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Introduction 

Andrea O'Reilly and 
Silvia Caporale Bizzini 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE CONSTRUCTION OF FEMININE IDENTITY 

and motherhood theory is a field of research that has aroused consid
erable interest within feminist cultural analyses of the last thirty years. 
The scrutiny of the notion of motherhood-as well as the crucial task 
of exploring the realms in which the ethics of"maternal thinking" be
comes a focus of enquiry-has sparked a growing number of critical 
works (Mitchell1974; Rich 1976; Chodorow 1978; Benjamin 1988; 
Cerea 1988; Katz 1989; Snitow 1992; Tburer 1994; Ross 1995; Hill
Collins 1997). Since the publication of Adrienne Rich's OfWoman Bom 
and, a few years later, of Sara Ruddick's "Maternal Thinking," new 
ways of understanding who a mother is, along with wider notions of 
mothering, have arisen. Sara Ruddick offers one of the most important 
contributions to this through her insights into the social and political 
meaning of the learning process that lies behind the ethics of maternal 
care and its application to an innovative way of theorizing citizenship, 
the individual's responsibility within civil society, peace studies, and the 
struggle in defense of huroan rights. Despite the theoretical problems 
and misunderstandings which have resulted from the interpretation of 
Ruddick's thinking, the fact is that the American philosopher stresses 
that maternal caring is not an instinctive part of the female psyche, but 
an ability that is acquired through learning that, historically, has been 
assigned to women. Maternal caring is more than mere biological fact; 
on the contrary, it falls within a relational context that replaces the idea 
of an innate female caring ability developed within the limits of a nu
clear, biological and heterosexual family structure.' 

This theoretical standpoint epitomizes the intellectual roots of 
most of the analysis on motherhood carried out since the 1990s, and 
the aspects that relate it to a shifting notion of mothering (Gilligan 
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1982; Sv,igart 1991; Vegetti Finzi 1996; DiQuinzio 1999). The start
ing point is represented by the analysis of motherhood understood as a 
social construct whose characterization and role in society adjusts to 
the field forces defined hy the historical period and the needs of the 
hegemonic groups therein (Nakano, Chang, and Rennie Forcey 1994; 
Greenfield and Barash 1999; Douglas and Michaels 2004). In this 
sense, we have to accept that the notion of mothering is not only his
torically determined, but is, at the same time, subject to both the dis
continuities that form the discourse of history-the differences and 
practices within different culrures-as well as the cultural consrruction 
of the concepts of infancy and childhood (Cosslet 1994; Hannisberg 
and Ruddick 1999). Despite these inspired-and inspiring- intellec
tual approaches, most of contemporary autobiographical discourse on 
motherhood limit their exploration of maternity to a ''motherhood as 
experience" perspective. m such, there is a growing tendency to nar
rate the maternal experience from a standpoint pervaded by a (return
ing) biologism that rests exclusively on an intimate and ideaVized per
ception of mothering and ilie maternal bond. 

In Narrating Maternity: Theorizing Maternal Subjectivities (1991), 
Brenda 0. Daly and Maureen T. Reddy argue that in "the limited 
number of fictional or ilieoretical texts" that do "begin with the 
mother in her own right, from her own perspective," few "hold fast to 
a maternal perspective; further, when texts do maintain this perspec
tive, readers and critics tend to suppress the centrality of mothering'' 
(2-3). Daly and Reddy coined the term "daughter-centricity" to de
scribe the perspective wherein "we learn less about what it is like to 
mother than about what is like to be mothered, even when the author 
has had both experiences" (2). The aim of this volume is to consider 
and call for an explicitly maternal or, more pointedly, a matrifocal per
spective that foregrounds the everyday historically and culturally de
termined experiences of mothering and the intellectual basis of moth
ering, while resisting claims of a universal, essential, sentimental, 
normative maternity. Our use of the term "matrifocal" is drawn from 
Miriam]ohnson's discussion of matrifocality in Strong Mothers, Weak 
Wives (1989). Matrifocal societies, she writes: 

tend to have greater gender equality because of the power of a maternal 
paradigm. In these societies, regardless of the particular type oflcinshlp 
system, women play roles of cultural and social significance and define 
themselves less as wives than as mothers .... Matrifocality however, 
does not refer to domestic maternal dominance so much as it does to 
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the relative cultural prestige of the image of the mother, a role that is 
culturally elaborated and valued. Mothers are also structurally central 
in that the mother as a status 'has some degree of control over the kin 
unit's economic resources and is critically involved in kin-related deci
sion making processes." It is not the absence of males (males may be 
quite present) but the centrality of women as mothers and sisters that 
makes a society matrifocal ... (226) 
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A matrifocal narrative, borrowing from} ohnson's terminology above, 
is one in which a mother plays a role of cultural and social significance 
and in which motherhood is thematically elaborated, valued, and struc
turally central to the plot. In other words-and to draw on Marianne 
Hirsch, Daly, and Reddy-matrifocal narratives "begin with the mother 
in her own righ~ from her own perspective," and they "hold fast to a 
maternal perspective." Drawing upon the writings of Sara Ruddick, a 
matrifocal perspective as developed in this collection insists that the 
experience of mothering must be understood as an intellectual, self-re
flexive, and philosophical practice, while the institution of mother
hood, building upon Adrienne Rich's work, must be viewed as a social 
and political institution. 

In OfWoman Born, Adrienne Rich distinguishes between two mean
ings of motherhood, one superimposed on the other: the potential rela
tionship of any woman to her powers of reproduction-and to children; 
and the institution which aims at ensuriog "that that potential-and all 
women-shall remain under male control" (14, emphases io original). 
The institution of motherhood, Rich goes on to emphasize, has "a his
tory, it has an ideology'' (33). Building upon Rich's theoretical formula
tion, feminist scholars over the last thirty plus years have examined the 
various ways that motherhood operates as a patriarchal institution to 
constrain, regulate, and dominate women and their mothering. More 
specifically, these scholars agree that motherhood is primarily not a bi
ological function; contrariwise, it is specifically and fundamentally a 
cultural practice that is continuously redesigned in response to chang
ing economic and social factors (O'Reilly 2004.>, 2004b, 2006). Simi
larly, Sara Ruddick argues that mothering is not primarily a natural or 
biological activity, but rather that mothering demands "that mothers 
thiok: out of this need fur thoughtfulness, a distinctive discipline 
emerges" (1984, 24; O'Reilly 2006). Mothers meeting at their jobs, io 
playgrounds, or over coffee, Ruddick continues, "can be heard thinking" 
(1989, 24, emphasis added). The aim of this volume is to represent 
mothering-motherhood, both as it is lived and represented: fundamen-
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tally and inherently as an intellectual and social site, one that is simulta
neously personal and relational, subjective and cultural. In short, this 
volume advances a new way to read and write the maternal autobiogra
phy, one that attends to and accentuates the philosophical and political 
dimension of motherhood. 

The term ('motherhood autobiography," as we are using it, refers to 
mothers' experiences as they are storied and narrated. Part one of the 
volwne examines mothers' stories-their experiences-of mother
hood, while the second considers published maternal narratives. The 
contributors represent and read the motherhood autobiography as 
specifically a social or political text. More pointedly, and borrowing 
from the popt~lar feminist slogan, "the personal is political, m this ap
proacl] to 111aternal autobiography insists that the personal is political. 
In\ps~~g: the word '(political" we refer to a perspective that understands 
1J1Qthering to be an intellectual, philosophical, or self-reflexive activity, 
and 111otherhood to be a cultural-political institution. Similar to Mielle 
Chandler's argument that the word "mother" is best understood as a 
verb, the writers in this volume see the "motherhood experience" as a 
position to write from rather than an activity to be written about. Or to 
use Rachel Blau DuPlessis's concept of "writing beyond the ending," 
the authors seek to move beyond description to reflection, and from 
story to theory, in their writings on motherhood. As the contributors 
move from description to reflection, they also reflect upon, or are self
reflexive about, the ways in which subjectivity is itself formed/in
formed by discourse. Finally, this perspective insists that maternal sub
jectivities are not only varied and diverse but that maternal subjectivity 
itself is multifaceted. In other words, the authors in this collection 
move beyond normative maternity to explore differences among and 
within individual women in order to challenge the existence of a uni
versal meaning of motherhood and the notion of a fixed and stable ma
ternity. Indeed, in moving the motherhood story from the personal to 
the political this volume allows for a new reading of maternal autobi
ogoophy. 

Linda Anderson, in her Autobiography (2001)-a critical exatnina
tion of the theories that have defined the autobiography as a literary 
genre-points out how Felman emphasizes the particularity of the 
first-person account as opposed to the merely autobiographical ac
count. The first-person account takes shape in the spaces within the 
texrnal fabric, in the resistances and hesitations that arise between dis
courses: it recounts the moment and does not require the totality in 
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order to give meaning to a particular life experience. Thus, if as Judith 
Fetterley declared, "Literature is political,"' the autobiographical ac
count symbolizes the need for a re/definition of the ontology of mater
nity. Through the first-person account, the voice of the mother (un
derstood in the wider sense) may lend a political sense to her personal 
experience, emotionally intense in both good and bad moments. 

In The Uses of Autobiography (1995), Julia Swindells stresses that the 
autobiographical genre represents the need to express outwardly the 
struggle, tension, defiance, protest, and, in general terms, the conflicts 
that arise between our consciousness and the surrounding environ
ment and between people and the ideological construction(s) of the 
world that shape reality. In the same work, Laura Marcus emphasizes 
how the use of narrative techniques that, although related, have not 
traditionally belonged to the realm ofliteranrre, have given the autobi
ographical account an element of"literary hybridity'' that facilitates
or exemplifies-far more profoundly, the different ontologies of the 
self that materialize in autobiographical narration. But what do we find 
when we examine the various collections of autobiographical narrative 
centred on motherhood? It is striking to find that since the 1990s the 
majority of narratives about women as the object-but also as the sub
ject-of discourse, have centred their analyses on the relationship be
tween the woman and the newborn baby, and always in conspicuously 
sentimental terms. 

VVhat we need to ask is: VVhere are the other "mothers"? And the 
concept of "mothering"? Are all mothers biological? Are they all 
women? Are they all white, middle-class, middle-aged, heterosexual? 
Are they all biological mothers, or mothers of young children? In her 
paper "New Thoughts on 'the Oldest Vocation': Mothers and Mother
hood in Recent Feminist Scholarship," Ellen Ross points out that since 
the second half of the nineties, and as a result of the social changes that 
shaped the latter decades of the twentieth century, a growing urge to 
narrate other motherhoods seems to have emerged, together with a 
slow, but inevitable, process of redefinition of the ontology of mother
hood(s) (1995, 398). Ross argues that: "In the mid-1990s, much new 
feminist research ... has been aimed at uncovering hidden mothers 
and hearing their long silenced voices" (1995, 402). These good inten
tions seem, however, to have been lost along the way. In her critique, 
Ross reminds us that in the nineteenth cennuy, for example, autobio
graphical narration did not leave aside the most somber and painful as
pects of maternal practice, but just the opposite. However, from the 
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beginning of the twentieth ccntllty, this type of first-person account 
loses its connotation of life story and begins to be associated with mag
azines that publish s~nsutionalist accounts, setting a precedent, so to 
speak, for the so .. cnUcd, "reality" programs that are now so widespread: 
"VVhereas · acknowledged the possi

the mother's mourning for the 
t\l(,entieth century they had become silent on this 

'''ill ,vn,icinP"these fears went to the more downmarket 
fmmdled in 1919, regularly published first-person 

"""'"",~c>, stillbirths, and infant deaths" (1995, 402). 
cites the experience of the editors of the anthology 

. (1987) in which an effort was made to include first-per
of women who regretted their decision to become moth
they managed to find some of these women, they were 

to persuade them to write about their experiences; this silence is 
representative of one of the most harmful weaknesses of feminist criti
cism vis-3.-vis the role of the mother, and runs the risk of eclipsing all 
the profound and complex analyses that have been carried out regard
ing the ontology of maternity. VVhat happens when we face the death 
of a child, academic failure, and the problems of adolescence or illness? 
\Nhere is the voice of the woman who decides not to become a mother? 
And what about the attack by the media and political circles in the 
United States and Great Britain on mothers who receive state aid in 
order to live? VVhere are their life stories and voices? Once again we 
need to listen to Ross: "Telling the hard things about motherhood has 
usually been labelled gossip and been confined to women's private con
versations on playgrounds, doorsteps, or telephones. But in 1990 I was 
seeking not feminist books on sick or dying children so much as full 
recognition of the practice of mothering in its various circumstances
how it is done day by day, its particular skills, its pleasures, and its 
sometimes great costs" (398). 

The chapters in this collection tell "the hard things about mother
hOOd" and push the maternal narrative beyond the private and fre
quently sentimental ~'motherhood as experience" paradigm to repre
sent motherhood as the intellecru.al and political practice and 
instiru.tion that it is. The essays included in this book piece together 
theory and practice to stress clearly and critically that motherhood
understood as both a culru.ral and personal construction-requires a 
profound revision regarding the connections between self and world, 
experience and ideology. Such a revision needs to be developed at dif-
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ferent levels in order to stress the complexity in contemporary ideolo
gies of the culrural construction of maternal identity; it needs to ques
tion a totalizing/universalizing representation of the "action" of moth
ering. As ]ana Sawicki reminds us, feminism has not only described the 
discursive practices that shape contemporary prevailing ideologies 
("the outcome of the myriad of micro-practices/' Sawicki 1991, 81), 
but has also defined the discursive nodal points where resistance can be 
carried out. Motherhood theory and autobiography are, in our opin
ion, representative of this ideological necessity to renegotiate the no
tions of "being a mother" and mothering, as well as to stress the im
portance of mothers as resilient and political agents. 

The chapters that make up this volume theorize and narrate mater
nity against and beyond the descriptive "motherhood as experience' 
paradigm that characterizes normative views on motherhood and 
much contemporary writing on motherhood. And in so doing, the ma
ternal autobiographies, as considered in this volume, function as polit
ical texts. The chapters reflect and insist upon the specificity of each 
motherhood experience to challenge the universalizing and essentialist 
assumptions of normative maternity that define much of contemporary 
maternal autobiography. The contributors come from a range of coun
tries including New Zealand, Australia, Canada, Great Britain, Ireland, 
Hungary, and Spain. The maternal identities theorized in section one 
include single, queer, adoptive, poor, working mothers, mothers of in
terracial children, and mothers of adult children. The authors studied 
in the second section on narrative similarly include Chicana, African 
American, British, Irish, and American mothers, as well as mothers 
who have suffered from mental illness and grieving mothers whose 
children have been ill or have died. However, in offering this wide and 
diverse range of multiple, and often marginalized, maternal voices, the 
collection does more than represent "other motherhoods"; by illumi
nating this maternal diversity it shows how motherhood functions as 
an intellectual practice and social/political site across these differences. 
As well, the writings span a wide range of literary genres and cover 
close to a hundred and fifty years of history, from the maternal slave 
narrative Incidents in the Life of a Slnve Girl to the popular motherhood 
memoir A Life's Work. Moreover, each text emphasizes the intrinsic po
litical and philosophical nanrre of motherhood, both as it is lived and 
represented. In this, they echo Elspeth Probyn's contention that auto
biography is "a conjectural document of the self and of the times _ .. 
which arises from the situation as it comments upon it" ( emphasis added, 
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1993, 98). Discussing Probyn's statement, Linda Anderson comments 
further: "The question is recast, therefore, in relation to autobiogra
phy becoming not 'what is it' but instead 'what does it do"' (2001, 91). 
In this insistence upon the polity of maternity, not only is motherhood 
understood to be political, but also, as a result, mothers themselves be
come political agents or actors. This type of motherhood autobiogra
phy, in foregrounding the inherent and inevitable self-reflexive and so
cial dimension of motherhood, makes possible a political resistance to 
instutionalized motherhood. In moving beyond ''motherhood as expe
rience," this political take on autographical motherhood moves the 
feminist dialogue on motherhood forward; from discussion to critique, 
or more pointedly, from personal complaint to social change. 

PART I: MATERNAL STORIES: 

FRoM ExPERIENCE TO PRAXIS 

The essays in part I examine maternal autobiography as it is lived. How
ever, the writers do not simply aim at giving the reader a universalizing 
interpretation of the events that have marked the authors' lives as 
mothers (mothers of older children, adoptive mothers, lone mothers, 
single mothers, lesbian mothers, etc.); in addition, they aim at trans
mitting how these women locate themselves between discourses as in
dividuals and, in doing so, how they become resilient subjects. Silvia 
Caporale Bizzini's essay seeks to describe how the relationship between 
motherhood, identity, and representation shows how women writers 
(especially in the case of autobiographical writing) defy, for example, 
Waiter Benjamin's thesis on the impossibility of voicing the historical 
experience of the oppressed. She points out that the autobiographical 
and! or literary voice of the mother enables us to understand the social 
meaning of motherhood and counter stereotypical understandings of 
mothering, while also considering it in relation to social class, race, or 
sexfial orientation. 

The idea of hierarchy in the social negotiation of the definition of 
maternal subjectivities is addressed-more or less surreptitiously-in 
most of the essays in the first part of the collection, but is clearly voiced 
in Lesley Patterson's as well as in Sonya Corbin and Lynn Gidlick's 
essay. In Patterson's contribution, the concepmal starting point takes 
into account the parameters of social class and the political meaning of 
lone motherhood in a social context within which it tends to be vilified. 
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Lone mothers on welfare, echoesJulie Wallbank:, are criminalized by 
society: "They also often fail to attain the celebrated norms of self-suf
ficiency and independence. Lone mothers and particularly poor lone 
mothers are subjected to public scrutiny and placed under some form 
of state supenrision" (2001, 57). Lesley Patterson suggests that moth
ers negotiate their subject positions within a hierarchy of maternal le
gitimacy in which not all mothers are equal. Wtth this in mind, this 
essay describes the concept of"validation stories." The mothers' nar
ratives that constitute the backbone of Patterson's analysis also reveal 
how lone mothers and their life experiences are ontologically defined 
as "other" within the same/other dichotomy in the family romance of 
the hegemonic idealization of the maternal subject. In talking about 
their lives, validation stories enable these women to position them
selves as ordinary women in extraordinary circumstances and thus 
breach the socially constructed gap between the idealized maternal 
subject and what actually happens in women's lives. 

As stressed above, the reflection on the hierarchy of motherhood is 
also present in Sonya Corbin and Lynn Gidluck's analysis of adoptive 
motherhood in relation to reproduction and fertility. In this chapter, 
the aUthors interrogate the language surrounding adoptive mothering 
and challenge the notion that because we did not give birth to our chil
dren, we are somehow not their "real" mothers. They focus their at
tention on a number of interesting topics concerning the ways in 
which society responds to adoptive motherhood. They insist on how 
language structures such responses and ideologically constructs atti
tudes toward interracial adoptive mothers and--once again-the ideal
ized practice of good motherhood, thus demonstrating how the oppo
sition nattrre/nurture is still powerfully present in our collective 
imagination. In Barthesian terms, we can affirm that these authors try 
to come to terms with and narrate their maternal autobiographies in a 
position that locates them in-between the categories of encratic and 
acratic discourses.4 Their experience is voiced between the hegemonic 
narrative of the "good mother" and the need to narrate their story of 
mothering within an order of things that cannot fully represent their 
choices. 

The stress on the issue of language that comes to light in Corbin 
and Gidluck's essay is also present in Ann Elizabeth Willey's contribu
tion. Her personal (contextual) choice to become a single mother situ
ates her in-between discourses and her essay daringly problernatizes a 
particularly thorny issue: the capitalistic logic of "cryobanks" and the 
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ethical discourse that surrounds new reproductive technologies. Wil
ley's experience of maternity has been textually produced in discourses 
over which she had very little control and that shaped her maternity in 
ways that she has found herself resisting continuously. In her essay, she 
explores how her path to single motherhood via anonymous donor in
semination was shaped by discourses of lack of fulfillment, illness, 
commercialism, silence and shame, and traditional maternal images 
that both accurately described and simultaneously distorted her sense 
of motherhood and self. In this context, forging a vocabulary and prac
tice Of one's maternal and professional self is an ongoing exercise in 
narrativizing a role that is curiously public and private, external and in
ternal, and individual and communal at the same time. Ann Wtlley, like 
Jenny J ones, aims at problematizing the given universal meaning of the 
mother's tale by giving voice to some of women's anxieties in connec
tion with their perception of who they are as mothers and what moth
ering means to them. 

In her chapter, J ones reflects on how the practice of motherhood is 
a process that takes shape and acquires different meanings over the 
years. It is a relational process between the mother and the children, 
but it is also strongly influenced by social pressures and changing 
times. Jenny ]ones claims that the beguiling narratives, which initially 
charm and then trick and deceive mothers and non-mothers, continue 
to be entrenched within white, Western, middle-class culture despite 
feminist criticism. Through a hermeneutical analysis, she explores the 
master narratives and her engagement with them. It is through this ex
ploration that she discovered that her voice as a mother of older dlll
dren had become "constricted and constrained." ]ones suggests that 
the role of master narratives in the self-understanding of one's identity 
is subject to experience and discontinuities in the time line, and that 
our response to our children becoming young adults can produce an 
ontological crisis in the perception of one's maternal identity, which 
the hegemonic narrative of the good mother does not help one to deal 
with. 

The last two essays in the first part of the collection question the 
idealized representation of motherhood, and vindicate the cultural 
richness and variety of those discourses that aim at shaping maternal 
identities in all their fullness, ambiguity, and complexity, both in the 
material domain of discourses and in the psychological projection of 
these. Susan Kentlyn presents her own narrative of transition. Her use 
of Queer Theory questions the representation of the mother as an 
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asexual subject while seeking to redefine the concepts of maternal 
"will" and "agency," thus the earthquake and reconstruction metaphor 
is employed to illustrate the scale and emotional impact of the trans
formation of subjectivities of both mother and children in this process. 

In her contribution, Beth Osnes points out that the maternal auto
biographical performance is a discursive site where ideology, con
sciousness and one's own personal life experience meet and give voice 
to a unique and altogether different "1." In the telling of autobiograph
ical stories, Osnes simultaneously conveys her belief in the worth of 
each motherS story as a source from which she can distil her own in
sight and wisdom. Hearing stories encourages women to claim their 
voices, to own and operate the portrayal of mothers toward the expres
sion of their own goals and most audacious dreams for the future. 

The narratives of this first part of the collection take shape on dif
ferent levels (ethical, personal, political, etc.) and underline the com
plex multiplicity of the act of mothering as life experience. With regard 
to the nature/nurrure dichotomy, they speak to the ambiguities of con
temporary culture, social tensions, sexual orientation, etc. Some of 
these narratives are constructed through memory, but also as perfor
mance. The backbone of these essays is represented not only by an 
ethical conunitment to the multiple meanings of the act of mothering, 
but also by a very definite interaction between political and auto/bio
graphical elements which serve to analyse and/or question given ma
ternal models and roles of family, gender or desire in connection with 
motherhood and mothering. Our narrators define their selves not only 
as a textual exercise but as individuals positioned v.ithin the historical 
reality of the society they belong to; in this sense, Elaine Tutde 
Hansen reminds us that: "in the last three decades ... It is to be found 
... a rubric that includes non-traditional mothers and 'bad' mothers, 
including lesbians and slave mothers; women who have abortions and 
miscarriages; women who refuse to bear children, or whose children 
are stolen from them; and mothers who are ... sometimes criminals, 
murderers, prisoners, suicides ... or ghosts" (1997, 10). The mother as 
narrator of her own life story constructs her identity by reflecting and 
narraring the daily (material) practices of mothering. Referring to this 
possibility of voicing one's life story and experiences through autobio
graphical practices, Linda Coleman points out that, "Across the many 
sub genres, with their varied opportunities and limitations, we discover 
a fundamental and common strategy for coming to a meaningful un
derstanding of the self and for establishing the needed authority and 
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strength to negotiate or even to subvert external or internalised norms 
that might silence that self' (1997, 1). In this, we move from individual 
and private practices of mothering to a social, or more pointedly, a po
litical maternal praxis wherein the personal give rise to a public cri
tique and change on motherhood. 

PART II: MATERNAL TEXTS: 

FROM NARRATIVE TO THEORY 

Part 1I examines the maternal autobiography as text. However, as with 
the chapters from part I, the chapters in this section read these private 
and personal motherhood narratives as profoundly self-reflexive and 
social texts that make possible a larger understanding of how mother
hood functions as a social institution. This in turn leads to theories of 
motherhood beyond the narratives told. Sidonie Smith and]ulia Wat
son ask in their introduction to Women, Autobiography, Theory: A Read
er: "Under what conditions can the subject exercise any kind of free
dom, find the means to change?" (23). Speaking more specifically on 
the subject of ideology and agency they inquire: "How does the wom
an autobiographer negotiate a discursive terrain-autobiography-that 
has been until recently a primarily masculine domain? How do dis
courses of identity differentiate the narrative scripts of normative ... 
femininity? How does the narrator take up and put off contradictory 
discourses of identity? How does she come to any new knowledge 
about herself?" (23). The questions asked by Smith and Watson be
come more troubling-and troublesome-when applied to mothers as 
subjects of autobiography. Beginning with Hirsch's The Mother/Daugh
ter Plot: Narrative, Psychoanalysis, Feminism (1989), scholars have noted 
a paucity of maternal autobiographies and commented upon the diffi
culty, if not impossibility, of writiog as a mother (Brenda 0. Daly and 
Maureen T. Reddy, Narrating Mothers: Theorizing Maternal Subjectivi
ties, f991: Maureen T. Reddy, Marrha Roth, Amy Sheldon, Mother 
Journeys: Feminists Write about Mothering, 1994; Tess Cosslett, Women 
Writing Childbirth: Modern Discourse on Motherhood; Julia Tharp and 
Susan MacCallum Whitcomb, This Giving Birth: Pregnancy and Child
birth in American Women's Writing, 2000; Patricia Dienstfrey and 
Brenda Hillman, The Grand Permission: New Writings on Poetics and 
Motherhood, 2003;]o Malin, Voice of the Mother, 2002). And while there 
has been an increase in the nwnber of maternal autobiographies over 
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the last decade with the emergence of the motherhood memoir, this 
has done little to facilitate a theory on maternal autobiography since 
this genre, as noted in the final essay, remains largely limited to the 
"motherhood as experience" paradigm. 

The authors of the maternal narratives, and the scholars who write 
on them presented in part 11, understand mothering to be inherently 
and inevitably intellectual and motherhood to be intrinsically political 
and social. More specifically, the authors in section two, whether they 
write on a nineteenth-century slave narrative or a contemporary moth
erhood memoir, insist upon differences among and within individual 
women in order to challenge the existence of a universal meaning of 
motherhood and the notion of a fixed and stable maternity. Moreover, 
the authors and contributors in part I1 see "motherhood as experi
ence"; it is a place to write from rather than an activity to be written 
about, so as to move from story to theory. Finally, as the authors move 
from description to analysis, they reflect upon, or are self-reflexive 
about, the ways in which subjectivity is itself formed/informed by dis
course. In each of these themes, the contributors demonstrate how 
motherhood and maternal autobiography are both inherently and pro
foundly philosophical and political as Ruddick and Rich have theo
rized. Through this, they show how maternal autobiography, if under
stood as a political text, can move us beyond narrative to theory in 
order to facilitate a new understanding of motherhood both as it is rep
resented and lived. 

In the essay on Harriet)acobs's Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl 
(1861) that opens the second part, Mary McCartin Weam argues that 
critics have long noted the distinctly doubled nature ofHarrietJacobs's 
autobiographical roman a clef. In this abolitionist text, which chroni
cles the author's slavehood, motherhood, and escape to the free North, 
Jacobs's narrative voice splits-vacillating between revelation and con
cealment, between repentance for her perceived cultural crimes and 
defiance. Weam explores the doubled nature of]acobs's text, by specif
ically examining Incidents as a maternal narrative with a clear, political 
agenda. I will argue that Jacobs's nuanced, multilayered depiction of 
her own motherhood and slavehood both politically exploits and criti
cally deconstructs nineteenth-century maternal ideals. At one level,)a
cobs's narrative deploys white, middle-class constructions of mother
hood to underwrite her antislavery argument. But just as J acobs hides 
her true identity behind the pseudonym of Linda Brent in Incidents, so 
too will she hide a more radical maternal subjectivity under the un-
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veneer of sentimental motherhood. Examining legible 
elisi<ms in the text and focusing on a discernable alternative 
voice, the explores how Jacobs covertly articulates a 

rebellious, maternal subjectivity. Reading 
the subversive reveals how Jacobs acts as 
an agent of her and uwning the emotional 
complexities of by exposing and undermining 
the slave · the power of mother love 

of motherhood, the nor
apolitical-view of motherhood is re

resistance an integral, if not defining, di-
stil>je<:ti'~·, ty and experience. 

Di:llo!>ics of the Sexual-Maternal: Multiple 
Le Sueur," similarly examines the duality of ma

and insists upon a multifaceted understanding of 
maternal subjectivity to include, in this instance, the 

the maternal. Employing the critical perspective of fem
Carolina NUiiez Puente develops a comparative reading 

· short stories "The Yellow Wallpaper" and 
Perkins Gilman and 

Meridel Le Sueur. Puente explores these authors, through writing 
on themselves, become subjects for themselves, as well as subjects for 
their readers with the texts' publications. In this way, the female char
acters' subjectivities can be said to be dialogical, based on both their 
own and others' perception of themselves. Furthermore, the introduc
tion of maternity into the public sphere challenges traditional concepts 
of canonical literature and of motherhood itself. In this, NU.iiez Puente 
looks at how the concept ''sexual-maternal" functions in these texts to 
deconstruct not only the "mother/whore" hierarchy, but also that be
nveen the "creative" and the "procreative" and its insistence on the vi
tality of the botindaty. The presence of the sexual-maternal in "The 
Yellow Wallpaper" and "Annunciation," Nlliiez Puente goes on to 
artue, causes us to reflect upon the dialogical nature of our identities
alterities, as well as the simultaneous corporeality and spirirnality of 
our bodies-selves. The short stories' reconceprnalizations of the "self," 
as a dialogical "self-in-relations," entail a criticism of Western binary 
oppositions in a similar vein to that of the "ethics of care." As in the 
mother-and-child relation, connections, even dependence, are not a li
ability: they simply sustain life. In general, both Gilman and Le Sueur 
look for ways to reconcile the individual and the social, the private and 
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the public. In so doing, they show the importance and necessity of rec
ognizing the possibility of the dialogical capacities of all beings-e.g., 
not only women and mothers~in order to challenge patriarchal binary 
logic and remake our ways of thinking, feeling, and acting in the world. 

As the first two essays of this section problematize normative and 
normalizing autobiographical constructions of motherhood by narrat
ing the political and sexual-dialogical aspects of maternity, the third 
essay, by N6ra Sellei on Rosamond Lehmann's only autobiographical 
writing, The Swan in the Evening: Fragments of an Inner Life (1967), 
gives voice to the censored and silenced voice of maternal mourning. 
The autobiography covers a wide range of experiences from (mostly 
traumatic) early childhood memories through her work of mourning 
to recovery following the death of her daughter Sally. In this way, 
Lehmann's text as a narrative is driven by a lack (which is always at the 
core of both mourning and the process of subject formation) that is 
specific: the loss of the daughter by the mother, which evokes a perva
sive cultural image, the mother in mourning, or mater dcWrosa. Relying 
onJulia Kristeva's essay "Stabat Mater," a cultural-psychoanalytical in
terpretation of the mother in mourning, the essay provides a close 
reading of the narrative of The Swan in the Evening, and -will claim that 
in this text Lehmann rejects, or at least rewrites, the traditional dis
course of the mother in mourning. Normally, Stabat Mater has no 
story to tell, only tears to shed. In this case, however, instead of re
pressing and silencing the traumatic event of the death of her daughter, 
their apparently ultimate separation, the narrator re-creates a cyclical 
and maternal-even mystical~subjectivity, involving generations of 
daughters (the text is dedicated to her eldest gnmddaugbter), wherein 
the autobiographical narrator is both the subject and agent of her nar
ration while, at the same time, is constructed by her intersubjective
and ethical~relationships. Thus, in this text the iconic mater dclarosa is 
turned into the speaking and ethical autobiographical subject of inter
subjectivity. 

"Implicated in a Color Change' Darkening the Picture of]ane La
zarre's Maternal Transracial Memoir" by Martha Satz like-wise consid
ers a maternal perspective that is disregarded and denied in normative 
constructions of maternity and maternal subjectivity, namely a mother 
of a biracial child. Weaving her story of being a mother of an interra
cial daughter with a reading ofJane Lazarre's autobiography, Beyond the 
Whiteness of White: Memoir of a White Mother of Black Sons, Satz ex
plores the "convoluted consciousness" of being a white mother to a 
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black child. To be alienated from most whites and linked to blackness 
by the strongest of loves, Satz writes, one becomes ensnared in a con
voluted consciousness that is akin to Dubois's "double consciousness" 
in the "anguish of feelings" it invokes. However, Satz, in her reading of 
Beyond the Whiteness ofWhite, insists that Lazarre does more than tell of 
her journey as a white mother to black sons; in Lazarre's own words, 
she "used memoir to transcend itself, not only to recall and describe 
experience but to understand its significance beyond the self ... the 
link between an individual life story and the collective story." Satz, in 
her reading ofLazarre, seeks to do this: reflect upon Lazarre's own ma
ternal practice of a white mother raising black sons while at the same 
time signalling larger understandings about both race and motherhood 
in America. More specifically, using Ruddick's concept of attentive love 
and Dalmiya's thinking on caring relationships, Satz argues that 
Lazarre's memoir shows us how "a community, however transitory, can 
be forged between Black and White." 

The following essay, "Coalescence in Evolution: Queer Familia in 
Cherrie Moraga's WOiting in the Wings" by Joyce Z. L. Garay, looks at 
Cherrie Moraga's Waiting in the Wings: Portrait of Queer Motherhood. 
The novel is an intimate rendering ofMoraga's pregnancy, the prema
ture birth of her son, Rafael Angel, and the ensuing formation and ne
gotiation of her subjectivity as Chicana, lesbian, mother, and writer. 
Refusing to deny any part of her self in constructing queer Chicana 
maternal subjectivity, Moraga continually interrogates and redefines 
"family." She melds queer consciousness with a definition of family 
grounded in her Mexican cultural heritage and history, theorizing and 
actualizing the uncharted territory of constructing and nurturing 
queer familia. The chapter focuses on Moraga's illustration of the com
plexities and paradoxes of lesbian motherhood and constructing a fam
ily both queer and Mexican. Ultimately, Garay argues that Moraga 
foregrounds the distinct facets of her maternal subjectivity-Chicana
mother/blood-mother, hutch-mother, lover-mother, writer-mother
an! fights to bring them together in radical coalescence. This con
struction of maternal subjectivity and queer familia at once compels 
provocative discussion of the ways in which Moraga defies simplistic 
theoretical thinking about both queerness and mother-self. 

A central theme of the next essay, "Babies and Boundaries: Mother
Speaking in Rachel Cusk's A Life's Work" by Celia Shiffer, is likewise 
the multifaceted and relational nature of maternal subjectivity. Shiffer 
argues that Cusk's memoir, as signified by the subtitle "On Becoming a 



INTRODUCTION 25 

Mother," is not about parenting but about becoming; it is not about in
struction but about comprehension and, most importantly, it is not 
about raising a child, but about being a mother. In particular, Shiffer 
argues, Cusk, in her narration of becoming, opposes the hegemonic 
view of subjectivity that privileges individualism and requires the loss 
of such in maternity. Motherhood, as Cusk reminds us, is not about the 
one, nor can it be entirely about the other (as it is suddenly supposed to 
be). In fact, motherhood cannot recognize such logic of binaries and 
separations. And so, rather than accept the cultural mythologies of 
motherhood that oppose the motherself with the individual self, Cusk 
develops a "self-in relation" model of maternity in which motherhood 
does not mark the disappearance of self but rather the expansion or 
branching of self. Moreover, in this telling, Cusk bespeaks the embod
ied trauma of new motherhood~its psychic and physical pain-and 
thus disturbs the sentimental and tidy view of motherhood found in 
the dominant culture. Shiffer concludes that Cusk succeeds in telling a 
new story of motherhood and speaking a new kind of"l." 

Heather Ingman's examination of Anne Enright's memoir, Making 
Babies: Stumbling into Motherhood, similarly explores how normative 
views on motherhood-in this instance the idealizations of mother
hood in Irish nationalist and religious discourse-define Enright's ex
periences of motherhood and give rise to her critique of normative 
Irish maternity. More specifically, Ingman argues that by dwelling on 
the physical aspects of childbirth and early motherhood, Enright, sim
ilar to Cusk above, reintroduces what has traditionally been repressed 
in the Irish Catholic discourse of maternity, namely, the female body. 
Looking first at the censoring and silencing of the maternal voice in 
Irish fiction, Ingman goes on to consider, using Kristeva's theory of ab
ject motherhood, how Enright, in dwelling on" the blood, sweat, shit 
and milk of childbirth and early motherhood," challenges her nation's 
relegation of maternal subjectivity to the abject and seeks to reclaim 
the voice of Irish motherhood. Ingman goes on to argue that in the 
context of the lengthy suppression of maternal subjectivity in the life of 
the Irish nation, Enright's determined emphasis on her personal expe
rience of the physical realities of motherhood may be said to form a 
political strategy. In this, Making Babies counters not only the idealiza
tion of motherhood prevalent in Irish nationalist and religious dis
course but also the larger hegemonic script of motherhood that seeks 
to simultaneously universalize and sanitize the complex and often 
messy realities of lived motherhood. 
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The final essay, "The Motherhood Memoir and the 'New Mom
ism': Biting the Hand That Feeds You" by Andrea O'Reilly, examines 
the emergence of the contemporary motherhood memoir from the 
perspective of changing ideologies of "good" motherhood. The essay 
argues that this literary genre is born from a new ideology of mother
hood, that .which Sharon Hays has termed intensive mothering and 
Susan Douglas and Meredith Micheals call the ''new momism." Begin
ning with a discussion of intensive mothering and the "new momism," 
the paper goes on to highlight several themes of the motherhood 
memoir from the perspective of this new discourse on motherhood. 
The chapter argues that as this new ideology makes possible a public 
voice on motherhood, it simultaneously limits what that voice can say 
about motherhood. More specifically, according to O'Reilly, this dis
course ultimately reinscribes, or more accurately, naturalizes and nor
malizes the very patriarchal conditions of motherhood that feminists, 
including the motherhood memoir writers themselves, seek to disman
tle. O'Reilly maintains that most motherhood memoirs, because of 
their identification with the new momism, cannot discern, let alone 
critique, the root causes of mothers' oppression, and concludes that the 
genre remains one of complaint and not change. Motherhood memoir 
writers must, according to O'Reilly, offer a critique of the new 
momism if we hope to move the genre from a rant to a revolution. But 
to do so, we must do away with the new rnomisrn, and its naturaliza
tion of gender inequities. Indeed, O'Reilly concludes, memoir authors 
must bite the hand that feeds them. 

CoNCLUSION 

In Writing a Woman S Life, Carolyn Heilbrun observes: "Lives do not 
serve as models, only stories do that. And it is a hard thing to make up 
stories to live by. We can only retell and live by stories we have heard. 
Stgries have formed us all: they are what we must use to make new fic
tions and new stories" (32). 

However, as noted by many scholars there are few maternal stories 
"to live by." Motherhood, as Mami Jackson observes, "is an unex-:
plored frontier of thought and emotion that we've tried to tame with 
rules, myth and knowledge. But the geography remains urunapped" 
(9). "Motherhood may have become an issue," Jackson continues, "but 
it's not yet a narrative" (3). Perhaps the maternal is, as Hirsch theo-
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rizes, unnarratable: Could it be, she asks, that ''maternal discourse can 
exist ... only on the condition that it remains fragmentary and incom
plete?" (185). Indeed, as Sara Ruddick has noted, "It is hard to speak 
precisely about mothering. Overwhelmed with greeting card senti
ment we have no realistic language in which to caprure the ordinary/ 
extraordinary pleasures and pains of maternal work" (40). Today, au
thors and scholars, while acknowledging this difficulty in speaking that 
which has been censored, distorted, and silenced, struggle to make the 
maternal story narratable in both literature and theory. 

It is our hope that this volume will assist in this endeavor by sig
nalling the need for a political perspective on the writing and reading 
of the maternal narrative. This perspective begins with the under
standing that mothering is a self-reflexive practice and that mother
hood is a political and social instirution. More specifically the essays 
seek to show how maternal subjectivities are not only varied and di
verse but that maternal subjectivity itself is multifaceted. In other 
words, we must move beyond normative maternity to explore differ
ences among and within individual women in order to challenge the 
existence of a universal meaning of motherhood and the notion of a 
fixed and stable maternity. As well, we need to view "motherhood ex
perience" as a position to write from rather than an activity to be writ
ten about so as to move the narration from description to reflection. 
Finally, this perspective asks that we be attentive to the ways in which 
subjectivity is itself formed/informed by discourse. 

However, the essays that comprise this collection do not aim at ei
ther being representative of all forms of motherhood or suggest that 
there is a contemporary way of mothering. Rather, the various mater
nal perspectives represented in this collection-lesbian, adoptive, lone, 
working class, and enslaved, among others-are included to emphasize 
how storytelling becomes a "political" tool across maternal differences. 
As Hannab Arendt (1998) suggests, storytelling is a way to focus our 
attention toward the discourse of the polis, a public space of dialogue 
and debate. Writing one's maternal identity is also a way of coming to 
terms (when necessary) with an external reality that shapes our re
sponses and tries to locate us in a predefinite ontological location. Our 
point is that we can either accept this location or question it. In other 
words, as writers we can become agents while narrating and/or fiction
alizing our life experience. The aim of this collection is to show how 
the autobiographical tale is able to interconnect the political meaning 
of mothering and the private experience in the representation of the 
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maternal ontology of the self in its multiple and complex manifesta
tions. It is our belief that in reading and writing maternal autobiogra
phies in this way we will create "stories to live by" so as to make real 
the changes we seek in lived motherhood. 

NoTES 

1. See Marta Fineman, The Neutered Mother, the Sexual Family and Other Twentieth
Century Tragedies (New York: Routledge, 1994). 

2.Carol Hanisch published a brief paper whose title was "The Personal Is Political" 
in the Redstockings collection Feminist RevolutiOn (March 1969): 204-5. 

3. SeeJudith Fetterley, "On the Politics of Literature," in Literary Theory: An An
thology, edited by Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998), 561-69. 

4. "reprenant une vieille notion aristot€licienne, celle de doxa (d'opinlon courante, 
generale, 'probable,' mais non 'vraie', 'scientifique'), on dira que c'est la ckxa qui est la 
mediation culmrelle (ou discursive) a travers laquelle le pouvoir (ou le non-pouvoir) 
parle: le discourse encratique est un discours confonne a la Mxa, soumis a des codes, 
qui sont eux-memes les lignes strucmrantes de son ideologie; et le discours acratique 
s'enonce toujours, a des degr€5 divers, contre la doxa (que! qu'il soit, c'est un discours 
para-doxal." Roland Barthes, "La division de langages," in Essais critiques W, Le brnisse
ment de la langue (Paris, Editions du Seuil, 1984), 122. 
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