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INTRODUCTION

MOTHERING, WRITING, AND PERFORMATIVITY

totherhood, an historically contingent body of caltural prac

which 20 1o construct women's ZE rience of mothering — 5@% complex,
LES:B. and abways mediated — represents @ mine ficld for feminisss. As

Aarianne Hirsch convincingly argues, femunist artitudes towards mothering
have often been characterized by “avoidance and discomford’, for four reasons.

The first is ﬂr at SS@,,E?< has wﬁwma viewed by some feminises exclusively as a
patriarchal construct, and there fore a3 u.o:.wmm::m. o
ir::r& by Hirsch s a £ iety regarding the loss of control perhaps
inevitably involved in mochering, the Hw?n«: a A.ﬁammwﬁ.@wm unwiliingness anongse

e Hed, The second reason

1111150 an

ferninists to deal with the issue of corporeality. A fourth reason is found in
feminism’s complicated reladonship to power (1989, [65—67). In this examina-
tion, | develop the ides of a “maternal performativity’, a project which involves
ymsideration of all of the issues mentoned above, and which also entails an

@

engagement with the now familiar ‘essentialism versus construcrivism’ quesuor
This 15 a question whicl has been w:umsmm.f..‘w? negotiated by Judith Buder,
notion of performativiry is central to this enguiry. Butler's worl, |
contend, opens the way (o 2 ﬁ:moﬁ.‘ of maternal agency which would go beyond
current feminist thinking on the matter; we shall see how in this introducdon.
Marernal agency s a key mmzﬁ SIRCe, as mnnerous fenunists have poinred oug,

the mother in Western culture has tradicionally been conceived as & Dlank screen,
a passive msoument. To show that :5; 15 do semething 1s, then, already ro sor
is dolng m wwwn be both valuable and

@ wgo.ﬁﬁm?.r maternal agency which

up productive wouble) o suggest th

at
4J
I

subversive 15 even more woubling,

will be developed here has as a 2.:&& element a maternal ethics involving
embodiment, relationalicy, and discursive challenge, as will shortly be oudined.
Asthe m 1is book suggests, then, { want performatively to demonstrate the

links w.,.,,ﬁgm: materiity, agency, and ethics. This enterprise 15 a feminist one.
Ferinism is understood here as a mew_dﬁommomm body of discourses and a see
of political and everyday pracuces which have to do with the power w&macsm

berwee

women and men, which ferninists asswine are fauity and aim to corre
|

Rethinking maternity is, as has a m..r.mi.f been hinted, vital to this mz.ﬁ.ﬁ.wzmw.
)

maothering involving as it does the ceneral feminist issues of power and agency.
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Fermmist thinking abour taternty has indeed proliferaced wildly in the past
three decades. Despite opposiion within the male-dominated academy (see
O'Reilly 1999, 12), such thinking has been developed and refined in manifold
ways, so that it offers the only viable way of looking at maternicy within an
academic framie. Maternity is now taken by feminists not simply as a biological
given, butas an idea, an institution, and a set of behaviours. Feminists have long
been aware of the constructed, conungent nature of gender; this awareness
informs current debares about mothering. [t also underlies ths exploraton of
maternal subjectivities in 19708 and 1980s novels in German, as the distinciion
between ‘motherhood” and ‘mothering’, and the reference to ‘performariviey’,
have already indicated.

Such literary depictions are, of cours , themselves the products of particular
coniexts, 10 put it rather simplistically.” This examination ncludes Auserian,
West German, Swiss, and Fast German texts. In doing so, it is vulnersbic to
criticisn on the grounds thar it simplifies and distores individual writers’
responses to their particular societies. In defence, I would point to the fact that
feminism has been nmE::wHEoﬁ? national and transnational® (Bafnmer 1gg1,
65). To read novels in German through the prism of (mainly American) feminise
thought, as I do here, js 2 { performative) gesture of faith in this transnationalism.
[ would also, i my defence, problemanze the notion of ‘individial wrirers’
simply ‘reacting to” their sociedes —— but this argument wiil be developed later.

At the same time, T do not wish sumply o overlook differences between the
couneries involved, nor ro ignore the social changes that have occurred between
the ime of these texts’ production and the present. While [ drase largely on very

ecent thinking regarding maternity, I do so in the belief thar it can uncover and
dluminate what has previously been overlooked in these rexs, In addition, my
approach is informed by the awareness thar whar i known as “theory’ 1s 1eself
partial and contngent (DiQuinzio 1900, 1). For example, it is only relatively
recently, with the advent of widely available birth control, combined with-
women's increased financial independence from men, that we in the W, est” have
becn able o theorize maternity as a choice. That is to say, I am not puvileging
theory, positing it as truch. Racher, it i viewed hete as a form of discourse which
might cast light upon other discourses, as this examination itself will hopefully
do. The texts discussec anticipate, enhance, and challenge more recent m&:fsw.
about maternity. They thus forn significant contribution ro this thinking.

As a poststructuralise ferminse literary criic hoping to escape nigid disciplinary
boundaries,” [ am nonetheless constrained by lack of time, space, and knowledge
in my deliveation of the social contexts in which these texrs were produced.
While I support and laud the work of feminist political scientists, legal scholars,
and historians, my project 1s to engage with LEXIES, an enterprise which, as will
later be argued, 1s an ethical one. And although this investigation deals @m:‘:..,:,_..?
with literarure, it is of course participating in a wider, interdisciplinary debace,
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one which could, as Budler suggeses, have radical .E%wﬁ..w:om,,., tor ﬁrw sperations
, but to participare in whatever

of the academy: "The point is not to stay margin /
network of marginal zones is spawned from other disciplinary centers and ./,a‘w.:pmr
together, constitute a muldple displacement of those authorities’ {1990, >c )

Tris enough ro state that the texts examined here were produced at a time of
sockii change with significant implications for mothering. m‘.ﬂmﬁmw structures have
shifted signiticancly in West Germany since the 19 505, In the 10508 it was

neraily expected that a woman should marry, have children, and devote her

g
mw.q. to her fapuly and home. In the 19803, marriage was entered into latey in life,
was legs m?:‘wm towards children, and not necessarily viewed as :d@@i.&#.
Increased educational opportunities for women, and their subsequent entry inco
the workplace in large numbers, contributed mm.msm,:.wzm.% to such changes
(Kolinsky 1980, chapter three). Similar changes cecurred in vcm:] .}:mﬂ,ﬂ. and
Switzeriand, m.m%aswr these countries have been slower to efect Rmoﬂ:.m as far v
women’s rights are concerned (Fiddier 1997, 243: w_wmsi.‘ 1997, 309). /X\c.:ﬁs\m
continued responsibility for childeare, combined with their new roles in the
workplace, ‘has led to the phenomenon of the double W.x:wa\aﬁ throughout
Western Europe; eney into the public sphere 1s still problematic for %om.ums.,ﬂs
the GDR, education and employment werce oper: to women, but while m,mu;m
measure was meended o ensure women’s emancipation, it led to their being
overburdened (Kaufinann 1997, 171; Weedon 1999, 18—19). .

 This sketchy synopsis makes clear that questions of public m.:.:m.@g\m.ﬂw agency
are crucial to an examination of morthering. A central focus of feminist &5&5\(
has indeed been a critical exposure of the political implications of the separation

of the public and private spheres. This separation rmw vmm.: nrm:m:mw@ vm
ferminism, which 1esell constitutes “an internationa) [ ..} public sphere of sorts
(Bammer 1991, 63), although we must be wary of mow.m.vomwﬂﬁzm : E#m &:d to
specific contexts, The West German women's movement o:m:ESm 11 .%m
context of the New Left and the activism of the students’ movement of the late
1960s. West German teminism dissociated itself from the Left very mum% on 10
order o assert specifically female concerns such as aborton, a major issue
{Bameer 1997, 640, It was, above all, concerned to make @i,umm that é.?n._.y was
commonly considered private, for example, the division of labour wichin the
home, and power relanons berween women and men. Such concerns wete &mo.,
voiced by Austrian and Sw 53 ferminises, although the relative conservatism of
Austria and switzerland has meant thar change with regard to gender u.cm.&; wmw
beenslower in these countries (Fiddler 1067, 2441 Flitner 1967, 310). The GV
on the other hand, had no avtonomous women’s movement {(Kaufmann 1067,
170; Bammer 1997, 653, But, as will be argued, itis nevertheless valid to include
GDR writers i diseussions of what might constitute “women's writing’,

has been important in the creation and maintenance of a ferninist

Literature air e ,
public sphere (Felski 1980, 167). in West Germany, feminise writing was a direct
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result of the ?vwm.w.mw.mnb? of a feminist politcal culo

after 1968 and

Fra m@:rﬂn ratur’ developed as a leminise concept in the course of 1 o..qom.,\. Yeedon
16T, 83). Signid ,,x aw dates the beginning of contemporary West German
WOIMmen's ?QJE? at 1975, and she swresses the political significance of such
writing. According to her, we must understand such texss in the context of an
entre maovement :,&:n_;:@ both production and wonr@nos (Weigel 1084, 5350
‘Frauenliteratur’” then, is not o be wrenched awszv from the conrext of 1
production. ﬂ:w view reflects the broader feminist attempr o demonstrate ;r:
no cultural product is value-free, and o expose the ideological colounng of an
apparently fixed and sacred canon. This canon is parual; for example, the
production of literature by women has taditionally been hampered.by a male-
donunated arustic establishment. Silvia Bovenschen points out that art has been
primarily produced by men. Men have organized and dominated the public
sphere that controls tt, and have defined the srandards by which It is judged
(1579, 88). Asignificant idea in early fermumist literary cricicism is thus the notion

[ breaking the silence, of challengimg the ‘blatant lack of adequate literary
portravals of women's lives” (Weigel 1084, 54, and ‘das waditionelle
Verschweigen der Reealitar des wiglichen Lebens der Frauen” (Beck and Martin
1980, 136).° Such gap-tilling has also been carried out by women writers in
Austriz and Switzerland, and in the G With regard to the latter, the
‘women’s writing' is @HDEQHESD since th
MOvemen

R
“

term
label is linked o the women’s
in Western Lurope and che United States (Kaufmann 100 L6G--70).
But there does exist a body of wrinngs from the GDR. which deal with
specifically female concerns, and in particular with women’s dual 1ole as worker
and mother/wife (Hanke 1084).
Thus, GDR writers of the 19705 and 80s were also concerned to examine
waomen’s roles and identties, and a consideration of the namre of women’s
writing is relevant with regard to chem.” Questioning traditional zender roles
and attempting to fashion new ones are key features of such writing in the 19705
and 80s (Maéhrmann o871, 3141}, One :mm writes of a ‘Prozel der Identitics-
suche” which inspired the writing of a large body of autobiographical and firsi-
person narracives by West German woemen at that time (Swiatlowski 1082, LR,
The importance of personal experience in West German women's WIlnng can
i part be atributed to the impact of Verena Stefan’s highly .J.ﬂEmQ:S. byrical
work of 1975, Haunmgen, and to the spread of wormen's Selbsterfahrungs-
gruppen’ m Germany (Schmidt 1988, 461). The resulting ,Eﬂo?oﬁ.nﬁ_zn& and
first-person narrarives were 5%:%& to be both spe CE and representative,
addressing the concerns of the average woman and thereby s wm?&:m the
exastence of a fomale conununiry. As Rita Felski puts 1, femninist Hrerarure
addresses a potental “we' " (198a, 12 1}. This idea of 2 female community with
shared experiences and concerns suggests the existenice of a fixed and QEJEU
female self, a peculiarly feminine kind of subjectivity, an idea to which §
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German feminism 1 particular has be drawn (Felski Ei 206). Sara HFEL/

s Luce :E,: . Héléne Cixous, and
ol a mwmm:.,n&_/,.‘ .mmszbmﬁ subjecuvity

notes the influence of the French feminis
gaz.ﬁﬂ xx::mm on West Germuan ide

(108  French feminists — o offer a crude sununary — posic @ te emnine
?LE 057:% of the ‘Syvmbolic Order’, the LLB:.SE, phalloceneic culonwe
which is governed by the Law of the Father. mnm. e wsgowm?@? _., thus %wmﬁ (..mm
as perhaps necessarily marginal and other, though ft may also be free, fuid, and

joviul

Flowever, this notion of a famale essence, which ‘Frauenliteracur” reflected
and upheld, became mereasingly shaky in such writing from che late 3 @qmm
onwards. One examination of Wess German women's writl ag wﬁﬂﬁ_.mms“ 5&.
and 1080 reveals that ‘the ideal of an autonomous, undivided subject, like chat mi
iraa

PR * ..‘M/ g
adirect, authentic mode of speech. becams increasingty uestionable” (Rap

1907, g0}, The fertshizarion of ti,c:uw eXperience was called into question, and
the noton of a female se _ ;‘r ch could asserc isself in opposition o the dominant
. Lennox offers an example of critical doubr about

culture, was problemat ) i ¢ abou
akness of much recent German téminist

such a potion; in her Soﬁ.", the we " 3 :
writing detives from its misguided beliefin the idea ofa fixed female mﬂg im:ﬂ?
The view that a ‘pristine woman exists underneath female socialization” s,
Lennox writes, simplisne and danging, for it ignores the comstructed - and
complex nature of subjectivity (1981, 64). . N .
This view is redolent of the posstructuralist position which states chat

4

contradicrory and 1o process” (Weedon 1987, 33).

subjecuvity 35 mificzr \
Whereas humanist discourse presupposes the existence of a _EJS: essence,
edon umﬂwwo?

poststrucraralism argues that the self 1s ope en Lo mwﬂﬁmm. Ow:,:m e evelops
a feminist postseructaralism, opposing the views of some feminisis who find the
anci-humanism of postsrructuralism problematic. She argues that Z.,E poststruc-
ruralist decentering of the subject can be benefical o mmﬂ\pm.aw.:.. since it opens
up subjectvity to change, revealing it to be the product of the culture m whech
the individual lives. o particular, subjectivity is the product of langnage, which

for Weedon 15 a cenral player in the mﬁdmgmﬁmm of meaning of a @ﬁmrzwﬁ,
cociery. She draws on Michel Foucault's notion of “discursive ficlds” which, ‘mr\n.
m%w:.sr ‘consist of compeung ways of m.?w:m. Eﬁi:m £y mmﬁ‘%g‘ﬁwm:m 2
organizing social institutions and ?.Ordwmmw“ {(Weedon 1987, 350 Viewed in mr_m
light, feminist lirerary texes constute & discursive field which challenges che

deminant, mmnhmww::dww discourses of the soctety m which they emerg .
Thus, I ke the view that literary language is a type of historically Eﬁ woﬁmwd
produced discourse, an iden ﬁ..w,:mw saands in opposition o earher ? st
Em, in 1076, Relnig wrote: "Die Formen
nicht geschatten, m::, ein weibliches ich
specifically fernnine

argurnents, such as thar of Christa b
un mm ormeln der Dicheersprache su

ich darin E.mmw:.m..%.. tkann’ (1976, 119), and she pi om,oé la
anguage as necessary to combat this exclusion. The ides that conventional

[
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discourse 13 inevitably masculinist is also to be found in Bovenschen's essay of
1976, “Gibrt es eine weibliche Asthetik?’, in which the author argues that ﬁ..owwﬁ.:
do not have a .mm.:wmzumn of their own, a langnage adequately cquipped 1o m%@wm,f.w.
their concerns: ,a.rw W:m%dcw,f.m.:cmmmmwwwm: der Empfindungen, Denkvorginge
ete, &.m.m. so aufdringlich zur Verfligung scehen —— Sprachen, Formen, ,_.wmanrn —
,ﬁ,:ﬁ_ meistens mcht originir unsere, sind oft niche selbstgewihlt’ (1979, o1). F.
ficaon, mmmmm:um HMiutungen contains 2 preface in which the authos wn&.nwm the
language of patriarchy (1075, 3-4). Stefan’s text attemipts to fashion a new
w:_mﬁmmm which will describe uniquely female experiences,

i dﬁm notion of 2 specifically feminine language is reminiscent of the French
femninist idea of an “écriture Fminine developed by such theorists as [rigaray

mw_vy.o:wﬂ Wittig, and Julia Kristeva, This tdea is based on Lacan’s m@@nowﬁuaom of
Freud, in particular on the idea of the Symbolic Order” as governed by the
phallus, and on Dermidian deconstruction. According to ernda, ,gﬁmﬂﬁ,:
&Emmrﬁ is built on sets of binary oppositions, such as man/woman, mnmﬁ,.\

passive, whereby the ‘male’ term always occupies the privileged womuom.. French
feminists have sought to undermine and disrupt this Ew%oﬁm:ﬂ:m order, in
particular by positing a feminine discourse outside of or before it { Jones cf
85). However, this notion of 4 feminine language has been challenged in recent
years. Apart from the vagueness of the ides “Eeriture féminine’ has been
Sﬁwmm;\v defined as hysterical, fluid, and musical -— it often relies on images of
the female v.oaww This fact has led o accusations of biclogistic thinking. As well
as that, the idea canlead o an ahistorical conception of culture as monolithic
and impregnable, a position which posstructaraliss would be quick to
gmmoﬁﬁnw. Weigel understands ferninist texts not as examples of ‘origindre
?m.%w.nr.m Ausdrocksformen’, bur rather as ‘Bewegungsversuche m:.&mﬁ? der
minnlichen Kulour' and as ‘Befretungsschritee daraus’ (1988, ), a view which
comes close o the poststructuralist theory of sets of discourses competing for
@o:,w:ﬁwmmm within m‘mw{mm society. As Weedon argues: “We need to look ar
fwﬂos& form as an historically discursive construct effective in different Ways
different contexts’ (1987, 172). \

, Similarly, writing about maternity must he viewed as rooted in the concexe of
s emergence and operadon, {n chapter five, I deal more extensively with the
question of maternity and creativiey; here, T wish only to clartty mv approach by
giving a brief overview of previous book-length studies of mothering in {non-.
German) literature. In Bear C Word (1986 : : ni

. ) re. M: br.ﬂ:.w_mm.:: Hord (1986), Margarer Homans examines
m:?.ﬁwmE_TSEEQ English fiction by women through the Jens of Lacanian and
W,Hmmﬁw feminist m.wozm%#, She asserss: “We could locate in virtually all of the
tounding texts of our culture 4 version of the myth [...] that the death or
m.v.wm:nw of the mother sorrowfully buc forsunacely makes possible the construe-
_:.o: of language and of culture’ (Flomans 1986, 2), and she reads Lacan’s view of
anouaoe as rerelh st this el Drasseir ; i 3

nguage as a retelhing of chis myth. Drawing on the psychoanalytic work of
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iancy Chodorow, who stresses mother—daughter attachment, and on Kristeva’s
idea of the ‘semiotc’, a form of preverbal communicaton which has s onging
i the maternal body, Homans argues for the existence of a mother—daughter
.rﬁmzmmnu which exists, in suppressed form, within the Symbolic, and which 13

manifested in the texts she examines in various mmstances of ‘bearing the word’
(1986, 2¢-31). Momans is careful to state that she does not wish 1o perpernate
the marginalization of women, their confinement to the ‘semiotic’, only to
recover women's historical experience of such marginalization (1086, 20). I ke
this assertion, but worry that Homans’s adoption of a Lacanian framework does
in fact fend this perspective credence and foreclose the possibility of maternal
agency.

In her 1689 The Mother/Danghter Plof, Marianne Firsch offers a crirical
reading of such psychoanslytc theoties which silence the mother, while
remmaining, albeit ambivalently, within a psychoanalyie framework herself (1989,
11). She deploys psychoanalysis to read women's writing in English, French, and
German dating from the nineteenth century to the late twentieth century,
charting in these texts a development from maternal silence to postmoderrist
notions of mothering as complex and changing. Such notions are, she argues,
not accommodared by feminist psychoanalysis, and she calls for an integration of
this discourse with other ones. Hirsch’s eritique s invaluable, and T hope that
here [ can productively perform such an integration as she demands.

Tn Women Wiiting Childbirth (1994}, Tess Cosslett takes a poststrucruralise
approach akin to my own. In this study of recent fiction in Iinglish by women
writers, Cosslett writes of mothers’ ‘negotiation” with prevalling ideologies.
Whilst wishing to affirm women’s voices, she feels bound also to show how these
voices have been culturally consoructed by prevailing discourses and culoural
practices {Cossletr 1994, 3).° Cosslett atms to tace the workings of two opposing
‘official discourses, that of the medical experts, and that of proponents of nacural
childbirth, and she claims: “There is also a third, marginalized, unoiticial popular
discourse whose echoes can be heard in women's accounts: the old wives’ wale’
(1091, 4). Cosslett thereby presents maternal fictions as types of discourse which
operate within specific contexts, by which they are informed, bur against which
they can react. My approach is similar, but it defines writers” “reacrions’ in terns
of performadvity, as we will see. A similar awareness of 1ideclogical contexts
informs E. Ann Kaplan’s 1992 study of maternity and melodrama in film.
Kaplan's central premiss is that ‘women [.. .} cen funcrdon only within the
linguistic, semiotic constraints of their historical moment’. She consequently
distinguishes between complicit and resisting melodramas, berween those that
vield ro such ‘constraints’, and those that react against them (Kaplan 1662, 12,
16).

The most recent book-length study of mothering in lrerature of which I am
aware 15 Elaine Tuattle Hansen's Mother Withowr Child (16g7). Hansert sets her
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readings of Brivsh and American conter nporary tiction in the context of feminist
debates on mothering and of whar she terms ‘the material crises of contemporary
maternal practice’ (1997, 27), to offer compelling readings of lirerary texts.
However, her summing up of femumist thinking abour mothe ring can be
extended, as we will mroﬁ;, see.

We have already noted some of the issues which w ere of concern o German-
speaking ferninises in Sm 19705 and 10808 the @ccbm ‘privace &3&? female
education and emplovime at, and conwol over one's s body. With regard to the
GDR, where zhortion was freely ,:.\:5_ le (Weado mo v, i

women were encouraged o work, these issues of conrse ted, but they w ere

ed differently. Mothering, then, is alw 1

mJ

shaped v% and W hapes the contex
in which it takes place. Any writer desling with the issue is of necessiry in
dialogue wich the ideologies of maternity with which she is confronted. Such
ideologies may om course be ?ES.&F?Z For mothering is a2 complex and

many-sided phenomensn, as the numerous and varied feminist responses o it
SULEEST.

The German-speak

i ies have produced bicde in che way of important
thinking abour Eoﬁ:m:.m g, Fher
=

-]

ost significane theories of materity in the past
few @mnzmwm have emerged de France and the United States. Hansen notes
that fenunist thinking abous my ernity since the early 19603 is often presented as
“a drama in three acts’ w - first act is defined as involving ‘repudiation’

of motherhood and _ﬁogo riz ,w ith such carly second wave feminises as Sunone
de Beauvoir, Shulamich Fires

ne, Kate Milleer, and Betey Friedan being cited
as exemplars. The second acr is &52 cterized by 42:@95:5 by attenipts
reclain and revise miaternity. Such artempes vrmuﬁ 1 the mid-1970s, and were
carried out by feminises as diverse as Adrienpe Rich, Nancey Chodorow,
Dorothy Dinnerstein, and Sarm Ruddi ck in America; May v {3 Brien and Juliet
Matchell in Grear Britain: and Trigaray, Cixous, and Kristeva 11 France. The

thard act, which 1 s ongoing, is concerned to extend and challer nge earlier

pacl

rill
thought. According to Fansen, it is increasingly characterized by 2 sense of
impasse, explained thus:

Fenunises have demanded and gamed new acrennon for the pre violsly ignorad problems of
motherhood, but they have nor arrived ar consensus about how o redefine the conc epr or
adjust the systers. Many (bur by no means all) women wish to refuse motherhood on the

zrs without abar
bewring and raising childres, The fear thar no one will tke care of our children
makes it difficuls to go forward 45 it seewns impossible to go willingly back

old

g either the heavy re ponsibilities or the inrense ELJE. s of

Hansen challenges the neatness of this sche S, POIRMNE out, for e mz%m.@, a‘wmm
the writings of the *first
(1907, 5). And while
confronting an M.:.%p,:.w st

are more subtle and ambivalent than has been nc

a1

BES UP O a point that femimists are

curresntly
w:mmmmﬁ. that an analysis of marginal maternal

HE $E01
Lo not 4
tedan i
she does hitde o

siew of maternity,

of education and

Umﬂ..%m.m.:
Marernity vw?e:ﬁ db ../
invokving ¢ .W ge and ex

femnininity as a constructed
address ‘the maternal mvsa
but rather escape from E ducadon and
emplovinent (Friedan 1gyz). In all of these accouni, ._‘:»mmawz‘ﬂ < :,dcw‘ he
\ ved.” OF course, views of maternicy as inevitably and
e point her
s that can be

1w domestic

revised; it must be sidestep : .
5 1o be

ribed as essentialist

ollv pesitive could also
vare of how the n%ﬁﬁ..n:mm of mother
understood a3 either ' ﬁm}.zai or :(& Tiv o
Adrienne Rach’s 1976 view of motherhood as “experience wmw mstiution
can thus be viewed as a breakchrough, Rich’s Of Woman Bom s 2 Eazg
upon the assumption that

g 15 constructe =d in wa

academic discourse and au ?To&;w?_ rhus, it reses

subject as mon.%wmr.u

‘the persenal 15 pohucal’. It highhght u As,sm iﬁzﬂd,m
thoughriul, and in dialogue with current 1deologies concerning zr.» wicl
y Sl ,::: :ooa MW is nstitacion is, i Rick's
account uc s fave s

gy, wieh

what Rich rerms the st
aped by patriar

I 1ch arer s s to recognize. In parncular,
syroblems, which EE, § us T Fromth 8

w. 1 M e N LT

Rick’s differentiation bery x| ned Cinstitution’, i .

breaking. tends v I meraction  bepw $ and
eaki 5

ideology, and 1t of mater €3 beneath

:‘EW 2004 ).

ESER& 5 overla :
s upon the

MZFC a

[ %fo w
furniast

s
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seful sorategy, it ignores the fragmentary, unfixed nature of insticutions and
.mmc logles. Such crideism may also be

applied to much feminist psychoanalysis

Ac rcw%sw to Hirsch, feminist %mﬁroghﬁv has failed to articuiate macerna
subjectivity adequately, a2 view which has already been mentioned {1950, 167}
Chodorow’s 1978 Reproduction of Mothering, an important contribution to

feminist psychoanalysis, indeed tends towards essentialism, Chodorow’s compel-
ling fusion of psychology and sociology highlights the complex interaction
Wcﬂ(‘o s maternal subject and ideology. But despite Chodorow’s awareness of
the contingent narure of mothe ering and of the nuclear family, she ulumately
presents the mother as originary, as outside of culture, thereby offering a thin
account of politics (IDoane and Hodges 1992, 38)."" This is 4 concern which has
also been voiced with regard to the French fe eminists, who aré charged with
consigning the mother 1o a realm O:g@ of culture, rendering her silent and
powerless (Daly and Reddy 1991b, 7). Such consignment does :imna_ have the
etfect of suggesting that the mother is nwummzw:m other, that maternal idendrty i
defined by confinement and muteness.

While I share the concern of many feminists with regard to French feminist
ideas concerning the maternal, Kristeva’s ‘Srabar g%@u {1577} 15 worth
considering here, This essay weaves together personal observations and acadernic
discourse. Kristeva’s mus ings upon the function of the cult of the Virgin Mary,
which she perceives as in decline, lead her ro the insight that a new discourse on
maternity must be created, one which acknowledges the ambivalence of
mothenng, and s physicality. Kristeva's asserrion of personal experience,
combined with her awareness of the need o listen, %.E.w,mﬁ.m?m% than ever, to
what mothers are saving rodav’ (1086, 179), make this essay particularly
significant with regard to recent ideas concerning maternal experience and
agency. Kristeva purcs forth a community of mothers who are yet ditferent from
ach other, and she calls for a particular type of ethics to be formed. This call will
be considered in more detail later. An i IMpOortant poine to remember at this stage
1s that it is not necessary to choose between a re efection of psychoanalytic theories
of Ebmmmmm and subjectivity and an acceptance of them: rather, ‘it is possible
o] o use pyy hro,zir tic theory within a historical framework’ {Belsey and
Moore 198gb, H‘i. [shall, then, draw vpon the work of Kristeva, Irigaray, and
Cixous where appropriate. .

Having offered a persuasive critigue of much-feminise psychoanalysis, Hirsch
cites positively the work of thé philosopher Sara Ruddick. Ruddick’s Maternal
Thinking (1989) defines mothering as a kind of work, involving protection,
nurturance, and training, which gives rise to a mw?;z mode of cognition. Such
thinking is characterize ed mﬁ what Ruddick rerms “ateentve love” (1905, 119-23).
Rauddick offers the most detailed d description of mother—child interaction ever
advanced in feminist :ﬁoj, and thus she conibutes significantly to the current
and growing awaréness of Cmothering as relational, as oo:wmgrmq a complex and
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I INTRODUCTION

adoption of Buder {or, rathe

The (Western) idea of mothering as a choice was mentioned earlier. My

r, my restaging of Butler's performance) raises the
ssue of voluntarism in an urgent way. Butler argues that AgENCY 1S not to be
conflated wich voluntarism or individualism, and that agency in no way presumes
a choosing subject; it 15, she asserts, ‘a reiterative or H.mwwﬁ.ﬁammcw.% practice
immanent to power, and not a reladon of external opposition to power (1693,
r55. The ‘P, in her view, does not exist prior o discourse; gendering, mE.
example, is conceived as the matrix through which the ‘T emerges (1993,
Viewed in ths Hght, :Eﬂymmm? constirutes the matrix mzdmmr which %m
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 becorme a mother. This
1s not to lapse nto liberal assumptions concerning choice and individual treedon;
it 1s sumply ro wx.o_uwmmzs\u performativiry as a way of understanding mothering.
This notion of choice, of will, raises the questaon of ethics, I would argue.
Chandler touches on this issue when she, hike Benjamin, Ruddick, and
Evermgham, stresses the relanonality involved in mothering practice; the aces
performed by the mother are responses to the needs of another. And Chandler
challenges the ideclogy of M:L:‘:W:HLFM freedom which perpetuates the devalu-
ation of ‘the blatantly encumbered: mothers’ (1608, 272: see also Chandler 1500,
21)."% She th ereby raises the question of whether performativity as & notion can
accommaodare the sue of care. While the identities ‘masculine
“heterosexual’/lesbian’

teminine’,
might be refused as perpetuating heterosexist binarisn,
that of ‘'mother” is not so dispensable, surely, given the needs of 2 SCTexing
child. While Butler argues that ‘the possibilties of gender transformation are ro
be found [. . }in the arbitr ary relation between such acts [that make up gender},
in the posssiblity of a fatlure to repeat, a de-formity’ (1990, 141), the possibilities
of maternal transformation do not generally admic of such a refusal, asstming
that children should be cared for, and that caretakers feel bound ‘to clean, to
mop, to sweep, t keep out of reach, to keep safe, to keep warm, to feed, to rake
small objects out of mouths, to answer impossible questions’ (Chandler 1993
274). Chandler advocates ‘refusing to refuse’ as a solution, suggesting thar
maothers mromE ‘emibrace motherselfhoods and [, ] demand social, economic
and politucal ?%QM tor mothering practices’ (1908, 28.4)

Chandler thus highlights 59::4 the Iimirs of performativity as far as an
understanding of mothering is concerned, a point [ wish now to take up.
Following Kristeva and Everingham, T would suggest that, if we are to develo op &
notion of maternal performativity, it must include the idea of motherin ng as 4
torm of ethical behaviour, such hould” and the ‘feel bound o™ in the
above parag Swr already suggest. Tlis idea has not, in fact, received much
attenton m feminist thinking about maternity, perhaps because it seems risky
reanscribe mothers as %m guardians of EGE:Q angels of the house (see Soper

the

3

AND PERFORMATIVITY

e

L WRITING,

1980, 102). appreciate this risk, but it seems imperative to me that we underake
the task, if a maternal agency is to be argued for convincingly. 1 will therefore

consider Buder’s work in the light of Irigaray’s notion of an “ethics of sexual

‘herethics’, to argue for a performative

difference’ and Kristeva's idea of \
maternal ethics.

Buder touches upon Irigarayan ethics, and sums up Irgaray’s argument in
Ethique de la difference sexuelle thus: ﬁﬂqﬁ.ﬁ._ argues that ethical relacions ought
ro be based on relations of closeness, proximity, and intmacy that reconfigure
conventional notions of reciprocity and respect’. This &omwmmww s understood
psvchoanalytically as “the uncertain separaton of boundaries between maternal
body and infant, reladons that reemerge in language as the meronymic proximiry
of signs’ (Buder 1903, 46; Irigaray 1984). Irigaray’s linkage of language,
mc%oﬂnuﬁ?. and erhics is suggestive, particularly when connected to _.wﬂ. notion
of “mimicry’ developed ebsewhere. “Muimierny a form of %QEEHE
disruption to the phallogocentiic order, whereby the eruption of the unfigurable

SETVes a EO&A:ﬁ function (Irigarav 168s5b, 76). While we
must indeed be wary of Irigaray’s association of femininity with the unfigurabte,
as Butler warms,’ 3y ﬁ.cm? ke to retain three notions raised here —
challenge — as central to my

COnstitures

the prediscusive,

embeodimenr, relationalivy, and  discursive
concepiion of a maternal ethics. .. B

These concepts are mportant features of Kristeva's essay of 1977, .VSW.W
Mater’, which will now be considered more deeply. Here, the maternal body is
figured as a site of splitting and exchange: ‘a mother is a continuous separanion, a
division of the very flesh’ {1086, 178). Like Ingaray later, Kristeva suggests here
that the infant’s EFQOET% to the maternal body 1s 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 berween bodies’ {19806, mev. Like Chandler and
DiQuinzio, Kristeva

challenges the tdea of individualism, of ‘singularity” ‘it w.m
not natural, hence it is inhwman; the maniz smitten with Oneness” (1686,

She links her idea of a relational subjectivity and expressivity both to the
experience of birthgiving and to ethics, in the following reflection:

Al rc:mr it concerns every woman’s body, the heterogeneity that cannot be subsumed in

wtheless explodes violently with pregnancy {the threshold of culture and
s her the

the signifier neve
natured and the ¢ :Ev arrival (which extracts woman out of her oneness and gives
possibilicy — but not the certaingy — of reaching ouc to the other, the ethical) (1086, 132).

Maternity, then, opens up the possibility of an ethical form of exchange with
cothers. This exchange involves an acceptance of differences, such as those to be
found between the sexes (1086, 184). [t also, Kristeva asserts, makes the thought
of death bearable {1986, v83);"" that is, it renders fragihty tolerable by creating
bonds of care and meamng.
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T8 INTRODUCTION

like now to deal with the idea of 2 maternal aesthetic. Performanvity, 1 would
argue, offers 2 way of understanding literary discourse which might extend
recent notons of a maternal aesthetic, such as that developed by Brenda O, Daly
and Maureen T. Reddy. They put forward a postinodernist aesthetic as central
t0 ‘an undersaanding of maternal writing, asserting that ‘since Oedipal narracives
silence the voices of mothers, we must lsten for maternal stories in postmodern
plots where selfhood is constructed, or reconstructed, in more complex patterns’
(1991b, 12}, Daly and Reddy cite Benjamin as important for an understanding
of such ‘reconstructions’ of maternal subjecrivity as relauonal and in Process.
Such ideas have been linked to postmodernism by Pawricia Waugh. Considering
the question of a postmodern feminist literature, Waugh examines psychoana-
Fytic accounts of subjectivity, o relate them to recent women's writiilg, much
ot which, according to her, has ‘explored modes of relational identity’ (1606,
339). L oo draw upon psychoanalysis, and particularly upon Benjamin, but, like
Hirsch, Daly, and Reddy, 1 am wary of relying upon an intefpreative framewaork
which has tradifionally silenced mothers.

[ myself argue for a performative and cthical maternal aesthetics. Aestheric

practice wnvolves relationality, which | have already identified 25 an ethical
practice, since it constituces participation in a particular culture, as Butler nozes:
‘what is called agency can never be understood as 3 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 performatvicy: .
Agency would then be the double-movement of being constiruted in and by a signifier,
where ‘1o be constituted’ means ‘to be compelled to cite or repeat or mime’ the sipnifier
itself. Enabled by the very signifier that depends for its continuation on the furure of that
citational chain, agency s the hiatus in iterability, the compulsion o insiall an 1denity
through repetition, which requires the very conungency, the underermined interval, that
1dentity seeks Inssstendy to foreclose (1003, 2209,

Such a pertormativity can produce new ‘idenufications’, | would suggest, so that
it may be understood as a maternal, ethical ace. 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 subjectiviey as relational and meamng as dialogic (feremiah 2002h).
"These ideas will be developed further in the conclusion.

[am, it may scem obvious by now, not concerned with identifying the ‘muth’
abour mothers” experiences. That T am not dealing with (explicidy) antobio-
graphical works, and that 1 do not even deal with the guestion of auto-
biography, " points 1o my desire to avoid a conflation of writer with rexz, and to
my agreemens with Buder’s jdea of the untenability of authorial authoriey,
which means that one cannot own one’s work {1993, 242)

MOTHERING, WRITING, AND PERFOBRMATIVITY

Commutted to the ideas of ditference and muldplicity as T am, T hope that this
metanarraive will not gloss over or deny the variation in and berween texts. 1
hiope too that my use of theoretical orearments of maternmty will not serve o
undermine or deny the literariness'® of the texts examined: at the same time, |
would insist that, like all coltural produces, the lacter are consticuted by and
implicated in dominanc ideological formations and therefore of politcal
relevance. Fhave chosen to examine works by ten writers: Gisela Elsner, Margot

Schroeder, Karin Seruck (West Germany); Barbara Frischmush, Elfviede Jelinek,

Auna Muguosch, Andrea Woltmayr (Austria); Maja Beuder and Erica Pedrett
witzerland), and trmeraud Morgner (GDR). These texts are in different ways

and to diffevent extents concerned wirh maternity, and they sitnate themselves
ery differently with regard ro femimsm. In the case of Morgner, particularly, it
must be borme in mind that the author was writing in the context of the GDR.
My aim 15 twolold: to offer new readings of literary texts, and, in doing so, to

provide insights into how maternicy might be adequately theorized by
contemporary feminists, in particular by pointing the way towards a performative
matenal agency.

1 focus here on novels which fearare mathers as central characters. While | do
ntot pretend that my scudy 1s exhanstve,’” it does constitute the most thorough
examination of maternal subjecdvides in lHeerature n German to date. What has
preceded it has dealt largely with daughrers’ perspectives on their mothers, like
Helga W. Kraft and Barbara Kosta’s 1983 artcle on Helga M. Novak, Jura
Heinrich, and Gabriele Wolmany, and Maria-Reging Kecht's 1989 asticle on
Mirguesch and Jelinek. Renate Dernedde’s 1004 Mufrerschatten-Schattenmiitier is
concerned mainly with recent texis narrated by daughsers; Karharina Aualls’s
1993 Ferbunden und pebunden is also a study of mother-daughter relationships in
recent literature. Three recent collections of articles tesiify to the growing
mnrerest in Heerary depictions of H.E:ﬁ.ajﬁ.ﬁmrmm Kraft and Elke Liebs’s (10g3);
Renate Mohrmann's (1996), and limngard mﬂcawﬁmw,unm Woltram Mauser’s
(1906). As vet, however, chere has been no book-length study dealing exclusively
with the maternal perspective in Lrerarare in Geoman.

This examinaton of maternal subjectiviry is to be viewed in the context of
the ongoing feminist project to understand and articulate maternity — 4
poststructuralist perspective. Thacis o say, as a oritic | dare not claim an iusory
authortty, a claim against which Butler would warn, and My 2ULONOMY a5 a
WG _.,H:.E.mmw 15 defimutely relational and situational; this book would not exist
withour the existence of earlier ones. Occupying as [ do a particular subject
posiaon — as & white, Western woman who is not a mother,'® 4 feminist ete, —
Lam both lnnited and enriched by thus condinon and can only write from it.

Structurally, chis investigation effects a splitiing of the notion of materniry
into various aspects {which are, of course, iterrelated), to be examined in five
chaprers, In chaprer one, the questions of maternal agency and community are
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considered. The second
third wich

chaper deals with the issue of the maternal body, the
the mother-child dyad. The fourth chapteris concerned with notions

of fammly, and the final ch Wpler examines magernity and creativity. Such a
division, while artificial (but perhaps only o the extent that all discursive
construcnions are), brings out the complexity and  diversicy of maternal

experience, and makes for greater ease in Tm:rr:m the dense theory o which ir

has given rise. It also enables us to trace what might loosely be termed

chronology Qm mothering. From the social context of the mother, the
background o women’s mothering, we move o the bodily experience of
WAternity, 1o pregunanc birthgiving, and nursing. From  the prima
mother—child bond, we move o the construcron and organization of th
relationship within ‘the family’. Finally we consider the mother x5 a WITCIRg

EEQH operating within such constructions and OLZanizations.
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CHAPTER ONE

MATERNITY, AGENCY, AND COMMUNITY

Fihink it's a legead rhat half the population of the world is fernale: where
on'earth are they keeping them all? { Joanna Rouss, The Female ]

We have already encountered the idea that motherhood in Western culture rests
upon 4 number of binary oppositions, such as male/female, mind/body, nature/
culture, and public/private. It has been the task of poststructuralist feminise
analysss to deconstruct these oppositions, revealing them to be consuructs racher
than givens. The categories public and private, for example, are to be viewed as
contingent and shitung (Elsheain 1981, 4). In this chapter { am concerned with
how the texts in question negotiate these categories. I argue that challenging the
maditonal public/private distnction is crucial to the project of developing
the performative maternal agency which was outlined in the meroduction, as the
texts examined here performatively demonstrate. Where these oppositions are
left unquestioned, the texts suggest, mothers are rendered abject and muce. They
are also isolated; it appears that preserving taditional social AITANGeITents
forecloses the possibility of community, of mulaple relationality, something
which has been idendfied as vital to the notion of maternal AZENCY.

My suggestion is not that we abolish the terms ‘public’ and “private’, only that
we always locate then in context and scrutinize them for the agenda which they
might be representing. We must begin, I contend, with a erirical examination of
the notion of ‘mradition’, as problemacically deployed in the paragraph above.
Central to the feminist atcempt to redefine the public and the private hag been
the awareness that maternicy is historicaily contingent (Badinter 1081; Glenn
1904, 3; Matchell 1971, 100). To speak of ‘vaditional’ parenting arrapgements is
o run the risk of obscuring such contingency. “Tradition’ is unfixed and
changeable; social pracuces anse from and operate in partcular contexes. For
example, in eighteenth- and nmeteenth-century Europe and North America,
the growth of industrialization, which brought with it a shift towards work
outside the home, meant the creation of a new private sphere of domesticity
(Badirer 1987, 145; Glenn 1904, I4; Janeway 1977, 195; Hirsch 1989, 14). The
association of femininity with the privace and the emotional is thus bound up
with historical, economie, and political factors.



