis on gender dualism and
gender differencesin parenting. Second, I analyze the significance of the bodily
experience for motherhood and social control over women’s bodies during
pregnancy and childbirth for naturalization of gender differences. Third, 1
consider the “natural mother” myth, which assumes women’s superiority and
ability as natural caregivers. Fourth and finally, I examine how the authors
experience and challenge the changes in gender relations and practices once
they become rearranged after the birth of a child. I combine this analysis of
personal narratives with a theoretical understanding of gender conceptualization
and gender practices.

Biological essentialism and social construction of gender in
maternal memoirs

Motherhood and reproduction play a significant role in the definition and
naturalization of gender differences and justification of gender inequality. The
books included in this analysis often represent women’s biological role in
reproduction and childbearing as a cause for the gender inequality they
experience. The biological essentialism® is created by the prominent bodily
experience related to childbirth, breastfeeding and early stages of childcare and
often a disbelief in men’s ability to care for children equally well as a mother.
The closer connection of women to their bodies and thus nature also add to the
perception of natural differences between men and women. Emphasis on
biological differences and overall different nature of men and women thus
contributes to the categorical conceptualization of gender in these maternal
Memoirs.

Such accounts stand in contrast to most feminist theories that demon-
strated that gender inequality and gender relations are not causally based on
biological differences between men and women but are instead a result of social
and political processes (see, for example, Lorber, 1994, 2005; Connell, 1987,
Scott, 1988, O'Reilly, 2004). It is not the biological differences, but rather the
cultural definitions of these differences and the power relationships rooted in
these definitions that are significant in the gendering of social structures. The
natural character of gender practices does not create gender relations and “the
practices of sexual reproduction are often quite remote aspects of social
encounters in which gender is constructed and sustained” (Connell, 1987: 81).
According to Robert W. Connell (1987), social practices reformulate, restruc-
ture and often exaggerate and distort the natural differences. By becoming
mothers and fathers, social actors reaffirm their position within existing gender
structures. Social expectations of nurturing, care, motherhood and fatherhood
are the “[sJocial practices that construct women and men into distinct catego-
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ries by converting an average difference into categorical difference ... negate the
major pattern of difference that occurs within sexes rather than between them”
(Connell, 1987: 80). Biological essentialism, through which the “natural”
abilities of women and men in reproduction and parenthood are emphasized
and seen as essential and universal, is then used to justify gender differences in
parenting.

While most authors emphasize the biological difference between women
and men, they are also aware of the social context of gender differences and their
social construction. This explanation becomes evident in their discussions of
gender inequality and the position of mothers in society. The authors employ
social constructionist explanations of gender differences in challenging wom-
en’s natural ability to care for their children and the gender division of childcare,
although in most cases they simultaneously see themselves as more competent
parents than their partners and are the primary caretakers of their children.
Biological differences are reaffirmed and intertwined with social practices and
together contribute to gender essentialism and categorical perception of gender
differences.

The relationship between reproduction and gender inequality is thus one
of the “paradoxes of gender” (Lorber, 1994). Judith Lorber argues that “gender
inequality is located solely in the structure of gendered social practices and
institutions. Procreation and sexuality are constructed as conditions of subor-
dination within the social institution of gender” (1994: 285). Reproduction
creates the basis for gender as a social process and at the same time the relations
between men and women are largely defined through reproductive practices.

The analysis of the motherhood narratives suggests that biological essen-
tialism and motherhood as a gendered social institution are fundamental for
reproducing the existing gender inequalities in Western societies. By becoming
a mother, a woman’s femininity is essentialized and the biological differences
between men and women become critical. At the same time, differences in
social positions and existing gender structures become more visible and
relationships become less equal. Biological differences are thus reaffirmed
through social practices in family relations, childcare and even work arrange-
ments. However, the repetitive character of social practices leaves some space
for variation in performance (Butler, 1993) and practices (Connell, 1987) and
allows for challenge and transformation of existing social structures as shown
by the authors’ experiences. I discuss these different forms of gender
conceptualization in the remainder of the article.

Gender conceptualization in maternal memoirs
Gender differences in parenthood
It is part of the innate character of motherhood memoirs as a gendered

form of writing that the stories they narrate are told from the female perspec-
tive. Transition to mothethood and parenting experiences are thus seen
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through gender lenses. The categorical distinction between men and women is
inherentin all of the books included but these distinctions are further supported
by repeated observations and remarks about the different nature of men and
women, their different reactions and behaviors in the same situations, or even
by the absence of men performing parenting tasks. Naomi Wolf describes hers
and her husband’s reaction to the news of her pregnancy as follows:

... we reacted very differently. My husband needed to go for a run—
and think; and I needed to sit still, and not think. Male and female,
after our first amazement, we reacted spontaneously, like different
elements. (2001: 15)

For Lauren Slater, a longtime depression sufferer, her pregnancy was a
source of constant fear and ambivalence about having the baby. From the
beginning, pregnancy made her aware of how different she and her husband
were in dealing with fear about the future, feeling close and separate from him
at the same time (2002: 18). Despite the fact that her husband isless ambivalent
than she about having the child, in the middle of her pregnancy she feels that
“... this baby has yet to take root in him” (47). Talking with her sister, Slater
fights the idea that men are so different and hopes that “[h]e’ll catch on”. But
her sister argues that motherhood and fatherhood are essentially different:
“[h]e’saguy.... Fatherhood is something you do. ... Motherhood is something
you are” (49).

Martha Brockenbrough’s husband was very involved in her pregnancy and
in childcare; he even added several chapters describing the events from his
perspective, emphasizing the different views men and women can have on the
same matter. Although she feels that having a baby brought them closer
together, in some ways she also finds him different, something she had not
noticed before (2002: 175).

Essentializing and generalizing pregnancy and childbirth, Rachel Cusk
reflects on the experience of pregnancy and childbirth and sees them as creating
the gender difference:

Idid not understand what a challenge to the concept of sexual equality
the experience of pregnancy and childbirth is. Birth is not merely
which divides women from men: it also divides women from them-

selves, so that a woman’s understanding of what it is to exist is
profoundly changed. (2001: 6-7)

Bodily experience: Social control over body and loss of autonomy
Experience of the body is an inevitable part of the definition of mother-
hood and gender for the writers of these narratives. Although the interpreta-
tion, setting and significance of pregnancy and childbirth are socially deter-
mined, they are biological processes, and pregnant women and new mothers are
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highly aware of their physical bodies.* Changes of the body during pregnancy
make women feel more feminine and signify their position in the reproduction
processes and gender system. While most of the authors feel empowered by the
ability of their bodies to produce another human being, they also understand
that their pregnant bodies affect their reception in the society. Social control
over women’s bodies exercised during pregnancy and childbirth further rein-
forces gender differences between men and women on the biological level but
also on the level of power and control.

Hormonal changes during and after pregnancy make a woman feel more
vulnerable, looking for support and protection from her husband, writes Wolf.
This change led her to rethink her feminist and social constructionist beliefs:
“The ways in which hormones during pregnancy affected me called into
question my entire belief system about ‘social construction of gender” (2001:
115). She goes on to describe her changing body, its shape, colors and changes
in her temperament and emotions.

In Lauren Slater’s book (2002), hormonal changes are used as the meta-
phor for many changes thata pregnant woman experiences. The bookis divided
into sections based on pregnancy trimesters with a short introduction describ-
ing the effect of the respective predominant hormone. Slater finds most of the
hormonal changes quite unpleasant: mood swings, the return of depression,
absentmindedness.’

In the later stages of her pregnancy, Slater uses her mind to make her feel
less pregnant. In the progress of a lecture she delivers, she changes from “a
squat, rolling woman in a poorly patched dress, the face of a teenager, the body
of earth” to her image of an author “slim and tailored, with precise mouth and
tapered fingers, slightly stained with ink” (2002: 93). She was thus able to
escape her maternal body, so incompatible with her professional intellectual
activity.

Many writers point out that pregnancy changes the way they were
perceived by others and how they perceive the world. Pregnancy becomes a sign
of increased femininity and intrusion of the personal into the public life,
making women more vulnerable to status devaluation in a masculine public
culture. Lisa Belkin writes about working while pregnant:

After spending careers trying to prove that we're professionals and
that our personal lives won’t intrude on our work, we find ourselves
occupying bodies that scream otherwise. We fear that colleagues and
clients will dismiss us as less valuable, and we also fear they might be
right. (2002: 45-46)

Hiding pregnancy weight gain and feminine physical changes is then a part
of being able to maintain the appearance of professionalism in the masculine
culture (Belkin, 2002). The pregnant body makes people feel uncomfortable,
unable to deal with a woman the same way they did before (Wolf, 2001: 67).
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Wolf felt that her lecture audiences became more absorbed with her growing
stomach than with what she had to say and, as she gained more weight, was
shocked by the reactions of her friends and acquaintances that ranged “from the
embarrassing to the offensive” (64-66). In a culture with beauty standards based
on thinness, gaining weight during pregnancy becomes a conflicting issue for
women who had struggled with weight before. Min Jin Lin (cited in Gore and
Lavender, 2001: 26-27), remembers her feelings when she noticed her in-
creased weight: “Having previously struggled with aweight problem ... 1did not
want to be fat again, ever. The idea of gaining forty pounds was devastating.”

The emphasis on the responsibility of a woman for her child’s well-being
is another aspect of the bodily experience of childbearing and begins even
before the baby is born. Most authors disliked the patronizing tone of
pregnancy and parenting manuals telling them what to eat, how to act and what
to avoid to make sure their babies are born healthy, but at the same time they
tried to follow these instructions and felt guilty about each small mishap (Wolf,
2001: 24; Cusk, 2001: 26-30; Fox, 2003: 43ff).

The intense physical pain of childbirth and heightened awareness and
sensation of the biological processes of the body is also a significant part of the
motherhood experience. Most authors vividly describe the immense pain of
childbirth as something for which they could not prepare.® Cusk (2001: 12)
describes her image of childbirth as an act of violence on her body similar to the
image of Mexican pifiata filled with candy, forced to give it up.

Management of pain in the hospitals, where most births take place, is
according to Wolf geared toward medicalization of laboring women, making
them passive and unable to actively deal with the childbirth process. Faulkner
Fox puts the issue of pain and control into direct opposition. Just like Wolf, she
saw the hospital and modern medicine as masculine institutions taking away
women’s contro] over their own bodies. In order to maintain this control, she
delivered both of her children at home, with the help of midwives, but without
any pain relief: “I'm no masochist, but I eventually figured ... that people
barking orders at me, or worse yet, just doing things to me ... would be worse
for me than any physical pain” (2003: 64).

The before-mentioned safety of an unborn baby is also translated into
numerous medical interventions during labor and delivery. As Wolf, Cusk, and
Fox point out, these interventions aim to protect the baby, but are often
unnecessary and disrupt the autonomy and confidence of the birthing mother,
making her further dependent on the help of experts.

Clearly, for these writers, the bodily experience creates one of the main
gender divides between men and women and explains the naturalness of their
own motherhood. Reaffirmation of the biological differences through social
practices and shared understanding of them as natural contribute to the
dichotomous categorization of gender and gender essentialism. Social control
over women’s bodies during pregnancy and childbirth is thus conducive to
social structures of power in gender relationships.
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The “natural mother” myth

The biological connection between a mother and her baby presupposes the
ability of a mother to care for the baby without too much effort or learning.
Most mothers writing these books though soon discover that mothering skills
do not come naturally and it takes time and experience to become a mother. The
socially constructed myth of the “natural mother” prevalent in American society
(Cheever, 2001: 21) makes it more difficult for women to deal with their own
failures and mistakes in caring for the baby. For example, breastfeeding,
culturally perceived as a natural way to feed and bond with the baby, becomes
astumbling block for many new mothers.” Even mothers withoutbreastfeeding
problems, who enjoyed the closeness with the baby, often feel conflicted about
it. The cultural image of the bond between a nursing mother and her child and
mother’s fixed attention on the baby become oppressive for some during hours
of nursing on demand. Wolf and Cusk both describe the sense ofloss of control
over their bodies, this time during nursing:

It was not longer “my breast,” since it had become her possession, so
Ithought of it as “the breast”.. . Really it was ‘her breast.” (Wolf, 2001:
267)

The story of my need is over.... Instead I have become a responsive
unit, a transmitter. I imagine my solidity transferring itself to her,

leaving me unbodied. (Cusk, 2001: 98)

Mothers who wrote these books do feel the physical connection with their
babies and some describe a feeling of closeness and unity that transcended the
physical level (Cheever, 2001: 20), but they also feel that babies’ needs replaced
their own. They are quite open about feeling conflicted toward their children
but they are mostly unhappy with the social position they find themselves as
new mothers — isolated, exhausted and left alone with the baby for most of the
day. They realize that mothering is not completely natural and are upset about
being left with it alone and unprepared. Their ambivalent feelings towards
motherhood are according to these writers inadmissible to others, even their
partners, because of the culturally engrained image of a mother rejoicing over
her baby (Wolf, 2001: 211-223). The socially constructed myth of the “natural
mother” thus makes mothering even more difficult.

Gender divisions in childcare and transformation of gender
relationships

Related to the idea of the naturalness of motherhood is the perception of
the mother as the only person able to properly care for the baby. While most
authors challenge parts of the “natural mother” myth, most of them are also the
primary caretakers of their children, although the involvement of fathers in
childcare varies. With few exceptions, fathers are more or less absent, appearing
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at the time of birth and then playing a supportive role in the background. While
Cusk (2001) purposefully omits her partner’s role to focus on maternal
experiences, the absence of fathers from the daily parenting tasks in other books
remains mostly unexplained. Even if husbands are present, mothers usually
adjust their lives to parenthood to a larger extent than their partners. This also
contributes to the categorical differentiation between men and women pre-
sented in these books.

Manywriters challenge these gender divisions in childcare and they do not
easily accept the changes in their statuses to a mother, often accompanied by
being a housewife. As professional women, who matured and had children at
a time of increasing gender equality, the persistence of traditional gender
practices in their family lives makes them unsatisfied and unhappy. Cusk was
aware of the increasing status difference and gender inequality between her and
her husband when she stayed home with their daughter, while her husband
worked outside the house:

... after a child is born the lives of its mother and father diverge, ...
before they were living in some state of equality, now they exist in a
sort of feudal relationship to each other. A day spent at home caring
for a child could not be more different from a day spent working in the
office.... They are days spent on opposite sides of the world. (2001:
5)

The common and often unquestioned attitude of both mothers and fathers
that it would be the mother who would take care of the baby changes the
dynamics of the relationship between the parents. Even if both partners
previously expressed their beliefs in gender equality and fairness, “with the
arrival of the baby ... they [men] were slipping back into the cultural roles with
which they had grown up.” (Wolf, 2001: 235). Fox, whose husband was
involved in the childcare more than other fathers (2003: 153), but not to the
point of equality she desired, describes her feelings of injustice, inequality and
lack of power. Consequently she felt resentful towards her life as well as toward
her husband but also guilty for being selfish and wanting her work to be as
recognized as fully as her husband’s in their family circle. Once they reached a
point of sharing the housework and childcare more equally, Fox was aware they
would always have to work hard to maintain this delicate balance (134-164).

Gender practices, beliefs and ideologies have in the past thirty years
become partially transformed towards increasing gender equality. However, on
the familial level and in actual decisions made after the birth of the children,
they switch back to the traditional, less egalitarian models. This becomes
frustrating for most of these feminist writers because of their expectations of
egalitarian marriage from the pre-baby time. Most of them also had careers and
jobs which they put on hold to take care of their children. The lack of equality
puts a definite strain on their marriages and highlights the gender differences
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between men and women.

To deal with the discontent with the new family arrangements and the
unequal division of labor, these women usually try to recover some parts of their
pre-baby lives and establish a more equal division of household labor and
childcare, looking for a compromise they perceive as fair (Wolf, 2001: 233-253;
see also Lennon & Rosenfield, 1994; Hochschild, 1989). Through negotia-
tions and challenges to existing gender inequalities, these new practices result
in another transformation of gender relations.

Conclusion

The motherhood narratives analyzed in this article raise many issues facing
contemporary mothers through first-person views of their experiences. Al-
though it remains for future researchers to discover if the patterns discussed
here are generalizable, these books provide a valuable source for the discursive
analysis of motherhood and gender in contemporary American society. These
memoirs present motherhood as a transformative experience for women and
constitutive to existing gender structures.

I focus this analysis on gender conceptualization and find that gender is
largely conceptualized in categorical and dichotomous terms. Rather than
looking at the similarities between mothers and fathers and their parenting
experiences, most authors stress gender differences resulting from biological
processes and emphasizing the prominent experiences of the body for maternal
experience. However, the biological differences are reaffirmed through social
practices. While many social theorists have depicted social constructionism and
biological essentialism in oppositional terms, I find that biological and social
emphases in these motherhood narratives together contribute to gender
essentialism and dichotomous categorization of gender (see also Fuss, 1989).

The authors of the texts feel conflicted about their positions as mothers
mostly because of the persistence of the “natural mother” myth and traditional
gender practices, which they challenge in their writings. Many authors notice
the different approaches to childcare of themselves and their husbands, which
constitute another aspect of gender differentiation. They become frustrated
with the persistence of traditional gender practices in their family lives, leading
to an increase of gender inequality in their relationships. They deal with this by
recovering some parts of their pre-baby life and establishing a more equal
division of labor and childcare, transforming the gender practices once again.

My analysis of the motherhood memoirs thus demonstrates that even
today motherhood and parenthood are strongly gendered institutions. Moth-
erhood changes the social position of women in both private and public spheres
and remains central to gender inequality. With the lack of macro-structural
support mechanisms for mothers and families with children, gender equality
still remains at the stage of a stalled revolution (Hochschild, 1989). For these
writers, who became mothers years after the results of the feminist movement
were institutionalized and often taken for granted, this is largely unexpected.
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"The final selection for this study includes nine books. They are not a
representative or random sample nor are they an exhaustive list of all books
published on motherhood in the time period 2000 — 2004. Rather they
represent all the books I found using the snowball method on the websites of
the on-line bookstores Amazon.com and BarnesandNoble.com, which were
published during this time and were written as personal accounts, memories or
reflections on motherhood, thus excluding advice books, academic analyses and
books of fiction or poetry. They vary in the scope and focus (from pregnancy
and childbirth to raising teenagers), format (edited volume of short essays,
memoirs) as well as by their authors (feminist activists, novelists, journalists,
“regular” women).

’It is important to keep in mind that these are published accounts of mostly
white middle-class or upper middle-class women professionals; working class
mothers would probably perceive their position differently. The writers’ ability
to hire help, pay for child-care, and go out to take jobs they enjoy might not be
options realistic for women of different socioeconomic background.
*Dichotomization of gender differences, grounding them in the biological
basis, talking about “women and men as such” and reducing differences among
women and among men to a common essence are the most frequent critiques
aimed atessentialism in feminist theories. Approaches criticized as essentializing
also tend to generalize the experiences of one group of women for all of them
and naturalize the social origins of gender inequalities. Essentialism in this
form is quite prevalent in the motherhood memoirs and although most authors
stress that they rely on their own experience or the experiences of few other
middle or upper-middle class mothers, they do not escape generalizations
about men, women, fathers and mothers.

*Adoption as a way of becoming a mother is mentioned only in one story in
Gore and Lavender’s book (2001).

‘During the first trimester, Slater stops taking her anti-depressants and
experiences mood swings (2002: 17). But when her depression returns and she
considers an abortion, her doctor connects her ambivalence about having a baby
with her high sensitivity to progesterone, the hormone predominant during the
first trimester. Hesitant and worried about the risks for the unborn child, which
would follow her during the rest of the pregnancy, Slater gets on the anti-
depressants again (25-34).

SIn contrast, Slater and Wolf both notice that neither the best-selling preg-
nancy manual What ro Expect When You're Expecting (Eisenberg etal., 1996) nor
childbirth classes prepare women for the level of pain they will experience, and
pain is often referred to as “discomfort” or “pressure” (Wolf, 2001: 91-92).
For example, Cheever thought that nursing would be an easy and natural
process but when her daughter repeatedly failed to latch, she says: “I felt like a
complete failure. I had no idea how to take care of my baby — the one being in
the world I desperately wanted to care for. I couldn’t even feed her correctly”
(2001: 22). She switched to formula and although later she realized that
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breastfeeding does not work for all mothers, she still felt she failed her daughter.
Wolf also noticed that women around her “saw nursing as a metaphor for being

a good mother” (2001: 268).
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White Birth Mothers of
Black/White Biracial Children

Addressing Racialized Discourses
in Feminist and Multicultural Literature

This paper reviews literature relevant to White birth mothers of Black/White biracial
children. Citing research on interracial marriage, motherhood, women’s racialized
identity in interracial families, racialized motherbood, and multicultural counseling
and diversity, issues needing further study and inclusion in the feminist and critical
multicultural literature will be identified.

In this paper I introduce current feminist and multicultural literature relevant
to White birth mothers of Black/White biracial children. As such, it is neither
complete nor comprehensive; rather, it is an introduction to some of the
questions about racialized identity that might affect and inform how these
mothers experience themselves.

Before I present this literature, I will briefly introduce myself and my
reasons for investigating this very particular area. This past September marked
the 22nd anniversary of giving birth to the first of my two Black/White biracial
children. Reflecting back, I can say that it also marks the beginning of my
informal research into the issues White birth mothers of Black/White biracial
children encounter. Though I knew at the time I was crossing a soctal boundary
not often crossed that would bring childrearing challenges different than those
faced by other mothers in my cohort, I was unprepared for the frequent question
“What about the child?” that family, friends, colleagues, and sometimes even
strangers would ask me.

Outwardly, unwavering and defensive, I would let them know that I did
not share their concern. Inwardly, I began to ask questions of my own. What
gave others permission to question my choice to have interracial children and
what subtext produced feelings of judgment and indictment inside me? As my
children grew and others began questioning how my children were being reared
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to identify racially, my own questions changed. Though 1 felt confident in
myself as amother, I began wondering about the impact of racialized discourses

on the self-concept of White birth mothers of Black/White biracial children in
general. Turning to the literature for answers, I discovered a growing body of
research pertaining to biracial children, adolescents, and adults, but a dearth of
literature pertaining to parents in interracial families in general and to mothers
in these families in particular. The literature that I did find generally pertained
to the child’s need for an uncontested identity and how parents could support
this.

Given that the number of interracial families continues to rise due to social
and demographic changes, the need for further research addressing other issues
relevant to these families will likely rise as well. Research exploring the everyday
experience of White birth mothers of Black/White biracial children in the
Canadian context is one such need.

Since space constrains the length of this paper, the breadth of literature I
present is limited. Because of this, notions of women’s racialized identity in
interracial families and racialized motherhood will be introduced without the
framing discussion of the history of opposition to interracial heterosexual
relationships. A brief discussion about relevant research concerns concludes my

paper.

Women’s racialized identity in interracial families

Discussions of family generally take place within dominant social dis-
courses that privilege monoracial heterosexual relationships and patriarchal
nuclear families. While all families falling outside this norm face particular
challenges, the particular challenges facing interracial families occur within
racialized discourses particularly harsh on White women involved with Black
men. Various theories about White women who marry Black men have been
posited. According to Paul Spickard (1989), Merton’s “exchange” theory or
“rule of hypogamy” is the gencrally accepted theory about gender patterns in
intermarriage between Black men and White women to date. He states:

Certain upwardly mobile lower-caste men—those who are conspicu-
ously handsome, talented, rich, or well-educated—trade those assets
in a marriage contract for the higher caste status of women who have
status but lack beauty, talent, wealth, or intellect (1989: 8).

Ruth Frankenberg’s (1993) interviews with women uncover equally de-
rogatory attitudes. From discourses about White femininity where White
women involved in interracial relationships are presented as “sexually loose,”
“sexually unsuccessful,” or “sexually radical,” to discourses about interracial
relationships as “transgressing fixed racial or cultural boundaries,” she describes
attitudes reminiscent of the United States’ antimiscegenation past (1993: 77).

Others site similar findings. In her interviews with White women with

214\ Volume 8, Numbers 1,2



White Birth Mothers of Black/White Biracial Children

Black partners, Carmen Luke found that these women perceived, through
overt or covert looks and comments, that they were considered “less than
White” (1994: 60). Frances Winddance Twine’s finding that transracial moth-
ers are “subjected to forms of surveillance, discipline and moral censure usually
restricted to women of colour” (2001: 130) supports Luke’s. And according to
Twine, though transracial mothers are one of the fastest growing social groups,
they remain marginalized in feminist analyses of race and racism.

Racialized motherhood

The literature on racialized motherhood is central to my research. Briefly
discussing literature on Black motherhood, then moving to an overview of the
literature on White birth mothers of Black/White biracial children, I will
identify recurring themes that contribute to racialized discourses about White
birth mothers of biracial children. Discussing notions of maternal competence,
transgression and status change, questions of how these social constructions
may lead to internalized feelings of shame, guilt or judgment for these women
will be raised. Finally, I will present the perspective of two birth mothers on
mothering Black/White biracial children.

Patrice DiQuinzio writes that mothering is often a subject of contention
and controversy because “being a mother and being mothered are both imbued
with tremendous social, cultural, political, economic, psychological, and per-
sonal significance” (1999: viii). For some, the points I raise may seem conten-
tious and controversial as well.

According to Patricia Hill Collins:

Motherhood occurs in specific historical contexts framed by inter-
locking structures of race, class and gender, contexts where the sons
of White mothers have “every opportunity and protection,” and the

“colored” daughters and sons of racial ethnic mothers “know not their
fate.” (1994: 57)

This strong statement offers an example of how motherhood becomes
racialized outside of dominant discourses. While Collins is justified in giving
voice to concerns Black mothers face in raising their sons, her assumption of
racial sameness silences the voices of those White mothers whose sons and
daughters also face racism. When she asserts that “White women’s children are
socialized into their rightful place in systems of racial privilege” while “racial
ethnic women have no such guarantees for their children” (1994: 68), she not
only universalizes their experiences, she also implies that a child’s future
prospects are contingent on their mother’s race.

Beverly Greene also writes that a Black mother’s role includes tasks not
shared by their White counterparts, specifically racial socialization of Black
children (1990: 208). Stressing the incumbency on Black mothers to prepare
their daughters to become Black women, she states that if a “natural” mother
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is unable to do so, “extended family, peers, or educational and mental health
environments may do so,” though these “influences may be less intense and
powerful” (218). Greene’s concern that a mother’s failure “to mitigate the
dominant culture’s devaluing message can be associated with maladaptive
adjustments in her daughter” (218) carries implications for White birth
mothers of Black/White biracial daughters. Tracy Robinson voicing similar
concerns writes:

White women, who are notaware of themselves as racial beings within
a “racialized” world, may be compromised in their ability to provide
their non-White children with important racial socialization skills
and messages, yet little is known about the types, if any, of racial
socialization messages that White mothers give to their non-White

children. (2001: 171)

A theme of racial minority children’s mental health being contingent on
their White birth mother’s ability to socialize them to cope with systemic
racism is common in the literature. Robin Miller and Barbara Miller’s (1990)
article on bridging the gap between African-American and White parenting
styles of mothers of biracial children, and Ravinder Barn’s (1999) research on
White birth mothers of mixed parentage children within the British child
welfare system exemplify this. According to Miller and Miller the availability
of “ethnically self-assertive role models” and an “ability to cope with the world
from a minority perspective” are crucial for the biracial child’s developmental
and mental health (1990: 176). This view, based solely on research findings on
African-American parents’ role in socializing their children, implies that
White birth mothers need to adopt the socialization skills of African-American
parents. However, Miller and Miller’s conclusion that “neither the mother or
father of an interracial child is capable of empathic understanding or role model
provision for a mixed-race person” (1990: 176) creates doubts about these
parents’ abilities to create environments conducive to their children’s mental
health. These doubts are reflected in Barbara Tizard’s and Ann Phoenix’s
assertion that while attitudes toward interracial relationships have improved,
worries about the children of these unions continue. Despite benign appear-
ances, the shift from “eugenic concerns with miscegenation” to “liberal con-
cerns about child welfare” still constructs mixed relationships as problematic
(2002: 39). Because the theme of maternal competence prevails in discussions
about child welfare, White birth mothers remain under the lens. With most
literature on multiracial families focusing on the children, a body of literature
helpful for understanding the parents of these children in general and the
mothers in particular is also needed. To date, Twine (1996; 1999; 2000; 2001)
has contributed the most to the literature on White birth mothers of Black/
White biracial children. She, along with Frankenburg (1993), Luke (1994),
Robinson (2001), Maria Root (2001) and Tizard and Phoenix (2002) are
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among the first to discuss these women within the context of discourses of
racialized identity.

According to Twine (2000) there has been little sustained theoretical or
empirical analysis about the ways racism structures the maternal experience of
White women with Black/White biracial children. She states that most
feminist theorists have assumed that mothering takes place within monoracial
families and that White women are considered raceless or racially neutral
(Twine, 1999). For Twine, “White women who give birth to African-descent
children in contexts of White supremacy and racial disparities provide an
innovative theoretical lens through which to examine the multiple meanings of
maternal competence” (2000: 78). Given my interest in how racialized theories
of maternal competence affect White mothers, Twine’s research provides a
reference point for my own research to build upon.

As T have shown, the theme of maternal competence emerges throughout
the literature. According to Twine, racism complicates the meaning of mater-
nal competence for White birth mothers of Black/White biracial children in
several ways. Citing her study of transracial mothering in Britain, Twine (1999)
identifies four themes related to maternal competence that emerged in her
interviews with ten White birth mothers who classify their children as “Black.”

The first theme was the struggle to negotiate the racist attitudes and
practices of their natal families. For some women, the desire to continue their
relationship with their natal families clashed with their desire to protect their
children’s positive self-esteem. Though the consequences of the pressure they
felt to negotiate this struggle affected many mothers’ mental health in ways
ranging from nervous collapse to clinical depression, their desire to maintain
their natal family relationships prevailed.

The next theme Twine identifies is pressure to find safe residential
communities for raising children. Like their need to negotiate the effects of
racism within their family environment, transracial mothers expressed their
need to negotiate the everyday racism within the social environment of their
neighborhoods, fearing that they or their children might be targets of racial
abuse in predominantly White residential communities.

Themes of “othermothers” or co-mothering alliances and Black extended
family relationships are the third and fourth themes Twine identifies. Because
White transracial mothers often felt unable to provide Black cultural role
modeling or mentoring to their children, they reported needing to rely on the
Black community or Black friends and family for support. Twine reports that
the women found the Black community both affirming and challenging. While
many community members supported interracial relationships and felt sympa-
thy for poor White women struggling to raise their children, others did not.
Still, those who identified the Black community as their reference group and
support, raised the theme of needing to constantly prove their maternal fitness
to Black women about their ability to run a culturally appropriate houschold
(e.g., through cooking, hair care, and discipline). Twine’s conclusion that,
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consequentially, trans-racial mothers often subject themselves to harsh self-
surveillance and criticism to ensure their cultural competence as mothers of
Black children underscores the need for further research addressing the
particular stresses of being the subject of racialized discourses about the
maternal competence of mothers constructed as racially different from their
children.

Other aspects of the racialized discourse on White birth mothers of Black/
‘White biracial children relevant to my research are themes of transgression and
status change. Twine writes:

The meaning of “transgression” and the process by which certain
categories of women are defined as transgressive remains central to
feminist analyses of race and reproduction ... White women who
become transracial mothers are often perceived as transgressive in
their families and communities. Transracial mothers, that is, mothers
who are socially classified as belonging to a racial group considered
distinct from that of their birth children, may be subjected to forms of
surveillance, discipline, and moral censure usually considered re-
stricted to women of colour. (2001 130)

These themes, like those of maternal competence, also can impinge on
these women’s self-concept. Subjected to assumptions about their “maternity,
morality, sexuality and respectability,” as well as to “verbal abuse, physical
abuse, and the denial or withdrawal of social courtesies typically extended to
White people by other White people” (Twine, 2001: 133) these women face
numerous challenges. For example, Luke (1994) found that the White women
with Black partners reported frequently experiencing innuendos regarding
their sexuality. Statements like, “She couldn’t get a White man,” or “White men
aren’t good enough for her,” racialized their sexuality outside of the White
heterosexual norm. Katerina Deliovsky (2002) writes that White women in
interracial relationships are often called “White shut” or told, “You go Black, you
never go back.”

The birth of interracial children also introduces significant issues that are
usually irrelevant in monoracial families (Root, 2001). For families who regard
“racial reproduction as an important product,” a relative who marries outside
the race will be marginalized. Attitudes such as, “If you divorce your husband,
you still have biracial children so there is no going back” (138), highlight the
concept of transgression. Root asserts that White women seem most affected
by how their biracial children changed their identity since they were no longer
considered White enough in the White world, yet under suspicion in the non-
White world.

Luke draws similar conclusions. Because White women can experience
profound changes inidentity and social relations as their “public status” changes
due to an interracial relationship with men of colour, their identities change
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from being “insiders within their own dominant culture to becoming outsiders
within” (1994: 58-59). As well, the perceived racial differences between a
White mother and her child can undermine her “public maternal status” as she
negotiates questions about her biological relatedness to her own child (Twine,
2000). This public scrutiny placing a White woman in interracial families
outside of the monoracial heterosexual norm creates particular challenges for
her. As Luke states, “Her sense of self, her family, work, and community
relationships, and the politics of everyday life are circumscribed by discourses
of culture, race, and racism which are not always congruent with how she is
visually perceived in the world” (1994: 68).

The narratives of White birth mothers Maureen T. Reddy (1994) and Jane
Lazarre (1996) reflect their own experiences mothering Black /White biracial
children in the racially stratified United States. Echoing many of the concerns
stated above, they offer perspectives and insights from their own rich experi-
ences as mothers, but also as academics schooled in American literature.

Reddy (1994) in her autobiographical memotr uses literary analysis and
ethnography to explore her awakening from “a delusion of colorlessness”
brought about by her children’s own discovery of race. Describing her experi-
ence as 2 member of an interracial family as “standing on the color line” or “as
abridge uncomfortably stretching across it touching both sides while somehow
remaining in the middle”(5) she succeeds to soften the language of racial
transgression seen above. Reflecting that as a White woman, she was not
“taught about resistance and survival” (16) as her children’s father was, she
shares her uncertainty about her ability to help them with the challenges they
will face because of their race. With interracial families usually either invisible,
silent, or represented as pathologized subject of sociological study with their
subjectivity absent, these families are “left with few but negative guides”(10).
For these families in general but for the White mothers in particular, learning
how to help their children navigate the racialized world is yet another part of
the bridge across the color line. To Reddy “some of the difficulty of living as a
bridge would be mitigated by company, but crossing the color line is a strangely
lonely journey” (9).

While Reddy (1994) and Lazarre (1996) share many of the same perspec-
tives on being White mothers of children who identify as Black, there is
poignancy in Lazarre’s account that seems to amplify the feeling of loneliness
that Reddy speaks of.

Lazarre (1996), a Jewish mother like myself, writes that as “a Jewish
mother I am watching my sons move farther and farther away from a sense of
a Jewish identity and, although I am not religious at all, this leaves me feeling
a specific kind of loneliness”( 66). Like Reddy’s (1994) experience of “crossing
the color line,” Lazarre describes feelings “layered with anger, shame and sheer
confusion” (66) about living with race in America where even fundamental
maternal feelings to protect her children are touched by race. Highlighting two
friends responses to her fear of being unable to protect her sons from experi-
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ences such as racial profiling, Lazarre juxtaposes her White friend’s “sudden
insight that this is a common story of motherhood with a terrible added
dimension” to a sense “gentle tolerance” in her Black friend’s response (67).

Another theme that Lazarre returns to in her text is a feeling of being
racially different or ‘other’ to her children, a feeling that seems to cause her
distress. Stating that since her “sons reached adolescence beginning their lives
as young Black men in America,” she has wondered again and again whether “they
think of me as white before or after they think ‘my mother’... Odoes it touch off
even a flashing moment of regret, an unbridgeable distance between us?” (10).
When Lazarre tells us that on conveying to one of her sons that she understands
why he rejects a biracial or “tragic mulatto identity” he responds saying, “I don’t
thinkyoudo, Mom. You can’tunderstand completely because you're white”(24),
the painful impact of racialized discourses on White mothers can be felt.

As demonstrated above women in interracial relationships and White
birth mothers of Black/White biracial children become the subjects of public
and familial discourses about their sexuality and maternal competence incom-
parable to those about White women in monoracial heterosexual unions. The
stress of this may lead some to seck professional support and guidance. As we
find ourselves called upon in this way, itisincumbent on us to have a framework
for understanding these women’s particular struggles.

In closing, I draw attention to research issues raised by Vanessa Bing and
Pamela Trotman Reid (1996) and Root (1992). According to Bing and
Trotman Reid, the portrayal of women and people of colour in both traditional
and feminist psychological research is problem laden. Though progress has
been made for certain groups, there remain large numbers of “unknown
women” and “unknowing research” (176) Stating that because White feminist
research often essentializes women'’s experiences, socially constructed markers
such as race, class, sexual orientation, and gender that determine social
placement and relative power are often overlooked. Referring to women of
colour and poor women, Bing and Trotman Reid argue that, “further strategies
are needed to begin to explain the needs and to hear the voices of the women
who are still unknown in psychological research” (192). White birth mothers
of Black/White biracial children who fall outside the juxtaposed categories of
Black or White racialized identity are of these unknown.

To address this Bing and Trotman Reid (1996), and Root (1992) claim the
need for different research models. Root (1992) contrasts older research
“situated in an era marked by linear models of identity, rigid thinking about race
and racial boundaries, and overt racism” (181) to today’s ecological theories
emphasizing “the interaction of social, familial, and individual variables within
a [historical] context” (182). T'o Root, more than sampling and interpretation
need to be considered when designing a study; the terms researchers use and
issues of who performs the research are also important. Citing examples
including the commonly used term “outmarriage,” Root asks us to re-examine
the connotations and biases inherent in many frequently used terms. As well,
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she suggests the importance of initial research being done by multiracial
persons or those “intimately informed of the experience by living a multicultural
existence and in a multicultural environment” (188). Though Root acknowl-
edges this could result in bias, she suggests that triangulation methods can
offset lack of objectivity. Still, according to Root, the potential benefits of the
researcher “intimately” understanding the relevant “social ecology,” outweighs
the potential drawbacks.

In this way, I hope my own intimate knowledge and experience of being
a White birth mother of Black/White biracial children will benefit my research
on the issues mothers like myself face.
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Motherhood and Mothering
as Sites of Difference

in Barbara Kingsolver’s
Pigs in Heaven

Barbara Kingsolver’s novel Pigs in Heaven (1993) discusses a debate between a
young white adoptive mother of a Native American girl and a young Cherokee
attorney who advocates the tribe’s legal rights in adoption cases. Kingsolver depicts
the two women as antagonistic figures who debate over the child’s “best interest.” The
adoptive mother believes that in light of the physical abuse her daughter suffered on
the reservation, the adoption was an act of rescue and beginning of a more stable life
Jor the five-year-old girl. The artorney on the other band argues that the child's
separation from the tribe is an act of interference with tribal traditions, which would
result in the child’s confusion about her cultural origins. This essay argues that
Kingsolver’s depiction of the antagonistic presumptions about the child’s best interest
are indicative of differences in mothering practices between Native and non-Native
American women. Because their concepts of motherhood and mothering are rooted in
different histories of oppression, the white adoptive mother and the Cherokee attorney
in Pigs in Heaven embody different ideologicalissues within feminist theory. There-
Jore, as this essay suggests by interrogating Kingsolver’s discussion of the various issues
that arise in the context of (illegal) adoptions of Native American children by white
parents, the controversy over what is best for the child amplifies the differences
between white and Native American women’s feminist agencies.

Ever since their emergence as commonplace in feminist theory and practice,
motherhood and mothering have been sites of a variety of critical fields of
interest. The very venue in which this essay appears is testimony to the
abundance of critical and creative works that interrogate, re-negotiate, and
contextualize motherhood under a myriad of scopes, all of which are innately
feminist in their methodologies of argumentation and interdisciplinary in their
reach. Aspects of race/ethnicity, gender, class and sexuality are intricately
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linked to women’s experiences of motherhood (the institution) and mothering
(the practice) in the context of health, reproductive rights, and soctal rights.
Mothering thus also offers a contestable terrain in which differences within
ferninist theories and practices become graspable. The various differences in
women'’s experiences as mothers amplify different trends in feminism, espe-
cially in so far as these trends are deeply rooted in and draw critical attention
to the circumstances in which women and mothers tackle everyday struggles as
their agency. That is, the context of their agentic locations largely determines
their mothering.

Barbara Kingsolver’s novel Pigs In Heaven (1993) addresses the differences
in motherhood and mothering between Anglo American and Native American
women. In the confrontation between Annawake Fourkiller, ayoung Cherokee
attorney, and Taylor Greer, the adoptive mother of a Cherokee orphan, the
specific modalities of discussion over the child’s best interest are indicative of
the difference in family practices between traditional Native American and
Anglo American cultures. Kingsolver depicts the two women as antagonistic
figures whose debate over the child’s “best interest” amplifies these differences.
In The Bean Trees (1988), the prequel to Pigs In Heaven, Taylor Greer finds an
abandoned and physically abused three-year-old girl in her car on her odyssey
through the American Mid-West. Two years later, Annawake, a character that
did not appear in The Bean Trees, learns about Taylor’s adoption of a Cherokee
child when Taylor and her daughter Turtle appear on a segment of the Oprah
Winfrey Show. On the show, Taylor explains the unusual circumstances leading
to Turtle’s adoption, how somebody left the child in her car (52). Recognizing
Turtle as a Native American child, Annawake suspects an illegal adoption
performed by representatives of the state of Oklahoma and decides to press
legal charges against Taylor, contesting the mother’s right to sole custody over
the Cherokee child. When Annawake meets with Taylor for the first time she
informs her that Turtle’s adoption papers might be illegal and invalid according
to the Indian Child Welfare Act (1978), a law which ensures that Native
American children may only be adopted by non-Native families upon the
tribe’s consent (78). Since Taylor basically found Turtle in her car and since
Turtle’s family and tribal affiliation were entirely unknown to Taylor when she
filed for adoption, there was no involvement of the tribe’s right to protect their
children from unwanted placement in foster care.

Although this violation of the Indian Child Welfare Act can possibly abolish
Taylor’s custody rights, Annawake ensures Taylor that she does not want to
take her child away from her but that she wants the child to be connected to her
tribal family as well. After all, Turtle has a grandfather who still lives on the
reservation. To Taylor, however, the abolition of her sole custody rights appears
to be a violation of her rights to mothering. Taylor’s fear of losing her child or
to have to share her with somebody else is “reminiscent of the bereavement of
Demeter/Ceres over the loss of her daughter Persephone/Proserpina” (Murrey,
1994: 159). This psychoanalytical reading of the threat under which Taylor’s
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mothering is being put emphasizes the mother’s exclusive rights to her
daughter. Indeed, as Adrienne Rich argues in her seminal book Of Woman
Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution, “[t]he loss of the daughter to the
mother, the mother to the daughter, is the essential female tragedy” (1986:
237). Still, in accordance with the Indian Child Welfare Act, the Cherokee tribe
also has a right to its children, and this right, together with the idea of a tribe’s
dependency on its children, is quite foreign to Taylor’s understanding of
motherhood and family.

It takes a community

Mothering, or more specifically the right to mothering, is a central aspect
of sovereignty for Native American women as well as for their tribes. Indeed,
the figure of the mother, and by extension, the maternal and matriarchal
guardian of tribal traditions and ancient wisdoms, is at the center of Native
American feminist literature and culture studies (Bannan, 1980; Allen, 1986).
At the same time, Native American women have seen their rights to mothering
fiercely contested, such as through forced sterilization on the one hand and the
residential school system and the system of foster care and adoption on the
other hand (Guerrero, 1997). Through such practices, Native American
children were taken away from their mothers and from their tribes and, after
having undergone forced acculturation to non-Native American environ-
ments, grew up dislocated and alienated from their tribal cultures and from
their families. It is this problematic of Native children’s isolation from their
tribes that Kingsolver’s novel addresses.

While working on Pigs In Heaven, Kingsolver acknowledges in an inter-
view that after the publication of The Bean Tree, she felt the need to tell the story
more from the tribe’s perspective: “I realized with embarrassment that I had
completely neglected a whole moral area when I wrote about the Native
American kid being swept off the reservation and raised by a very loving white
mother” (Perry, 1993: 165). As a result, Kingsolver creates the character of
Annawake, the Cherokee Nation’s legal spokesperson and representative of the
tribe’s interest in the case of illegal adoptions. Through the introduction of
Annawake’s legal representation, Kingsolver depicts tribal struggles for cultural
continuity and political autonomy, such as through the rights to raise Native
children in tribal communities. Although not enrolled in any Native American
tribe herself, Kingsolver has repeatedly emphasized her sharing of Native
American world views (Perry, 1993). However, Kingsolver’s attempt to serve
as spokesperson for Native American rights in the context of family rights has
been highly contested. Her idealization and exoticization of the Cherokee
Nation, for instance, contributes to the further differentiation of Native
American tribes as cultural “other.” Kathleen Godfrey, for instance, argues that
“despite her politicized sensibility, Kingsolver’s depiction is undercut by
authorial and rhetorical practices which commodify, ritualize, and idealize the
Cherokee” (2001: 259). Kingsolver’s use of one-dimensional, antagonist char-
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acters, amplifies the differences in mothering rights and practices between
Western patriarchal and Native American families.

The difference between western, nuclear families and tribal, extended
families is implicit in the matter of handling adoptions of Native children
outside their tribes. This practice of extra-tribal adoption is inherently con-
nected to the disenfranchisement of Native tribal rights by interference of
governmental policies with tribal traditions. In reference to the dire economic
and social conditions on Native American reservations, as Marie Anna Jaimes
Guerrero (1997) affirms, the US government justified placing Native Ameri-
can children in foster homes outside their tribal communities. These, mostly
white, foster homes are supposed to provide the children with a stable and
economically intact life, a life that would possibly save them from the dispro-
portionately high rates of poverty, substance abuse, violence, and suicide on
Native American reservations. At the same time, the US government fails to
acknowledge that these symptoms of dislocation and disruption were caused by
the history of genocidal practices against Native Americans since the first
contacts with white settlers. The matter of adoption and foster care of tribal
children is a product of that interference. Because the federal law does not
recognize extended Native clans as family kinship, many Native American
children have been separated from their relatives and placed in foster homes
outside their tribe. Thus, the placement of Native children in residential
schoolsis strategic intervention on the part of the colonizer to interfere with the
integrity of tribal traditions.

Mothering and the “absolute power of motherhood”

In return, Taylor feels that her right to mothering is under threat. She is
afraid of losing her “absolute power of motherhood” (Kingsolver, 1993: 341).
Thisinterpretation of motherhood as power is emblematic of Nancy Chodorow’s
(1978) observation that, in societies where women in general and mothers in
particular are being marginalized, mothers seek to re-invent themselves in the
lives of their daughters by claiming their daughters as future, more perfect
versions of themselves. For Taylor to lose her daughter, thus means a disruption
of the prospective reproduction of herself in Turtle. In this context, Taylor’s
possessive claim over Turtle is reminiscent of the patriarchal normativity of
motherhood.

This intervention of a patriarchal model of motherhood stands in oppo-
sition to Taylor’s emancipation from patriarchal ideology in general. Her non-
committal relationship to her boyfriend Jax, for instance, characterizes Taylor’s
resentment to traditional patterns of relationships. Taylor even grew up in a
fatherless family, which, as she implies at one part in the novel, made her the
independent women she is. Similarly, when Taylor decides to adopt Turtle, she
does so following solely her own wish, without having conferred with her
boyfriend or her mother. In this sense, Taylor is certainly a modern, independ-
ent woman who does not personify the conventional model of patriarchal
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family structures. However, her claim to exclusive motherhood is indeed
embedded in the history of childrearing within patriarchal structures. Kingsolver
even goes so far as to define Taylor’s demand for exclusive rights over her
daughter as emblematic of American individualism. In “Everybody’s Some-
body’s Baby,” Kingsolver asserts that American society “has a proud history of
lone heroes and solo fighters, so perhaps it’s no surprise that we think of child-
rearing as an individual job, not a collective responsibility” (1992: 49). This
statement summarizes well the ideological concept of motherhood to which
Taylor subscribes.

In contrast, Annawake adheres to a much different concept of motherhood
and mothering. Annawake sees motherhood as cultural agency that ensures the
survival of Native American tribal traditions. As she explains to Taylor, it is
within the comfort of extended tribal families that Native Americans maintain
cultural traditions and practices. The extended family per se is a legitimate and
highly valued social entity in matrilineal Native American societies. In fact,
Annawake emphasizes that the concept of the nuclear family was entirely
foreign to the Cherokee Nation until social workers interfered with their
traditional practices of communal child-rearing. In Annawake’s opinion,
nuclear families are “an insane rationale. We don’t distinguish between father,
uncle, mother, grandmother. We don’t think of curselves as having extended
families. We look at you guys [non-Native Americans] and think you have
contracted families” (Kingsolver, 1993: 284).

Residential schools, foster care, and adoption

In light of the many cases of Native American children being separated
from their families and placed in foster homes or in adoptive homes outside
the tribe, Kingsolver’s depiction of the controversy over Turtle’s adoption
raises issues about sovereignty rights of Native American tribes, including the
right to raise children in accordance with tribal traditions. The separation of
children from their tribal families through the institutionalization of residen-
tial schools or foster homes, is a subtle form of colonization of indigenous
peoples. In an interview with Donna Perry, Kingsolver asserts that the Indian
Child Welfare Act, and its legal manifestation of tribal veto rights in the cases
of federal foster home or adoption policies, is “one of the most valuable pieces
of legislation that’s ever happened for Native Americans in the United States
because, throughout this century, a very strong and insidious form of cultural
genocide has been the adoption of Native American children out of the tribe”
(1993: 165).

This interruption of the “chain of caretaking” among tribal communities
traumatized generations of Native Americans who grew up completely discon-
nected from their families and from their tribal heritages. In her depiction of
the cases of the social workers’ interference with Annawake’s family, Kingsolver
accounts for the colonization of Native American child rearing through
western interference with tribal traditions. Annawake remembers: “Federal law
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put them in boarding schools. Cut off their hair, taught them English, taught
them to love Jesus, and made them spend their childhoods in boarding schools.
They got to see their people maybe twice a year. Family has always been our
highest value, but that generation of kids never learned to be in a family”
(Kingsolver, 1993: 227). Annawake’s mother, Bonnie Fourkiller, went to a
residential school, where she became “a die-trying accutturated Cherokee, like
most of her generation, who chose the Indian Baptist Church over stomp
dances and never wore moccasins in her life” (59). As a result of the traumatic
separation from her tribe and the dislocation within white society, Bonnie fell
into heavy alcoholism, and was finally institutionalized, leaving behind two
young children. After Bonnie’s disappearance, Annawake was raised by her
uncle Ledger, the tribe’s medicine man. Her twin brother Gabriel, on the other
hand, was adopted by a Caucasian family in Texas at age ten, or, in Annawake’s
words, “stolen from the family and can’t find his way home” (61). His adoptive
family “told him not to say he was Indian at school, or they [teachers and fellow
students] would treat him like a Mexican” (149). On the basis of his skin color,
he was put in “the Mexican classroom” and eventually failed school because he
could not understand the teacher who only spoke Spanish. As a result, Gabriel
disappointed his adoptive parents who were unable to empathize with the social
stigma their son carried as outsider both to the Caucasian and to the Mexican
American groups at his school. At age 15, he was convicted of a juvenile
delinquency felony and was then in and out of prison.

The child’s best interest

The controversy over Turtle’s adoption revolves around the question as to
whatis best for the child. As Mary Jean DeMarr suggests, “since Pigs in Heaven
would be read by a predominantly white and middle-class audience, the
sympathy of readers would naturally tilt in the direction of individualism, of the
child’s best interest” (1999: 98). However, it is problematic to argue that
Turtle’s separation from her tribal family would be beneficiary to her identity
quest. Kingsolver constructs the circumstances of Turtle’s adoption so that
Taylor’s motherhood appears to be an act of rescue to the brutally abused child
she finds in her car. In The Bean Trees, Taylor muses when she discovers the
child’s “bruises and worse”: “I thought I knew about every ugly thing that one
person does to another, but I had never even thought about such things being
done to a baby girl” (Kingsolver, 1988: 23). Given that Turtle’s abuse happened
while she was at the Cherokee reservation, Taylor is resistant to Annawake’s
suggestion that it is in Turtle’s best interest to remain in touch with the tribe:
“Your people let her fall through the crack when she was in bad trouble”
(Kingsolver, 1993: 76). Taylor even goes so far as suspecting a clever publicity
ply behind the Cherokee Nation’s sudden interest in the well-being of her
daughter: “And now, that she is a cute little adorable child and gets famous and
goes on television, now you want her back” (76).

This skepticism about the tribe’s intention and her conviction that her
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right to absolute motherhood entitles her to make decisions for her daughter
becomes most evident in Taylor’s argument with Annawake about what is best
for Turtle. Taylor’s motto “Do right by yourself” clashes with Annawake’s
motto “Do right by your people” (Kingsolver, 1993: 88). As Annawake
emphasizes the tribe depends on its children for the maintenance of its cultural
heritage: “We consider the child is part of something larger, a tribe. Like ahand
is that belongs to the body. Before we cut it off, we have to ask how the body
will take care of itself without that hand” (338). This bi-lateral dependency
between the tribe and its individual members is entirely foreign to Taylor’s
world view, her sense of agency, and her quest for individuality (Murrey, 1994).
However, Turtle does have family on the reservation: her grandfather, Cash
Stillwater, is her only living relative, and she his. Annawake mentions the “Baby
M legal case in the 1980s, where a Jewish American biological father’s (and his
wife’s) custody rights were favored over the surrogate mother’s because the
daughter was the only living kin to the father whose relatives had all died in the
Holocaust. Similarly, Turtle’s role as embodiment of a minority culture
contests Taylor’s right to absolute motherhood rights.

To be precise, Annawake does not contest the general right to adoption,
nor does she condemn adoption as an illegitimate manner of mothering. On the
contrary, she acknowledges the love and dedication adoptive parents instill in
their children. In fact, she does not want to take Turtle away from her mother,
but instead, she wants to make sure that Turtle also has access to her tribal
heritage and that her grandfather has a right to pass down his cultural legacy
to his only living kin. In particular, as Annawake argues, it is important for
Thurtle to learn about her Cherokee heritage and to learn how to negotiate her
Native origins in mainstream American society. Annawake specifies: “{a]dopted
Native kids always have problems in adolescence when they're raised without
an Indian identity” (Kingsolver, 1993: 148). What these children suffer, as the
example of Annawake’s brother emphasizes, is a sense of displacement when
they grow up as members of Caucasian families while being reminded by
society of their outsider status on account of their skin color and facial features,
for instance. It is not the families in which these children are being placed, but
their lack of awareness of the problems Native American children face when
growing up in a predominantly white world.

Does mother know best?

Annawake speculates whether or not Taylor will be able to prepare her
Turtle for the racist and xenophobic world outside the loving home: “I wonder
what you are giving Turtle now that she can keep” (Kingsolver, 1993: 149).
Indeed, Taylor is unaware of the struggles Native Americans face when they are
confronted with the need to negotiate their identities in the face of a myriad of
misrepresentations of Native American in pop culture: “In the last few days
Taylor has been noticing images of Indians everywhere: the Indian-chief
profile on a Pontiac. The innocent-looking girl on the corn-oil margarine. The
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hook-nosed cartoon mascot of the Cleveland Indians, who played in Tucson.
Taylorwonders what Annawake meant when she said Turtle should be in touch
with her Indian side. Maybe that doesn’t mean feathers, but if not, what then?
[...] Maybe being Indian isn’t any one thing, any more than being white is one
thing. What mascot would they use for a team called the Cleveland White
People?” (95).

Disregarding the cultural differences between her own and her daughter’s
backgrounds, Taylor manifests throughout the novel that, no matter what the
circumstances, a mother always knows best. With the incident of Turtle’s acute
lactose intolerance, Kingsolver illustrates a case where Taylor, despite her
unconditional love for her daughter, doesn’t know best. As a pediatrician
explains, it is the daily glass of milk that Taylor makes Turtle drink for an
optimum intake of calcium, that causes Turtle’s intestinal problems: “Cow’s
milk is fine for white folks ... but somewhere between sixty and ninety percent
of the rest of us [people of color] are lactose intolerant” (Kingsolver, 1993: 295).
Turtle’s lactose intolerance underscores Taylor’s “culture-blind” adoption
policy, i.e. her lack of awareness of the specific needs of non-white children. At
the same time, the novel juxtaposes Turtle’s suffering with her ancestors’
suffering from food intolerance that Annawake describes: “The food was
nothing that forest people had ever eaten before, maggoty meal and salted pork,
so everybody had diarrhea” (281). Turtle’s suffering from lactose intolerance is
symptomatic of her cultural estrangement from her tribal culture. On the level
of cultural interference with tribal practices, there is a correlation between
Turtle’s sickness and the fatal dietary changes the Cherokee went through
during their removal in the 1830s (Purdue and Green, 1995). This incident also
illustrates that Taylor needs to overcome her Eurocentric ideas of motherhood
and womanhood for the sake of a more heterogeneous feminist practice that
addresses the culture-specific locations from with women and mothers of
different cultural backgrounds can develop a sense of connectedness and
solidarity with one another.

The adoption of Native American children by Caucasian parents raises a
number of important questions about the cultural and social belonging of these
children. Born Native and raised Anglo, these children are neither Native
American nor are they Caucasian. In fact, because of their tribal heritage, they
are outsiders in mainstream Anglo-American society. By the same token,
through their Anglo up-bringing they are also outsiders to their tribes, whose
cultural practices and traditions they are not familiar with. Because cultural
performances, as for instance a person’s sense of connectedness to tribal
traditions, are “learned” features that rely on the nurturing capabilities of a
cultural community that initiates and supports a person’s cultural values, these
children will not be able to contribute to the cultural survival of the tribes into
which they were born.

These questions about cultural belonging and representation are central in
Kingsolver’s depiction of the custody battle between an Anglo American single
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mother and the Cherokee Nation, her adoptive daughters’ tribe.

However, by ending the novel with a deus-ex-machina solution, the
sudden discovery that Taylor’s mother is also Cherokee by blood relations and
that, according to Cherokee matrilineal succession, Taylor herself is Cherokee
by blood quantum, and by the love interest between Taylor’s mother Alice and
Turtle’s grandfather Cash Stillwater, the novel’s potential for a candid portrayal
of the complex issue the adoption of Native American children poses comes to
an abrupt and rather unsatisfactory conclusion. It would be interesting to see
how the joint custody agreement between Taylor and Turtle’s grandfather
works out, or how Turtle will relate to her affiliation to two cultures that have
Taylor’s alleged family linkages to the Cherokee tribe and love romance
between Turtle’s grandfather and Taylor’s mother Alice leaves the reader with
the impression that the issues of Native American tribal sovereignty can be
“resolved” by reuniting Native and non-Native American in one family,
without pursuing the quest for tribal struggles against continuous colonization
through a biased American legal system. In this regard, the novel can only partly
succeed in advocating Native American tribal sovereignty rights.
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Creating a Life or Opting Out

Antifeminism and the Popular Media

This article explores the recent explosion of anti-feminist motherhood tracts to
tnterrogate the often fraught relationship between idealized notions of motherhood
and demonized visions of feminism in the popular media. Motherhood should be a
ripe topic for feminists; but, as feminist activists have been campaigning for equality
in the workplace and feminist theorists have been debating the meaning of feminism
on academic turf, they often ignore issues of mothering as a source of feminist power.
Insodoing, they havelet the term ‘feminism” be commandeered by conservative critics
who have no trouble with concretely defining what feminism means and with
affixing moral judgments to women, in particular women with children, who call
themselves feminist. Such negative definition bhas become a dominant, if not the
prevailing, definition in the popular media from both the left and the right. Through
Manichean equations, writers as diverse as Lisa Belkin and Danielle Crittenden
havereifiedideals of motherhood and in so doing have shifted the boundaries between
public and private desire, essentializing and thus normalizing what should be
individual private choices. More specifically, they have presented the choice fo have
children and stay home with them as anti-feminist and the wish, or need, to leave
them, as feminist. Instead of privileging the ability to chose, they privilege what these
women have chosen, often ignoring issues of class and personal desire.

When I was pregnant with my first child I took a prenatal yoga class. The class
was taught by a woman named Deborah, a liberal mother of three, who spent
most of the hour and a half explaining to us how childbirth had become overly
medicalized and how the medical establishment is anti-woman. To my
husband’s dismay, I instantly fell in love with Deborah. She was strong-willed,
opinionated, an advocate for women and children. One day during her regular
sermonizing, however, Deborah said something that floored me. While
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coaxing us all into modified downward dog positions, she explained that the
women’s movement had done a real disservice to women by leading us to believe

thatwe candoitall. “You can’twork and be a good mother,” she exclaimed, “the
feminists were wrong.” I was flabbergasted and infuriated. She worked, she was
a mother. How could such a hip, progressive woman have such a conservative
view of feminism? And when did feminism promise women that they could do
it all?

That was over five years ago. Since then, T have had another child and have
so many personal anecdotes about my encounters with anti-feminism and
motherhood that could write a multi-volume book. And, since then, a number
of books and articles blaming “feminism” for misleading women have also
emerged: Danielle Crittenden’s What Other Mothers Didn't Tell Us (2000) and
Amanda Bright at Home (2003), Sylvia Hewlett’s Creating a Life (2002) (which
inspired a Sixty Minutes segment and Time cover story), Lisa Belkin’s New York
Time’s Magazinearticle, “The Opt-Out Revolution” (2003), and Louise Story’s
New York Time's front page piece, “ Many Women at Elite Colleges set Career
Path to Motherhood” (2005), are just a few.! In each case, the authors present
a uniform and often highly essentialized notion of feminism, and in each case,
they hold it somehow responsible for a host of personal as well as larger social
problems.

This article explores the recent explosion of anti-feminist motherhood
tracts to interrogate the often fraught relationship between idealized notions of
motherhood and demonized visions of feminism in the popular media. Why
can’t the two happily coexist? Is it merely semantic or is there something about
linking motherhood and “feminism” that is so alienating? Motherhood should
be aripe topic for feminists, but as Anne Crittenden has written in her excellent

study, The Price of Motherhood,

Even feminists are often reluctant to admit that women’s lives revolve
around their children. They measure success from the distance
women have traveled from Kinder and Kuche, and worry that if child-
rearing is made a more tempting choice, many women ... will drift
back into domestic subservience. They fear that if women are seen to
be mothers first, the very real gains that women have made in the
workplace could be jeopardized. (2001: 7)

Indeed, as feminist activists have been campaigning for equality in the
workplace and feminist theorists have been debating the meaning of feminism
on academic turf, they often ignore issues of mothering as a source of feminist
power. In so doing, they have let the term “feminism” be commandeered by
conservative critics who have no trouble with concretely defining what femi-
nism means and with affixing moral judgments to women, in particular women
with children, who call themselves feminist.

For example, in her 2003 book Feminist Fantasies, Phyllis Schlafly, writes
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that “the ideology of feminism teaches that women have been mistreated since
time began,” and “as a political movement, feminism teaches that a just society
must mandate identical treatment for men and women in every phase of our
lives, no matter how reasonable it is to treat them differently and that gender
must never be used as the criteria for any decision” (3). Now, anyone even
vaguely interested in feminist theory knows the centrality of gender in recent—
and not so recent—scholarship in the field.? Yet anti-feminists such as Schlafly
omit such work in their formulations and instead make preposterous blanket
statements such as, “Feminism’s psychological outlook on life is basically
negative; it teaches women that the odds are stacked so severely against them
that they probably cannot succeed in whatever they attempt” (2003: 3). While
this might seem extreme to those of us for whom feminism is rooted in the
successful creation of myriad choices for women—in work, home, relation-
ships, etc—Schlafly’s negative definition has become a dominant, if not the
prevailing, definition in the popular media. As for Deborah, my yoga teacher,
feminism itself assumes a form of agency for Schlafly and becomes guilty of
misleading women rather than helping them achieve the possibility of having
rich life choices.

Such moves are common within conservative formulations. Take for
example the work of Danielle Crittenden.?In her diatribe Whar Our Mothers
Didn't Teil Us, Crittenden evokes the Bible of second-wave feminism, 7%e
Feminine Mystique, when she writes that “The modern problem with no name
is, I believe, exactly the reverse of the old one: While we now recognize that
women are human, we blind ourselves to the fact that we are also women. If we
feel stunted and oppressed when denied the chance to realize our human
potential, we suffer every bit as much when we cut off from those aspects of life
that are distinctly and uniquely female” (2000: 22). Crittenden’s use of the “we”
is interesting here. Women have always recognized that they are human. By
evoking the pronoun “we” in this manner, Crittenden places herself outside of
a gendered category. Who exactly is this “we” who did not recognize this
before? By spatializing language in this way, she at first adopts a male voice that
allows her to undercut Freidan’s articulation of the dissatisfied woman.
However, in a confounding linguistic move, Crittenden then resituates herself
back within her own gender in the same sentence when she says that: “we are
alsowomen.” If the “we” had been a group who once failed to recognize this fact,
how can this same “we” suffer when cut off from “the aspects of life that are
distinctly and uniquely female?”

The linguistic gymnastics in this passage demonstrate a recurring anxiety
in Crittenden’s (2000) text, as well as in that of a number of the critiques of
motherhood of the past few years, that emerge from the choices that contem-
porary women make when they work or when they serve as fulltime mothers,
as well as the choice to be a working mother. For of course, Crittenden and
Schlafly and my yoga teacher are working mothers. But they do not seem to
want to acknowledge that choice. In fact, they seem to want to deny the
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possibility of choice itself, for if they do not deny its existence, they might be
forced to admit that their life choices have been informed by feminism. That
is a position that they are not willing to grant, and so their work belies an anxiety
that consistently rears its head. Indeed, according to her own definition,
Crittenden and even Schlafly (2003) both should be considered feminists. Is
this in fact their anxiety? Instead of embracing a definition of feminism that
allows for choice and difference, why do writers such as Crittenden and Schlafly
blame feminism for misleading women? Can’t they be models of successful
working mothers? Why are they afraid to admit this?

Like Schlafly, Crittenden (2000) constructs a concrete definition of
feminism to first demonize it and then to ascribe agency to the movement
rather than to individual women. In fact she argues outright against female
autonomy, which she says makes women “self-centered” and “off-putting” to
men. By relying solely on personal anecdotes and observations—as well as on
an anachronistic rhetorical move that romanticizes “our grandmothers” and
demonizes “our mothers™—rather than on any concrete evidence, she nega-
tively mythologizes feminism and essentializes male and female difference to
naturalize the idea of marriage and stay-at-home motherhood.* Crittenden’s
insistence that the success of feminism has misled the “average woman” is
problematic on a number of levels. Aside from the absurdity of claiming
feminism’s success, her average woman is white, middle class, and for the most
part a fiction. But Crittenden’s critique of feminism is part of a larger
conservative critique. When she writes that the “solutions” proposed by “these
feminists” “so dramatically fail to appeal to the majority of women,” feminism
acts as a stand-in for a host of other liberal sins:

Abortion on demand and condoms in the classroom have failed to
prevent millions of unmarried teenagers from becoming mothers
before they are old enough to vote. Affirmative Action may have
propelled some women through the executive ranks but it has done
little for the vast numbers of women who build their work around their
family obligations. ... Generous welfare benefits to single mothers and
shrill warnings about male violence have not dissuaded most women
from wanting to share their lives with men ... nor does “cheaper and
better childcare” seem any sort of answer to mothers who are already
guilt ridden about leaving their babies every morning. (2000: 24).

While Crittenden’s conservativism is to be expected, her evocation of
“generous welfare benefits for single mothers” in 1999—after the Clinton
administration had radically restructured the welfare system, dramatically
cutting benefits for Women with Dependent Children—if nothing else,
crushes her authority. Yet, the book was well received and Vanity Fair called her
one of the most important voices of the decade. Moreover, her ideas about
feminism as a uniform entity with an agency of its own, has currency in the
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mainstream, and even “liberal” media.

For example, Lisa Belkin begins her October 2003 New York Tirmes
Magazine cover story, “The Opt Out Revolution,” by delimiting a divide
similar to the one Crittenden establishes between “feminists” and “average
women.” Belkin writes,

The scene in this cozy Atlanta living room would—at first glance —
warm an early feminist’s heart. Gathered by the fireplace one recent
evening, sipping wine and nibbling cheese, are the members of abook
club, each of them a beneficiary of all that feminists of 30-odd years
ago held dear. The eight women in the room have each earned adegree
from Princeton, which was a citadel of everything male until the first
co-educated class entered in 1969. And after Princeton, the women
of this book club went on to do other things that women once were
not expected to do. They received law degrees from Harvard and
Columbia. They chose husbands who could keep up with them, not
simply support them. They waited to have children because work was

too exciting. They put on power suits and marched off to take on the
world. (2003: 42).

While certainly one of affluence, the picture Belkin (2003) paints of
feminist success—Ivy League educations, successful husbands, power suits and
book clubs—is rather limiting and defined almost exclusively in terms of these
women'’s relationships to what we might call traditional sources of female
pleasure: husbands, children, novel reading, and wine and cheese parties. What
makes these women appear “feminist,” “at first glance,” is their prestigious
educations and their six-figure salaries. Despite their deferral of child-bearing
for work, their lifestyle choices are ultimately still quite conventional and rooted
in the normative construct of the upper-middle class, heterosexual family
dynamic. But this limited notion of feminist success quickly gives way to its
opposite as Belkin continues her story:

Yes, if an early feminist could peer into this scene, she would feel
triumphant about the future. Until, of course, any one of these
polished and purposeful women opened her mouth. “I don’t want to
be on the fast track leading to a partnership at a prestigious law firm,”
says Katherine Brokaw, who left that track in order to stay home with
her three children. “Some people define that as success. I don’t.”

(Belkin, 2003: 42-44)°

Brokaw, like all of the women spotlighted in the article, has left the
corporate rat race for fulltime motherhood, and this, according to Belkin’s
(2003) either/or paradigm, is not a feminist move. But why can’t Brokaw’s
choice to stay home be construed as feminist? Isn’t Belkin overlooking the idea
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and act of choice as a form of female empowerment?

In many ways, Belkin’s (2003) equation of feminism with a winning lap on
the career fast-track and non-feminism as the desire to leave the race, is directly
in line with notions of what constitutes feminism coming from Schlafly and
Crittenden. All three ignore the important issues of race, class, gender, and
sexual identity that feminist theorists and activists have spent the past “30-odd
years” addressing. Belkin’s limited definition of feminism, as measured solely
in terms of professional success in comparison to men, becomes the proper
object against which she measures all other lifestyle choices.® The desire for
things outside of this correspondingly becomes, in her equation, anti-feminist
and in most cases, normalized. Indeed, defining feminism in relationship to an
opposite empties the concept of its radical as well as its pragmatic potential.
Distilling the complex relationships between feminism, work, and mother-
hood into binary terms, and then coding these as either feminist or anti-
feminist, acts as a reductive strategy: arbitrarily bringing together diverse
groups of people and force-fitting them into predetermined identity positions.
Such a process closes the spaces for dissent as well as for social change. As in
Danielle Crittenden’s (2000, 2003) work, Belkin’s (2003) formulations allow
for the concept of feminism, as well as its uses, to be essentialized and then
dismissed. By defining it in relation to its negative through assertions such as
“feminists would be aghast...” and emptying it of the possibility of difference,
they presume a unified feminist stance and present a homogenous picture of
who feminists are and what they want by attempting to delineate what they are
not. Through their Manichean equations, they have also reified ideals of
motherhood and in so doing shifted the boundaries between public and private
desire, essentializing and thus normalizing what should be individual private
choices. More specifically, they have presented the choice to have children and
stay home with them as anti-feminist and the wish, or need, to leave them, as
feminist. Instead of privileging the ability to chose, Belkin privileges what they
have chosen. Moreover, issues of class—many mothers have to work for
economic survival-—as well as other forms of what could be called non-
biological maternal desire—many mothers find satisfaction in arenas that
might take them away from their children, and they may identify as something
other than a mother for part of their day— have fallen out of their scenarios and
thus out of the larger popular debate.

What does the ubiquity of this formulation suggest? Why have writers as
diverse as Lisa Belkin and Danielle Crittenden defined the relationship
between feminism and motherhood in such a way that they undercut the very
foundation of feminism: choice? There are models of feminist mothers that are
compelling. Take for example the writer Ayun Halliday. After the birth of her
children Halliday chose to stay home rather than continue working in the
performance troupe of which she was a member. But she did not completely
surrender her artistic autonomy nor did she thoughtlessly suppress her ambi-
tions. Rather, she found inspiration in her ne