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THREE

Murderous Mothers
Adrienne Rich’s Of Woman Born

and Toni Morrison’s Beloved

EMILY JEREMIAH

THE FIGURE OF THE murderous mother is profoundly disquicting, If a culture
rests upon the assumption of women’s innate passivity and selflessness, it must
be unsettled by the assertion that this is not necessarily so. Myths and tales of
mothers who kill their children can thus be seen as repositories for anxieties
that are perhaps predominantly, but by no means exclusively, masculine. In
ferninist terms, such narratives are no less unnerving, but they may also be
instructive, offering as they do valuable insights into the constraints that have
historically been placed on mothers and into the desperation of individual
women subjected to those constraints. In addition, as we will see, they raise
the complex questions of choice, power, and agency, terms that will be dis-
cussed in the course of this chapter.

The notion of mothering as an ambivalent, even hostile undertaking has
been a significant focus of recent feminist thinking about maternity. Such
thinking owes an important debt to Adrienne Rich's Of Woman Born, a
groundbreaking’ fusion of personal reflection on maternal experience and
scholarly examination of what Rich terms the “institution” of motherhood, a
body of practices and assumptions governing maternity, which Rich views as
pernicious. Maternal hostility and violence are emphasized in Rich’s account,
an aspect of her text that she defends against criticism in a later introduction
(1997:26-27, my pagination).” According to Rich, mothers are not naturally
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or exclusively loving, and to perpetuate this view serves no useful feminist aim.
As well as lending weight to traditional essentialist assumptions regarding
women as docile and affectionare, such a gesture may also serve to obscure or
romanticize what Rich perceives as their victimization. In Richs view,
‘oppression is not the mother of virtue” (1997, 27, my pagination); it can,
instead, bear violence and death.

This chapter is concerned to analyze and develop these important
insights, in particular by means of a comparison of Rich with the novelist Toni
Meorrison. 1 fook first at Ricl’s conception of maternal ambivalence and vio-
lence, and link it to more recent feminist perspectives on the issues. As well as
posing a challenge to a key strand of masculinist thought that holds mothers
to be naturally and rightly selfless, such perspectives also raise the issues of

_choice and power, which are crucial as far as feminist cenceptions of mother-
ing are concerned. | deploy the ideas raised and anticipated by Rich in this
regard to examine Toni Morrison’s 1987 novel Beloved, and 1 argue that Mor-
rison’s novel both complements and extends Rich’s thesis.

In Of Woman Born, the institution of motherhood is defined by Rich as

violently oppressive, and as giving rise to violent behavior on the part of moth-
ers. The “anger and tenderness” of Rich’s own experience of mothering was ™

not sanctioned by popular views of mothers, and she was made to feel mon-
strous and unnatural (1997, 32). Richs maternal ambivalence is fargely
depicted as resulting from the conditions in which her mothering took place;
she is concerned with mothering s defined and restricted under patrigrehy”
(1997, 14, Rich’s emphasis). And she suggests that outside of “patriarchy,”
defined here as a “famnilial-social, ideological, political system in which
men [. . .} determine what part women shall or shall not play,” mothering
would be quite different, as her evocation of a summery idyll with her chil-
dren is intended to demonstrate (Rich 1997, 57, 194-195). Rich views the
institution of maternity as leading to “the mutilation and manipulation” of the
mother-child relationship (1997, 33); while offering up harmonious images of
mother and child, it in fact distorts and, in some cases, fatally disrupts the
refationships between them.

There is a problem here. Ricl's conception of mothering as corrupted by
patriarchal constrctions of femininity occasionally suggests that there is an
authentic type of mothering behavior that lies outside of patriarchy; Rich thus
talls into an essentialist trap common in radical feminist thought, which fre~
quently takes refuge in ideas of a fixed female or maternal self. For in attribut-
tng maternal ambivalence to the influence of patriarchy, Rich is suggesting
that mothering is actually and essentially loving, In addition, to posit a
utopian space outside of patriarchy, and thereby suggest a potential untar-
nished maternal subjectivity, is to ignore the complex psychological interac-
tion betwen subject and ideology that later feminist thought has been able to
probe more subtly. Poststructuralist feminism, in particular, has offered
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nuanced and helpful theoretical models that, crucially, allow for the possibil-
ity of change on the part both of social institutions and of individual agents
(see Weedon 1987).

However, Rich does offer a complex and subtie interpretation of the phe-
nomenon of infanticide. She writes of the “numberless women” who in the
past have kifled children they knew they could not rear, identifying as a chief
historical reason for infanticide Christianity’s demonization of unmarried
motherhood (1997, 258 and 259). Rich emphastzes the social, economic, and
legal factors that have led to infanticide (1997, 260-262), being concerned to
contextualize it. Her treatment of the story of Joanne Michulski, who mur-
dered two of her eight children in 1974, shows this awareness of social and
idevlogical context. The beginning of Rich’s account focuses on the newspa-
per coverage of the murders, that is, on the reaction to and construction of the
event (1997, 257). Rich views Michulski as a scapegoat, “the one arcund
whom the darkness of maternity is allowed to swirl,” on whom blame can be
easily pinned {1997, 276). Her treatment of the case is careful; on the one
hand, she presents Michuiski as a victim of “the viclence of the institution of
motherhood,” whose love for her chifdren was warped by despair; on the
other, she acknowledges that Michulski’s problems were not easily explicabie
or soluble (1997, 262 and 264). She is above all concerned with the issue of
choice, with the enforced and constructed nature of motherhood in 1970s
America that, in her view, means that women like Michulski are forced into
motherhood and then silenced and trapped.

Despite the occasional lapse into a risky kind of essentialism, then, Rich

-poses an important challenge to traditional ideas regarding maternity as an

instinetive and unproblematic affair. Her concern, as we have seen, is to show
that mothering is by no means inevitably or wholly loving and harmonious;
she mentions other women's revelarions of maternal hostlity and criticizes
the association of women with pacifism (1997, 24 and 16, my pagination).’
Rich also offers a complex view of mothering as a process involving change
and ambivalence, an idea which anticipates more recent poststructuralist
views of maternity. She affirms, for example, that motherhood must be
“earned,” and that the mother is not merely a given, but a changeful subject
(1997, 12, 36, 37), thereby lending weight to the recent idea of mothering as
something one does, rather that something one is (see Rothman, 1989, 22).
Mothering, in Rich’s view, is an activity that involves change and contradic-
tion, “anger and tenderness.”

Such a view s echoed and supported by later examinations of mother-
hood. Elisabeth Badinter’s historical survey of motherhood also suggests that
mothering is shaped by social and political contexes and is not necessarily or
unambiguously loving. Badinter, similarly, points to the numercus incidents
of infanticide in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century France, to demonstrate
that “maternal instinct” is a highly questionable and unstable notion.
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Philosopher Sara Ruddick’s Maternal Thinking also makes the point that *in
any given culture, maternal commitment is far more voluntary than people
like to believe” {22). And a recent examination of motherhood from z socio-
hiological perspective confirms the contingent nature of maternal commit-
ment; in animals and in humans, mothers’ investment in their offspring is
extremely variable and dependent upon numerous factors (Hrdy xv).

These views bear out Rich’s insights into mothering as complex and
ambivalent, and, crucially, they highlight the constructed and changeable
nature of maternity, as an experience and as an idea. This idea is significantly
shaped by prevalent ideas of women, as Estela V. Welldon demonstrates.
Wetldon detects an ideological bias operating in traditional psychoanalytic

:%mnocnmnw which has meant that maternal hostility has been deemed unthink-
" able and glossed over. Rich herself makes clear that motherhood as an experi-

ence and an idea is not static. Fer notion of the “institution” of motherhood”™

performs such a gesture. It highlights motherhood as a construct with its own
history (and, therefore, with the capacity to change and be changed). In addi-
tion, Rich points out the way in which ideology masks its own constructed-
ness (1997, 43), a notion that allows for the possibility of unmasking and
unfixing conventionat practices, of choosing alternatives.

Choice is an important notion in Rich’s account, signifying here the deci-
sion making involved in becoming a mother. Rich points out that “most
women in history have become mothers without choice,” and she spells out
the psychological effects of this entrapment: “Motherhood without autoniomy,
without choice, is one of the quickest roads to a sense of having lost control”
(1997, 13 and 264). Infanticide, in her view, is an extreme and terrible mani-
festation of such a sense. Rich focates the solution to mothers’ traditional lack
of “autonomy” (here understood as the prerequisite for “choice”} in the repos-
session by women of their bodies, which in Rich’s view have been wrested
away from them by patriarchy. In particular, she foregrounds the issue of birth
control as a vital factor in this proposed reclaiming of female corporeality
(1997, 76). Rich’s stress on the body is an important and productive ene, as
recent debates surrounding new reproductive technologies would suggest (see
Raymond 1994). At the same time, however, it leads her to a neglect of the
complexity of individual psychology and its interdependence with social struc-
tures and institutions, as Rich herself acknowledges in her fater introduction
(1997, 9-10, my pagination). Female corporeality, she admits, can only be lib-
erated and validated if women are granted meaningful social status, and it is
only in such a context that “choice” can occur.

And while Rich offers a nuanced view of maternal power, an issue
inevitably raised by infanticide, her conclusions on the subject are a little weak.
Rich regards mothering as involving both power and powerlessness; the
mother is oppressed by society, but has immense power over her child, not
least the capacity to nourish or ro deny nourishment, to sustain life or to

. “
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destroy it (1997, 38 and 67). Rich’s awarencss of the ambiguous power of
mothers is echoed in the work of psychoanalysts Dorothy Dinnerstein and
Jessica Benjamin, who argue that it is fear of maternal power that is at the root
of male oppression of women, an idea that underscores the fearful, unsettling
nature of infanticide, which I mentioned earlier. Rich’s view of power is not
developed, however; her productive ideas concerning the body and, another
solution to mothers’ oppression proffered here, fernale community and collec-
tive action, are somewhat undermined by her problematic proposal that we
need to “destroy” the institution of motherhood {Rich, 1997, 280), rather
than, as poststructuralist ferminism would argue, subvert it from within by
means of discursive challenges. “Power” is understood by Rich as something
that is either possessed or denied, and not, as in feminist muomaﬂ:ngmm:mmd, a8
polymorphous and performative.® Rici’s rrearment of infanticide and the
iesizes Hriked to it is thus both useful and limited. While she fruitfully (and, i
her time, originally) reveals motherhood to be a shifting ideological construct
and a complex experience, and while she highlights the need for choice in
maternity, her conclusions bear refinement.

Morrison’s novel Beloved does validate Rich’s conclusions in several ways.
Mosrison's protagonist Sethe murders her baby gisl out of desperate love,
wanting to keep her safe from the horror of stavery. Like Rich, Morrison sug-
gests that maternal love is shaped, or, as here, distorted by the context in
which it takes place, and that it has historically been bound up with loss of
control and despair. But unlike Rich, who offers a sometimes sweeping view
of the “instiration” of motherhood, Morrison deals here with a particular type
of oppression and its particular effects upon a mother, Specifically, she locates
infanticide in the context of the “institution” of slavery, demonstrating its
workings upon one mother. As one critic points out, “the slave mother is inter-
pellated first and primarily into the institution of slavery” (Hirsch 95). Mor-
rison’s concern here is not with the (white, middle-class) institution of moth-
erhood, but with biack maternal experience as constructed by slavery, an
“institution” that, in the present of the novel, is coming fo an end. Morrison’s
deployment of historical sources means that the experience of motherhood is
implicitly yet significantly historicized.’

Mortisor’s black perspective is of itself challenging. Rich makes fleeting
mention of motherhood under slavery (1997, 35, 44, 203), and she is aware of
class as a factor in defining mothering (1997, 81-82); she is, however, more
concerned to underplay differences between women (1997, 34, 58). As Morri-
son points out in an essay, “the act of enforcing racelessness [. . .] is itself a racial
act” {1993, 46); Rich, then, is open to criticism on the grounds of white eolor
blindness. In this, she is again of her time; throughout the past two decades,
ferninism has become increasingly aware of its own white, middle-class bias.’
A powerful corrective to this bias has come from black feminism. By thema-
tizing motherkood under slavery, Mosrison contributes to this correction.
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Nonetheless, Rich’s conception of maternal murder provides a useful way
of reading Befoved. The novel, in its turn, challenges and extends Rich’s notion
of a fixed and damaging “institution” that needs o be destroyed for a happier
form of motherhood to emerge, by offering a complex and, I would contend,
potentially liberating depiction of maternal subjectivity as shifting, relational,
and communal. Where Rich oceasionally ignores or simplifies the links
between psychology, society; and pelitics, Morrison puts forth compelling
suggestions on the issues. My examination of Beloved focuses first upon the
ways in which Rich’s and Morrisor’s treatments of maternal murder resemble

each other, then points out and elucidates how Morrison can be seen to go-

further than Rich in terms of the strategies of fiberation that she offers.

. In Of Woman Bern, Rich had written of the “Great Silence” surrounding

“motherhood (61). Her concern with infanticide forms a significant part of her
uncovering of the taboos with which motherhood is “hedged” (15). In Beloved,
Mostison is similarly concerned with that which has been hushed up. Central
to this nove! is absence, not least the absence of Sethe’s murdered daughter,
now present only as a ghost. This sad, jealous, disruptive presence is, on one
fevel, a symbol of a “Great Silence” that has been violently achieved—the
muteness of black slave women and their children. Like Rich, Morrison
exposes the gaps and silences in traditional accounts of the world, which are
constructs of the powerful. The narrator asserts: “definitions belonged to the
definer—not the defined” (1997, 190), a statement reminiscent of Rich’s ref-
erence to “the makers and sayers of culture, the namers, [...1the sons of the
mothers” (1977, 11).

Like Rich, Morrison shows how maternal subjectivity and corporealicy
have been abused, setting infanticide in the context of such abuse. The “tree”
of scars on Sethe’s back, from the whipping inflicted upon her when she was
pregnant, is a visible imprint of slavery. The maternal body under slavery was,
as Rich also points out (1997,35), viewed as a resource, as “property that
reproduced itself without cost,” as it is expressed in the novel (1997, 228).
The theft of Sethe’s milk is of great significance in the novel, as her repeated
lament “And they took my milk” (1997, 17) suggests, Borh Rich and Morri-
son, then, are concerned with the maternal body as a site of oppression, and
both affinm female corporeality in defiance of the violence to which it has
been subjected. Sethe is motivated in her escape journey by the desire to
nurse Beloved, for example; the biological act of breastfeeding is a provoca-
tion to action,

Rich and Morrison are both concerned with how oppression distorts
maternal love, which thus emerges as contingent and manipulable, though
powerful. In Beloved, stavery readers love, particularly maternal love, a risk
(23, 45, 92). At one point, it is spelled out: “Unless carefree, motherlove was a
killer” {132). In the case of Sethe it leads to a literal killing. Elsewhere, Paul
D recalls a “witless coloredwoman” failed and hanged for stealing ducks that
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she took for her children (66); the rupture of the mother-child bond brought
about by stavery here leads to a punishable insanity. That insanity, that despair,
is subject to white interpretation. The murder of Beloved is narrated from the
point of view of the schoolteacher and his nephew, that is, from a white, racist
perspective {149-150); Morrison shows by means of her narrative technique
how black experience is appropriated and constructed by dominant perspec-
tives. And by means of ironic citation, she parodies these perspeciives, in a
manner reminiscent of Bhakdn (Morrison 1997, 151; Bhaksin 1988, 132).
There is a paralle] here with Rich, who also focuses on the reaction to infan-
ticidé, upon its construction by dominant (male) interpretations, and who also
offers an alternative reading, one that concentrates on both the powerlessness
and the love of the mother.

Murder signifies rupture, disturbance, but Sethe's act is also one of resis-
tance and love: “And if she thought anything, it was No. No. Nono. Nonono.
Simple” (163}. Morrison’s evocation of despairing love is again remiaiscent of
Rich, who cites Michulski’s view of the murder of her children as a “sacrifice,”
and describes the suffering that prompted the act as “honorable” (262, 264).
In Beloved, Sethe’s act of murder represents both her attempt to protect her
child from slavery and her desire to “outhurt the hurter” (234). According to
Sethe, the real abomination is not murder, but “that anybody white could take
your whole self for anything that came to mind” {251). Like Rich, then, Mor-
rison is concerned with how individuals are interpellated by institutions in
violent and oppressive ways, and with maternal murder as a desperate reaction
to this interpellation. Neither Rich nor Mosrison are concerned with con-
demnation or with easy exculpation of the murderous mother; rather, they
seek to delineate the background against which her crime takes place and to
reveal mothering as an ambivalent and complicated process.

In several ways, then, Morrison’s novel resembles Rich’s text in its explo-
ration of murderous maternity: But Morrison’s novel expands upon a strategy
of empowerment touched on but not developed by Rich: collectivity. While
Rich makes a powerful case for what might be termed a strategically essen-
tialist (see Spivak 176)* view of mothers as an oppressed group who must
come together to combat “patriarchy,” her arguments are, as 1 have argued,
undermined by her occasional overlooking of important differences between
mothers and her somewhat reductive view of the “institution” of motherhood
as homogeneous. Morrison, on the other hand, offers in her tale of maternal
murder a more auanced depiction of the mothering subject, one that allows
for the notion of 2 feminist-maternal community founded upon difference
and multiplicity, and which, in its complexity and promisc, echoes the work of
Judith Batler, as we will see.

Tt would be possible to read the ghost of Beloved and her relationship
with Sethe as occupying a “semiotic” realm, in Kristevan terms {1980}, that s,
as situated in and participating in a repressed, pre-oedipal, prediscussive space.
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The sensual, lyrical monologues of Scthe, Beloved, and Denver, the living
daughter, are remiscent of such ideas, recalling, in particular, Trigarayan
notions of plenitude and connection between mother and daughter {1981b).
The murder of Beloved could be viewed as symbolic of the violent operations
of the Law of the Fathers, which serves to rupture the mother-daughter bond.
Such a view would, in addition, tie in with Rich’s notion of the “Kingdom of
the Fathers” (1977, 56) as oppressing mothers.

But such psychoanalytic theories, it has been pointed ou, rest on tradi-
tional Western European notions of kinship (sce Plasa 133), and it is just such
notions that Morrison can be seen to challenge, as T will show a little later. In
addition, Sethe and Beloved do not exist “outside” of history, memory, and
(culture. Indeed, Beloved embodies both the collective experience of slaves and

“the act of recollecting this experience {Barnett 73). As has been pointed out,
Morrison engages in a revision of history, revealing accepted accounts of the
past to be contingent and partial {Edwards 19). In deing so, she does not
reject the necessity of “history,” abandoning the category; rather, she opens it
up for scrutiny. And while this is “not a story to pass on” {Morrison 1997,
275)—such is its unspeakable horror—it Aas been passed on. Sethe and
Beloved are thus implicated in “the symbolic order,” to borrow from Lacan.

Like Rich, Morrison examines infanticide as a manifestation both of
power and powerlessness, But she also challenges the power-powerlessness
dichotomy, going further than Rich’s {atbeit unportant) stress on the issucs of
“choice” and “power,” to develop what might be termed a notion of maternal
“agency,” where agency is defined as “a reiterative or rearticulatory practice,
imsmanent to power, atxd not a relation of external opposition to power” {But-
ler 1993, 15}. That is to say, Morrison is concerned not to identify slave moth-
ers as a group at the mercy of an oppresive institution, as Rich does with
mothers in general, but rather to open up space for a notion of maternal sub-
jectivity as operative within institutions (which are themselves in flux), and as
relational and communal, in complicated wiys.

In Beloved, the relationship between Sethe and her murdered daughter is
characterized by connection and separation, nourishment and withdrawal.
Betoved'’s fierce desire for her mother recalls Butlers speculation, prompted by
Lacan, that “it may be that we desire most strongly those individuals who
retlect in a dense or saturated way the possibilities of multiple and simultane-
ous substitutions, where z substitution engages a fantasy of recovering a pri-
mary object of love lost—and produced through prohibition” (1993, 99). In
this case, the “prohibition” on love is the result not (only} of vedipal con-
straints, but (also) of slavery. Morrison thus demonstrates the violence of such

prohibitions and the potentially subversive nature of the desire they produce.”

While slavery led Sethe to murder her daughter, it cannot remove memory
and love. The idea that “nothing ever dies” (36), borne out by the ghostly pres-

ence of Beloved, strengthens this notion.
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‘The shifting relationships between Denver, Sethe, and Beloved point to
a view of subjectivity as relational, as defined hy interaction with others, an
idea reminiscent of recent conceptions of maternity (Benjamin; Evering-
ham). Beloved, it has been noted, has to be willed into being by Sethe; her
existence depends upon the recognition of others (Boudreau 114), While
Rich and Morrison both stress avtonomy, the latter’s view of it is more com-
plez. Sethe may be her own “best thing,” an idea that recalls Rich's search for
an identity beyond motherhood (1977, 31), but it takes Paul D to acknowl-
edge that fact (273). This view of subjectivity s defined by others is, how-
ever, problematized and complicated by the destructive nature of Sethe’s
intensely symbiotic relationship with Beloved, who begins to drain her, Paul
DY's anxious reflection that “this here new Sethe didu’t know where the world
stopped and she began” (164) implies the need for a kind of autonomous
maternat self that exists alongside or within the relationships in which the
individual mother is engaged.

Butler, referring to the problematic nature of identity politics, which can
tend to enforce rigid identity categories, poiats out, on the other hand, that
“None of us can fuily answer to the demand to ‘get over yourselfl” (1993, 117),
and nor, she adds, should we. Morrison too is concerned with collective iden-
tities and strategies, an aspect of the novel that has been convincingly exam-
ined by April Lidinsky. Lidinsky argues thas Morrison develops here a post-
modernist” notion of identity as communal, arguing that the figure of Baby
Suggs, in particular, is used to call for “a conceptual shift from the totalized to
the multiplicitous subject” {192). The support given to Sethe on her escape
journey, Denver’s increasing contact with the world outside, the community’s
shared memories of Baby Suggs, and the collective effort to exorcise the ghost
lend weight to this reading. In particular, I would argue, we can fruitfully read
this postmodernist identity as a feminist one. In the echoes and connections
between Baby Suggs, Sethe, Denver, and Beloved, Morrison suggests the exis-
tence of an Irigarayan “female genealogy” (Irigaray 1981a; see also Horvitz
60-61}. When Denver tells the story of her birth to Beloved, reference is
made to Baby Suggs's quilt, which Beloved likes to have near her: “Tt [the
quilt] was [. . ] feeling like hands-—the unrested hands of busy women” (78).
Here, storytelling, birth, female labor, and creadvity are linked to each other
and to the ideas of intergenerational female connection and the sharing of
mermory, key themes of the novel.

But while Morrison may focus upon female experience, insisting upon
gender as a key category in shaping lives, she also illustrates the ways in which
gender is unstable, open to revision, in particular in the scene in the clearing:
“It started that way: laughing children, dancing men, crying women and then
it got mixed up. Wornen stopped crying and danced, men sat down and cried;
chitdren danced, women laughed, children cried” (1997, 88). Marianne Hirsch
has usefully pointed out how Morrison disrupts traditional Westers notions of
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the patriarchal family in her novel (1994); in this quotation, the roles of men,
women, and children merge and cross, to suggest a liberating view of gender
roles within family units as cpen to change, as shifting. Where Rich views the
patriarchal family as serving a key role in the oppression of mothers (1977, 60,
Morrison is concerned with a revision of the very notion of “family.” In her
novel, women like Baby Suggs, Ella, and Amy Denver “nurture across biolog-
ically and racially constructed borders,” and men are shown acting in “mater-
nal” ways {Lidinsky 212). In addition, Morrison challenges the boundaries
between public and private by means of her stress on collectivity.

Morrison’s novel echoes and supports Rich's Of Woman Born in several
ways, then, but it also goes beyond it. Morrison thematizes maternal murder
in order to raise and explore the questions of maternal subjectivity and agency,
offering, as we have seen, complex and compelling insights on the issues. Here
it is worth noting again the contingent nature not only of mothering, bur also
of conceptions of maternity. For example, it is only recently, with the advent
of widely available birth control and women’s increased financial indepen-
dence from me, that the (Western} mother can be construed as an agent; as
both Rich and Morrison show us, motherhood hus, in many cases, spelt insan-
ity and despair. Rich’s text, then, must be viewed in context. While there are
problems with it, in particular the notion of motherhood as a fixed and mono-
lithic “institution,” these problems are both understandable and forgivable,
given the novelty of Rich's thesis. Rich’s project was one of defiance and asser-
tion; at the time of its gestation, it was important, and even necessary, to
affirm women as mothers and to define the forces that constructed and cur-
tailed their experience, even if that meant risking essentialism. As Diana Fuss
recommends, we should not, in any case, dismiss essentialism out of hand, bur
rather consider what motivates its deployment {xi). In addition, Rich’s aware-
ness of the constructed nature of maternity tempers aspects of her account
that might be considered essentialist. Tt anticipates a central insight of post-
structuralism—the mutability of social structures and of the self—and it
allows for the possibility of change, for the continuous fulfilment of Rick’s
prediction that “thinking itself will be ransformed” (1997, 286).

NOTES

L. Before Of Woman Born (1976), motherhood had largely been dismissed or side-
stepped by second wave feminists (as in de Beauvoir 1997 {1949], Firestone 1979
[1970], Friedan 1992 [1963], and Millett 1977 [1970]),

2. This introduction was written: in 1986, for the tenth anaiversary edition. It
appears without pagination; hence, “my pagination.”

3. But compare Sara Ruddick, who defends the notion on the grounds that “there
are maternal practices in which ideals of nonviolence actually govern” {183},
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-4, These terms are taken from Foucault (1990, 11) and Butler (1993, 20}

5. See Rushdy, 142-143 on the sources of the story.

6. Rich herself exemplifies this development {1997, 16-17, my pagination).

7. Compare Morrisons statement: “] am a black writer struggling with and
through a language that can powerfully evoke and enforce hidden signs of racial supe-
siority, cultural hegemony, and dismissive ‘othering’ of people and language” (1993, xit),
Compare also Rich, 1979, 35: “the very act of naming has been till now 2 male pre-
rogative.”

8. But see also Butler: “strategies always have meanings that exceed the purposes
for which they are intended” {1990:4).

9. A consideration of the term “postmodernism,” and its relationship to “post-
structuralism,” is beyond the scope of my enquiry.
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