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Abstract

MAKE ROOM FOR MOTHER: A STUDY OF MOTHERHOOD AND THE MATERNAL
INSTINCT IN 20" CENTURY WOMEN WRITERS

By

Heather Brown Hudson

Advisor: Professor Eugenia Paulicelli
In writing the maternal, or the ‘mother,’ the authors in
this dissertation have undermined the existence of a mold,
as it were, of maternal behavior, the maternal instinct, and
of the act of mothering. That is, the roles that the women
play in the works I discuss here problematize the assumption
that there even exists any universal ‘coda’ or standards of
behavior by which all mothering practices should abide.
Writing mothers in such a way works to denaturalize the
association of the feminine to the female in language. What
this will hopefully result in is a rethinking of essence in

writing the maternal.

My project examines the ways in which, through language, the
often universally delineated function of mother as woman,
representation and institution is splintered, so to speak,

to reveal wider open spaces that have yet to be analyzed.



Here are several mothers who come to the experience of
mothering from very different vantage points. I have chosen
seven twentieth century works of fiction, autobiography, and
biography. By investigating the manner in which each author
treats the role of the mother in the text, I forge a
relationship between them. Jeanette Winterson, Audre Lorde,
Jamaica Kincaid, Sibilla Aleramo, Jane Lazarre, Simone de
Beauvoir, and Jean Nathan each write from very disparate
cultural circumstances as well as within various genres of
literature, yet there is a certain continuum in each
author’s approach in narrating the maternal. That said, my
project is a piecing together of many moving parts, and so
it is necessary to offer some cultural context for each

author.

One of the questions I try to answer pertains to who
controls the narrative’s trajectory? Is it the writer
(narrator) or the subject? In this case the subject is
usually the mother. That is, can a narrator daughter ever
claim agency over the narrated mother in the text? I will
also discuss the notions of genre and gender as they relate
to the roles of women and power in language. To scrutinize
the behaviors and language of mothers, daughters, mother

figures, and maternal love is to consider whether or not



there is such a thing as a female/maternal essence or

nature.

My arguments are informed, in part, by two major works of
philosophy and gender studies. Luisa Muraro’s 1’Ordine
simbolico della madre and Christine Battersby’s The
Phenomenal Woman. I use these, among a few other critical
works, to anchor certain arguments surrounding what I
speculate are the authors’ intentions in writing the
maternal as fluid and flexible. My choice of texts and the
claims I make also challenge some of the theoretical
positions that Muraro and Battersby take, namely Muraro’s

stance about the role of language and the potentiality that

language has to precisely identify and represent the mother.

For clarity’s sake, it is important to note that the

maternal figures rendered here are both fictional characters

created via literature (as with Winterson’s Dog Woman) as
well as real life women whose lives have either been first
person narrated (as in the case of Jane Lazarre, Sibilla
Aleramo) narrated via the daughter‘(as we see with Jamaica
Kincaid, Simone de Beauvoir, and Lois Gould,) and finally,
via a third party narrator, as with Jean Nathan’s work on

Dare Wright.

Vi



What I will argue throughout this dissertation is that
language and literature have the authority to expose the
notion of the maternal instinct as a tyrant of a

postulation, seeming to be rooted as much in behavior and

society as it is in biology. Further, when we see behaviors

by the mothers in these works that might otherwise be deemed

a perversion of the mothering instinct, it is important to
reconsider that the mother here serves more so as a trope,
or, to clarify, a manifestation of language and culture,
than actual tangible figures. As such, these mothers’
maternal instincts, if you will, often take the shape of a
conceptual chasm, and are frequently unreflective of
reality. In this way, I claim, the entire notion of a

maternal instinct is a construct in need of rethinking.
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INTRODUCTION

The women writers in this project offer their reader
diverse portrayals of motherhood. That said, it is not
enough that I present them simply as part of an already
established framework of literature on motherhood and
the maternal instinct. Instead, I work to resituate
them in a completely different cadre. What interests
me the most is that these authors not only perform, via
their characters, ways of mothering that open up space
for discussion about what acts are considered
‘motherly,’ but more importantly they give voice and

offer agency to the sharply defined reality that is



mothering, motherhood, and the maternal. They, in
short, invent another strain of motherhood altogether.
In so doing, the questions of duty and desire are
begged, and the notions of gender and genre are
rethought. To elaborate on this point, it is very often
the act of writing which serves as the only successful
method attempted by the women at finding solace and
achieving independence. Through close analytic and
critical readings of works of autobiography, biography,
and fiction, I will explore narratives that privilege
the figure of the mother and reveal the possibilities
of redefining the phenomenon of maternal

representation.

My overall intention for this dissertation is
threefold. Firstly, and most importantly, my aim is to
illustrate, via a selection of twentieth-century
literature, the vastness of maternal subjectivity by
arguing that, while there undoubtedly does exist
maternal love, it is neither always unceonditional nor
necessarily instinctual, as it is often enabled by
sociological, biological, and psychological conditions.
Secondly, I’11 analyze the complex dialogic of maternal

experience with kin, spouse, society, and self. It is



my final object to allow my textual analyses help
render suspect the trite and clichéd nature of the
phrase “maternal instinct.” It is my premise that no
one version of the maternal phendmenon is to be
eclipsed by another. That is, whether celebrating the
beauty of maternal unorthodoxy, as in the novel Sexing
the Cherry, exploring the effects of maternal neglect,
as in Mommy Dressing, expressing repressed rage, or
working to excavate maternal origins, as in Zami, these
works demonstrate the gamut of truths that reveal the
maternal experience when severed from circumscribed

conditions.

As varied works of literature, these texts operate on
different levels of attentiveness to the figuring of
the maternal. When resituated in the reframed context,
which is the context of motherhood as a trope and a
potent fabrication however, they represent an acute.and
subverting response to maternal narratives that, as

W

Jane Lazarre suggests in The Mother Knot, are not

altogether wrong, but leave out half the truth.”' Each

chapter will ultimately question what types of acts and

performances “might be maternal, without falling into

! Jane Lazarre, The Mother Knot (Beacon Press: Boston, 1976).



essentialism, which might judiciously represent the

mother’s contradictory double position."2

My study here implies that there exist other, perhaps
adverse, transgressive emblems of motherhood that do
not reify, but rather threaten the symbolic and
cultural propulsion to reify a sense of fixity therein.
And as a non-fixed entity, it is language, both written
and oral, which will serve as the means for both a
rewriting and furthering of maternal myths. The women
writers I’ve situated in dialogue here raise questions
which work to counter mainstream patriarchal discourse,
and in so doing suggest other ways to sift through the
often predetermined character of the maternal. This
dialogic of the ‘maternal’ versus the ‘essence of’ the
maternal is precisely what Christine Battersby’s 1998

philosophically based work The Phenomenal Woman’

confronts head on.

Battersby begins by presenting the figure of the woman
as a dual operation. “In the history of western

metaphysics,” Battersby says, “woman -is phenomenal in a

2 Marianne Hirsch, The Mother/Daughter plot: Narrative, Psychoanalysis, Feminism (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1989), 189.

3 Christine Battersby, The Phenomenal Woman. Feminist Metaphysics and the Patterns of ldentity
(New York: Routledge, 1998).



double sense. She’s something wonderful, amazing,
astonishing, and peculiar. But she’s also just a
surface deviation, mere ‘appearance’; unrepresentative
of that distinctive, underlying ‘essence’ of humanity
that philosophers have associated with ‘truth’.? She
emphasizes first and foremost the need to find a new
metaphysics to take the female subject positioning, not
as superior, or exclusive, but simply as the norm. Her
assertion that “the only way to move forward is to move
beyond firm identities” cautions all future theorists
of metaphysics never again to speak of essence or
ontology without realizing ‘woman’ as “central to the
notion of personhood and self.”® Yet when women are
mothers, issues of self and identity change and render
an experience not yet altogether understood. Battersby
is firmly rooted in this project as a major voice of

AN}

opposition to essentialism with the claim that “any
talk of essence or ontology is anti-feminist in

operation or intent.”®

* Battersby 1.
’ Battersby 16-17.

® Battersby 15.



Manifesting a great deal of resistance to ‘maternal
norms’ (if such a phrase can be said) in each
respective work, the narratives here privilege the
agency of the mother, and make a clear distinction, as
does Adrienne Rich, between the potentiality of giving
birth versus the ability and willingness to mother.

Not the central focus, but applicable to the works
nonetheless, is that fact that in virtually all of
these works, the father figure is either absent, exists
solely in memory, or operates as a kind of backdrop,
accessorizing the family instead of completing it.

From being a non-person to a berated figure of little
worth, the father will be discussed within the
framework of a centralized maternal subjectivity.

Also, in The Mother Knot, Une mort tres douce, and
Mommy Dressing, it is the mother figure that provides
the ultimate impetus for the creafive process. In A
Mother Knot, Jane Lazarre seems to be working out her
ambivalence toward the essentialist model of motherhood
in a very candid and impressionistic way by recounting
the story of her coming to motherhood. Her son’s birth
is certainly the impetus for the writing process, but
quite differently than in Simone de Beauvoir’s Une mort

tres douce. Here, Beauvoir’s writing is directly



inspired by her actual mother, not a ‘figure’ nor a
‘notion,’ but_the actual woman herself. As she
witnesses her mother’s body and mind deteriorate, she
questions ever so determinedly the business of a
maternal essence. And lastly, in Lois Gould’s Mommy
Dressing, the writing isn’t as much inspired by mother
as it takes the form of a cathartic exercise in order
to more or less purge herself of the mother. All of
the works mentioned above nonetheless legitimize
efforts to dissolve the archetypal markers that
constitute rarely seen renderings of the maternal as
well as problematize, defy, and even alter the
conventions that contain narratives of maternal
consciousness, thus opening up plenty of space for much

needed, discursive articulation on the topic.

Sociologist/psychoanalyst Nancy Chodorow concludes, at
the very end of her book The Reproduction of Mothering
that “biology and instinct do not provide adequate
explanations for how women come to mother.”’” For
Chodorow, instinct serves as a fraudulent discourse for

women. In other words, instinct is that esoteric

7 Nancy Chodorow, The Reproduction of Mothering: Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of Gender
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), 25



phenomenon which is supposed to link women to eternal
duties of the flesh. It is therefore entirely
comprehensible then that this discourse is frequently

negated, no?

Through the creative process, that is, through language
and the act of writing, the identity of the mother,
then, is assumed not ascribed. As such, the question
of the maternal is elucidated by neither faithful
adherence to, nor utter disregard for, the cultural and
social mythologies surrounding the maternal.
Répresented as the loving virgin, the obsessive
hysteric, the negligent abuser, or the absent ‘non-
maternal’ mother, all such renderings highlight one
general truth: that there exists a considerable
dichotomy between what it is to mother and what it is
to speak about mothering, a caveat Adrienne Rich speaks

of as experience vs. institution.®

Before laying out the synopses of each chapter, it is
important to understand that narratives focusing on

maternal identity and subject formation which go beyond

8 Adrienne Rich, Of Woman Born-Motherhood as Experience and Institution ( New York: Norton,
1995).



Oedipal patterns will undoubtedly focus largely on
developing alternate women-centered mythdlogies, at the
center of which one can locate the mother figure as the
means and the end, for better or worse. Here, the
origins of civilization are certainly not the primal
struggle between father and son, but are instead by and
large between mother and daughter or, as in the case of

Jeanette Winterson’s Dog Woman, mother and son.

My first chapter will be Mapping the Matrix, in which I
will use Winterson’s Sexing the Cherry and Audre
Lorde’s Zami. This chapter will juxtapose the concept
of the maternal as a theoretical subject of sexual
difference with the cofporeality of motherhood as
portrayed by the mother figure in each work. Separate
from the practice of empowering the maternal through
the use of metaphors, in the two works discussed in
this chapter, it is also physicality which facilitates
agency. Whether or not the figure of ‘the’ mother is
part of a material reality for any one subject, the
fact remains thaf it is always ‘a’ woman, ‘a’ mother,
who enables genealogy and ultimately allows anyone of

us to reference, yearn for, or even reject a particular



‘origin’. Further, it would be impossible to speak of
origins without introducing the work of Luisa Muraro,
who has made the claim that we stabilize an ‘original’
relationship with the matrix of life by integrating our
childhood with our present experience. Muraro’s 1991
L’ordine simbolico della madre serves as a very useful
starting point for beginning the discussion on

Winterson and her very special brand of mothering.

Jeanette Winterson’s novel Sexing the Cherry, at the
helm of which is a tour de force named Dog Woman, is
about a woman in possession of power, strength, a son,
and also fear. Dog Woman’s son begins the novel with
his own birth as a starting point; “My name is Jordan.
This is the first thing I saw.”’ Through the
Althusserian act of calling himself a name, it is as if
Jordan, the son, has summoned himself and
linguistically establishes himself as an individual
outside of time and space. Jordan then immediately
invokes the mother figure, yet her name remains a
seemingly irrelevant component. This is interesting

because later on, Jordan’s mother, aka Dog Woman,

® Jeanette Winterson, Sexing The Cherry (London: Random House, 1989), 9.

10



begins her side of the story by saying “I had a name

#10  Jordan speaks of her simply

but I have forgotten it.
as “my mother” as he recalls the details of his, albeit
figurative, terrifically fabled birth. About his
mother, he says, “she scooped me up; she tied me
between her breasts whose nipples stood out 1like
walnuts. She took me home and kept me there with fifty

711 While she possesses

dogs and no company but her own.
superbly protective ‘maternal’ instincts, she firmly
maintains that she did not need a man to become a
mother: “I would have liked to pour out a child from
my body but you have to have a man for that and there's

no man who’s a match for me. 12

Not only tracing matrilineage, but praising it, and
revitalizing its potency is what, in large part, binds
Winterson and Lorde’s texts. The mother in Zami
resembles, narratively énd mythically speaking,
Winterson’s Dog Woman. Lacking, and not concerned by
this lack, any appropriated womanly or maternal charms,

so to speak, these women, as rendered in the works,

1% Winterson 11.
! Winterson 10.

12 Winterson 11.

11



possess powers that exceeded typical powers ever
attributed to a female, let alone a mother. Most
importantly, they are both gifted with the power to
conceal the fact that being a woman in each text’s
cultural and historical context has its obvious
limitations. 1In fact, Lorde writes that as a child,
she thought her mother “had a great deal more power
that she actually had. Invested in this image of
herself, [she] took pains, I realize now, to hide from
us as children, the many instances of her

713 1ikewise, Dog Woman’s son Jordan,

powerlessness.
right before setting off on his big adventure across
the sea, states “I want to be like my rip-roaring
mother who cares nothing for how she looks, only for
what she does. She has never been in love, and no,
never wanted to be either. She is self-sufficient and

without self-doubt.”!

In both Winterson’s and Lorde’s texts we have a vision
of mothering that is not explained away in metaphoric,

archetypal, or Freudian terms. At best, it can be

13 Audre Lorde, Zami: A New Spelling of My Name (California: The Crossing Press, 1982), 17.

" Winterson 101.

12



described as visceral and in short, an overt challenge
to the traditional system of representatién that
supplies the stuff that comprises the well-marketed and
mythic brand of motherhood. In my next chapter In the
Flesh- Motherhood as Political Occupation I delve into
exactly what this stuff is that comprises the brand of

motherhood that many of us might buy into.

In Adrienne Rich’s Of Woman Born, Rich asserts that we
“need to imagine a world in which every woman is the

715 In the second

presiding genius of her own flesh.
chapter I study Sibilla Aleramo’s Una Donna and Jane
Lazarre’s The Mother Knot for signs that these women
recognize this imagined world as paramount to their own
survival. My arguments in chapter two will also
further Adrianna Cavarero’s notion that “the corporeal
always and everywhere seeps back into political
discourse, revealing itself indeed as that discourse’s

v 16

foundation. Corporeality, embodiment and selfhood

will be at the core of this comparative discussion,

15 Rich 285.

' Deanna Shemek, introduction to Stately Bodies: literature, philosophy, and the question of gehder.
Relating Narratives: storytelling and selfhood, by Adriana Caverero (London: New York: Routledge,

2000), 9.
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with emphasis on Christine Battersby’s The Phenomenal
Woman. In these texts, the concept of motherhood, met
with intense ambivalence by the woman to whom the label
is affixed, hinges on a faulty foﬁndation, and is, at
best, resolved to be a stricture of sorts in which the
women find themselves, happily at times, wretchedly at
others. This is all in the féce of less than usual
expressions of unconditional love. At issue here is
also the question of how we are to see these women and
their audacious actions: political, brave, or as
abominable and essentially non-maternal. Through these
texts we will bear witness to Battersby’s assertions
made visible, notably the refusal to accept that "“the
self is inside the body in the same way that a body is
inside a room or a house.”!’ Instead, I claim, the body
is a “revolutionary space” on which discussions of
identity are not necessarily rooted in an understanding
that the self is unitary or contained. Endowed with a
keen political sensibility and verbal outspokenness
about the sex/gender system of which they are a part,

both Aleramo and Lazarre possess a certain level of

17 Battersby 40

14



lucidity concerning the plight of the woman, especially

the adverse nature of the marriage institution.

In Una Donna, there is a rape, and the autobiographical
narrator, Sibilla herself, must therefore ask herself
the question, “appartenevo ad un uomo, dungue?”'® “did
this man own me?”'® With this interrogation, Aleramo,
neither fearful of her rapist nor resolved to seek
help, is rather bewildered as to how or why to carry on
a life so deeply marred by such trauma. The notion of
ownership is one that dominates this woman’s psyche.
What results is the need to create and inhabit a space
that is all her own, apart from the binds which tie her
to her world as a mother, living with her husband and
rapist. This woman, void of poetic delusions of
liberation, abandons her only son and withdraws from
that space, as did Ingeborg Bachmann’s Undine, “defiant

and unpossessed.”?

18 Sibilla Aleramo, Una Donna (Rome and Turin: STEN, 1906), 27.

1 Sibilla Aleramo, A Woman (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), 36.
2% Deanna Shemek, introduction to Stately Bodies: literature, philosophy, and the question of gender.

Relating Narratives: storytelling and selfhood, by Adriana Cavarero (London: New York: Routledge,
2000), 9.

15



In The Mother Knot, no such bodily violence from a
third party ensues. However, issues revolve around
ownership of a woman’s own self, not due to rape or any
other type of criminal victimization, but instead due
to the act of giving birth and having a child. “This
world, in all its wonder and horror, seemed to belong
more to my tiny son, sleeping in his carriage, than it
did to me.”?! I conclude this chapter with the bold
suggestion that the maternal instinct could possibly be

as much a force of habit as it is a force of nature.

Chapter 3 is entitled A Shadow of Self: Jamaica
Kincaid’s Daughters and their Mothers. This chapter’s
discussion focuses on the means by which memory,
repression, and flashback enact the agency of the
mother in her efforts to validate, recuperate, and

affirm identity, fragmented by the past.

My discussion will in part use memory as a trope. I
look to Philippe Lejeune’s essay “The Autobiography of
Those Who Cannot Write” as a starting point for a
discussion on authorship and narrative truth. When

compounded with the maternal bond and memory, as

2 Lazarre 39.

16



Kincaid’s works are, the narratives take on almost
mythological significance. What I aim to do is
juxtapose the ambivalence of the daughters and the
persistence of the mothers. At once, the daughters we
encounter here remain subsumed by the mother’s power
while simultaneously attempting to remove themselves

from the mother’s grasp.

Jamaica Kincaid’s works included in my project can be
seen as works all dealing with some sort of loss.. The
Autobiography of my Mother, in particular, is more so
an 1incantation of never having had. It 1is the
autobiographical tragedy of the main character, Xuela,
who, upon learning that her mother "“died at the moment
[she] was born came to feel that for [her] whole 1life

722 The problem

[she] had been standing on a precipice.
of the self in this text is intrinsically boqnd up with
the notion of eternity, with the distinction between
the two always minute. This 1s because Xuela’s story
is told against a landscape that is overcome with, not

necessarily absence, but rather non-existence. She

recounts the ties, imagined or real, that she may have

22 yamaica Kincaid, Autobiography of My Mother (Penguin. New York, 1996.), 3.

17



with this woman. She revels in everything “native”
that 1is analogous with the mother, and exposes her
through the only means at her disposal: memory and
language. As a presence outside of the spoken word,
forcibly narrated via a voice that speaks another
language, Xuela’s mother 1is relegated to a narrated
existence, or, as Cavarero would perhaps posit, she 1is
a “narratable self.” For Xuela, pilecing together her
mother is contingent on imagination and sparse memory,
and therefore, is not reflective of an autobiographical
consciousness leading to narration. As such, the role
of language becomes vital given that it 1s Xuela's
intention to approximate not embody the maternal

figure.

With Xuela, the irony 1lies in the fact that the only
means by which Xuela can create this woman‘is language.
At base, it is the desire in Xuela to create a maternal
figure who sustains such a narrative. As Xuela wishes
-to expose her mother, not become her, Kincaid éffers a
new understanding of the origin of the matrix by
asserting the relevance of being a female sexed subject
constituted within a female genealogy. Thé next

chapter is wholly dedicated to the business of being

18



that female sexed subject in writing, writing the
mother, and the role of language as 1t relates to the

daughter and her subjectivity.

Chapter 4, Death Becomes Her: Writing Mother as ‘Other”’
in Simone de Beauvoilir’s Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter
and Une mort tres douce is a discussion of the
phenomenon of the daughter/subject assuming a firm
identity only via the death of the mother, especially
in terms of how, via circumscription of death, the
figure of the mother is taken out of the framework in
which she.is formerly imprisoned and, only through
language, re-evaluated. That is, the narrator (the
daughter) forms an identity that has been thought anew
in terms of embodiment, memory, and loss. The act of
narration fbsters a different kind of self, a self that
is almost solely focused on the natality of the woman
(dying or dead) at the helm of the text. I will
explore what it means for the author to live with a
dead/dying parent—as a daughter, marking the difference
that gender makes in such a situation. For Beauvoir,

her sick mother, for whom “le monde s’etait reduit aux

19



dimensions de sa chambre,”?® brings to light the notion
of the woman’s body as a mechanical construct, apart
from emotive possessions, whose foundation (body) is
crumbling, whose door (mouth) goes askew, and whose
words need translating upon exit. It is for this
reason that the question of voice is so crucial in the
text. Beauvoir reinstates meaning to her mother’s life
and is overcome with grief, more than anything because
she believed there was little or no true resemblance
between her mother and herself, Simone basically being
the family breadwinner. Nonetheless, she finds herself

steeped in a sort of unwilling interconnectedness,

Je parlai a Sartre de la bouche de ma mere, telle que Jje

1’avais vue le matin et de tout ce que j’y dechiffrais:

une gloutonnerie refuse, une humilite presque servile,

de 1l’espoir, de la detresse, une solitude - celle de sa

mort, celle de sa vie - qui ne voulait pas s’avouer. Et

ma propre bouche, m’a-t-il dit, ne m’obeissait plus:

j’avais pose celle de maman sur mon visage et j’en

o . L 24
imitais malgre moi les mimiques.

I talked to Sartre about my mother’s mouth as I had seen

it that morning and about everything I had interpreted

in it - greediness refused, an almost servile humility,

hope, distress, loneliness.my mouth was not obeying me

2 Simone de Beauvoir, Une mort tres douce (Paris: Gallimard, 1964), 112.

% De Beauvoir 47.
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anymore: I had put Maman’s mouth on my own face and in

spite of myself, I copied its movements .’

Other than voice, at the core of Beauvoir’s text are
questions of identity, aging, and loss. Whereas with
Kincaid’s texts, the reader is not privy to this type
of corporeal exposition of the mother, Beauvoir makes
out of it an entire novel. I will discuss the impact -
of such a textual exposition of the body of the mother
on Beauvoir’s newfound understanding of the maternal,
drawing on Nancy K. Miller’s 2000 work Bequest and
Betrayal: Memoirs of a Parent’s Death® as well as Julia

Kristeva’s Revolution in Poetic Language.?”” The 1link

between these works and the two primary sources in this
chapter is the notion of textuality and corporeality.
Kristeva and Miller examine subjectivity but also the
subject of writing itself. To that end, Leon S.
Roudiez’s introduction advises that all we have is the
text and that the text and its language must remains
the main point of departure. I switch gears in chapter

five from the role of language itself to an examination

25 Simone de Beauvoir, 4 Very Easy Death, tr. Patrick O’Brian (New York: Pantheon Books, 1965), 31.

2 Nancy K. Miller, Bequest and Betrayal: Memoirs of a Parent’s Death (Bloomington: University of
Indiana Press, 1996).

27 julia Kristeva, Revolution in Poetic Language, trans. Margaret Waller (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1984).
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of the language and behavior of the artist/mother for

the last two works in my discussion.

This last chapter, entitled For Art’s Sake: From
Obsession to Abandonment, privileges the agency of the
mother, and makes a clear distinction, as does Adrienne
Rich, between the potentiality of giving birth versus
the ability and willingness to mother. For Art’s Sake:
From Obsession to Abandonment renders problematic the
already “uneasy intersection [of] motherhood, identity,
and créativity.”28 In this chapter I will examine two
depictions of the eccentric maternal from the
perspective of either a third party or kin of the
mother in question. Jean Nathan’s The Secret Life of
the Lénely‘ Doll will focus on the obsessive artist
mother, while my analysis of Lois Gould’s text Mommy
Dressing will revolve around the issue of abandonment

by a mother/artist.

Here, I work to weave together the relationship between
women, madness, and the maternal. I will examine how

the role of the unsentimental, self-possessed, and

2 Moyra Davey, Mother Reader: Essential Writings on Motherhood, (New York: Seven Stories
Press, 2001).
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often malevolent mother figure works to restructure the
discourse of the maternal. While the narratives
construct these women as mothers, first and foremost,
it is quickly understood that, as mothers, they express
no concern about the obligations imposed upon women as

such.

Significantly, what seems to be missing in these women
is any intimation of an altruistic tie or bond,
assumingiy made permanent by the act of being a mother.
Often ensconced in mental illness, depression, and/or
various types of abuse, these women provide torturous
predicaments for their children, yet the crisis lies in
the inability of the children to either completely
identify with, or remove themselves, from the mother.
Further, no theoretical framework is offered to explain
away this phenomenon. A crude rendering of these cases
may characterize the mothers in these texts as simply
selfish and negligent. This would be not necessarily
inaccurate but rather incomplete as a characterization.
These women could be termed, to use E. Ann-Kaplan’s

729

label, “postmodern mothers. In this work, Kaplan

¥ E. Ann Kaplan, Motherhood and Representation: The Mother in Popular Culture and Melodrama

(London: Routledge, 1992), 20.
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distinguishes three predominant mother paradigms that
evolved during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
along with the industrial revolution and bourgeois
culture — those of the saintly, self-sacrificing
mother, the over-protective mother, and finally, the
malevolent mother, who does harm to her children. These
paradigms of Kaplan’s serve as an historical background
against which to view discourses on contemporary
motherhood. Postmodern theories introducing the
concept of flexible identities enable readers to
conceptualize the twentieth-century women written about
in the works here as possessing a multitude of identiy
based traits instead of being subject to a fixed
identity - sex object, mother, etc. As ‘postmodern, ’
these women are able to comfortably claim many
different positions and subjectivities. This thinking
opens up new possibilities and new ways of thinking

about women and their representation as mothers.

Constructed through and responding to social and
historical changes in the discourse on womanhood and
femininity, women like Dog Woman shed light on the
reality that translating the mother figure and the

maternal instinct into language allows for the
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discursive constraints on a ‘motherly’ code of behavior
to be called into question. And while it is true that
mothers like Medea aﬁd Lady Macbeth prove that so
called anti-motherly behavior has been in operation
long before the writing about it took place, the
mothers in my project aren’t being classified or
defined in the same way as these mothers have been.
They do not subvert a ‘maternal instinct’. Rather,
they expand the limits of defining motherhood.

Inherent in all of the women at issue in these chapters
is a notion of unpredictability. The narrators in this
chapter’s works observe each mother as a scientist
would examine a suspicious gene pattern in a DNA study,
duly noting key gestures, breaths, and even non-
actions, as if one move would drastically alter the
outcome of the equation, working hard to betray, for
better or worse, the torrent of institutionalized codes
of maternal behavior. Are these women, then, peculiar
deviants of a singular species, so to speak, or are
they comprised of the same “stuff” that even the truest

and dearest of mommies are made of?
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A discussion of the maternal in contemporary times
through the lens of a particular literary discourse
should clarify my overall project as a compilation of
unique, if not altogether off kilter, narratives of
mother/mothering, which have, not necessarily rooted,
but rather pronounced themselves in modern times. It
is evident that the emergence of psychoanalysis
compounded with the expanding worlds of feminism and
feminist literary theory has helped engender an
alternate economy of maternal representation that is

beyond traditional plot structures.

I hope to engender serious discourse surrounding
alternate maternal economies. What these economies
consist of are representations that separate the
maternal figure from the metaphors and fictions that
have already rooted themselves so deeply in such
central places as language, theory and identity. I aim
not to exploit but rather elucidate fhe complex
conditions around which women come to mother. I am
focused on the conditions of women and their survival,
and to that end, this dissertation is a project that

works to make new offerings to readers and mothers with



regard to the maternal and the notion of the maternally

prescribed instinct.
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CHAPTER 1

“Mapping the Matrix in Jeanette Winterson’s Sexing

the Cherry and Audre Lorde’s Zami”

This discussion may initially seem an unlikely
pairing of two twentieth-century writers, given
their vastly different literary and cultural
origins. However, what justifies the bringing
together of Jeanette Winterson and Audre Lorde is
their unique rendering and understanding of the
mother. She is at once.a fixed entity, tangible and
present, as well as symbolic shelter, fluid and
elusive. The elusive aspect of these mothers is
what brings me to clarify my agenda with the notion
of the journey and mapping. The narratives take the
shape of both a symbolic as well as a real time
geographical journey in which Dog Woman and Zami are
virtual objects of displacement. They leave their
homes, Dog Woman as mother pursuing the trajectories
of her son, and Zami as a daughter in search of an
identity. They find themselves traveling the world.

Dog Woman’s journeys privilege the agency of
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imagination, while Lorde’s are much less abstract
and more geographical. Dog Woman wonders, “does it
matter if the place cannot be mapped as long as I
can still describe it?”! while Zami acutely focuses
on the tangibility of the island that her mother
came from, Carricaou. Lorde herself didn’t find
this tiny island on a map until she was in her
twenties, subsequently adding to the obscurity of
her mother’s origins as well as the notion of

journey and place.

Zami is Audre Lorde’s eleventh published work. It
is labeled an autobiography, even though Lorde
claims an original category for the work, that of
‘biomythography’. What this term suggests is that
Audre Lorde the writer/activist/mother/lesbian/
warrior encompasses many selves in one. To further
clarify, the rendering of her ‘self’ in writing is a
multi faceted project, and before contemporary
critical terminology such as ‘hybrid,’ or ‘border’
identity emerged, Lorde put forth her own idea of
the ‘self’ in progress. Zami, iike Dog Woman, 1is

many selves in one, and defies almost all

! Jeanette Winterson, Sexing the Cherry (London: Random House, 1989), 15.
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categorization. Sexing the Cherry is Jeanette
Winterson’s fifth published work, and her foufth
work of fiction. Like in many of her other works,
the focus on the female and the female body is
paramount, and to illustrate her profoundly original
characters, she relies heavily on myth, fairytales,

and history.

Jeannette Winterson was born in 1959 in Manchester,
England, and adopted into a strict Pentecostal home.
Fvangelizing by 6, she left home at 16 after
declaring herself a leébian, and sought out a
college degree at St. Catherine’s College in Oxford,
England. Her novels stretch language and behavior‘
to its limits, testing the fluidity and essence of
all things seemingly stationary. Winterson writes
from the periphery of physicality and imagination.
To date, the figure of the mother in Sexing the
Cherry is the singular most prominent mother
charactef in any Winterson novel. Winterson herself

is not a mother.

Against a different urban backdrop, yet entrenched
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in a similar search for personal and artistic
identity as Winterson is Audre Lorde. Born to
Caribbean immigrant parents in New York in 1934,
left home at 20 to attend college and begin her
academic and personal journey into self fulfillment.
Within the framework of autobiographical writing by
lesbians, it would seem that, in looking at Jeanette
Winterson and Audre Lorde, the works most easily
aligned are Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit and

Zami. My discussion here, however, centers not
around the authors’ sharing of a genre per se, but
instead of a general thinking about the figure of
the mother. This desire to render the mother figure
in language crosses temporal, cultural, and literary

strictures.

The common ground for both writers is indeed feminist
autobiography. And while I choose not to focus
solely on that crossroad, their works do incite
useful discussions of sexuality, class inequalities
and gender hierarchies. But that is just the
beginning of what their literary achievements have

granted the reading public. Another shared area of
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exploration for both writers is identity,

particularly female identity. Identity functions as

a major trope with both writers. The individual
approach towards understanding identity, however,

does vary widely with both Lorde and Winterson.

Whereas Audre Lorde is a pioneer of the multicultural

self, Jeanette Winterson prides herself on being more

gender bending than multicultural, with characters
whose sexuality and gender role adherence shifts

intriguingly throughout any given work.

What is rooted in the title of this chapter,
“Mapping the Matrix,” within the context of both

works, can best be described as that which the

Italian feminist philosopher Luisa Muraro labels the

“symbolic order”.? Muraro reconsiders the concept of

woman by privileging the relationship with mother,
in large part, but not solely, by underscoring a
return to the body. Inherent to both of these

writers is the understanding that the mother can be

2 The most vital detail about this order is that it does not “repropose the male notion of power and
authority”. Instead, it reifies the link between the maternal as a symbolic concept and the “social

authority of women in the flesh”. Francesca Novello, “A Critical English Translation of Luisa
Muraro’s L’Ordine simbolico della madre” (PhD diss., University of Oklahoma, 1994), 82.
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found, if nowhere else, in or through the body.
Winterson and Lorde add a spatial aimension to the
discussion, thus illustrating in their works a
similar penchant for returning to the original place
of the mother, and they both do so by using body,

place, and time.

Above all else, Jeanette Winterson’s Dog Woman and
Audre Lorde’s Zami use the maternal as a navigating
force, a metaphorical map, if you will, to guide
each of them on their respective journeys. These
are figures of creative audacity that revel in an
instinctive power that is often the single strongest
force driving them, which I am simply terming
‘women’s love’. Whether it is love of a woman (as
in Zami) or else a woman’s love towards something or
someone (as with Dog Woman toward her son Jordan),
both women possess a great deal of agency and
physicality. The maternal becomes the point of
origin from which all is articulated. Jordan
alludes to how his mother almost serves as a compass
to guide him forward as well as help him find his
way back, even though the return for Jordan is often

imaginary. He says,
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The shining water and the size of the world. I
have seen both again and again since I left my
mother on the banks of the black Thames, but in
my mind it is always the same place I return to,
and that one place not the most beautiful nor the

most surprising.’

That place is his mother. Mother love and maternal
behavior serve as a force field through which both
Jordan and Zami conjure their identities. That is
why T am choosing to utilize the theoretical work of
Luisa Muraro, a leading figure in Italian feminism.
In The Symbolic Order of the Mother, Muraro
extricates the figure of the mother from the well of
writing surrounding the ‘woman.’ The mother, for
Muraro, is not a by-product of the woman’s‘function,
but instead she is an ontological process unto
herself. Likewise, Dog Woman and Zami are creations
of the fantastic®. Luisa Muraro’s philosophical

findings are helpful in understanding how the ‘mother

* Winterson 17.

* Mine Ozyurt Kylyg, a professor at the Bilkent University in Ankara, Turkey, wrote her PhD
thesis on Winterson, claiming that, “in the hands of writers with feminist intents, the fantastic
becomes a perfect tool for deconstructing old-established gender roles.” M. Ozyurt Kylyg, “The
Function Of The Fantastic In The Works of Angela Carter and Jeanette Winterson” (PhD diss.,
Middle East Technical University, 2005), iv.
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as trope’ works in both feminist narratives, in
particular how this understanding moves toward a

necessary re-thinking of gender and identity.

Muraro departs from theorizing about the mother in
terms of unrealistic and often fantastical notions of

childbirth and childrearing, and instead, affirms:

I do not speak of the mother metaphorically. I
speak of her realistically, and in order to be
clear, I will renounce the beautiful and rich

language that develops from the metaphor of the

mother and the symbolism of birth.’

The maternal in the texts is mapped and traceable
due to the work of kin (mother, father, sister,
etc). I argue here that Jeanette Winterson and
Audre Lorde share the literal use of maps, as well
as the figurative use of ‘place’. I will discuss
both works in depth later in the chapter, but I
first want to give ample context for my arguments.
Each work uses the notion of space as well as place

in locating the maternal.  More interestingly, they

> Novello 48.
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both use public versus private space: a city
street, the open sea, flea markets, the bank of a
river, a public square. In the prologue to Gender
Space Architecture, Leslie Kanes Weisman discusses
the idea of space as power. She claims that “the
appropriation and use of space are political acts”®.
In this respect, Winterson and Lorde work to
restructure the rigid notions of gendered space for
their characters’ sake. What makes their projects

even more unique is the fact that they attempt to do

so using the authority of the ‘maternal’.

What makes Winterson ‘political,’ to use Weisman’s
term, is that she wholly dominates male dominant,
non-domestic space such as a 17™ century public
square in London. She is an anti-superheroine of
sorts, unapologetic and fierce, unmercifully
partaking in vigilante justice. She shoves the
faces of corrupt Kings into her soiled
undergarments. Yet none of her actions are

gratuitous. The text clearly illustrates that the

reason she acts as such is explained away by her

® Leslie Kanes Weisman, “Women’s Environmental Rights: A Manifesto,” in Gender Space
Architecture: an Interdisciplinary Introduction, ed. Jane Rendell, Barbara Penner, and lain
Borden (London and New York: Routledge, 2000), 5.
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f%erce maternal instinct: éll that she does is in
order to protect her son. The point I am making
here is that Dog Woman’s actions do not support a
potential criticism that she may simply be
appropriating masculinity by behaving as she does.
Instead, under the auspice of maternal love, Dog
Woman succeeds, I am claiming, with Judith Butler’s
Gender Trouble in pocket, in performing subversive
acté both verbally and physically which work to
reveal the artificiality of gender based behavior
and representations. There are countless episodes
that serve as evidence of Dog Woman’s unexpected and
even at times deviant behavior. I will point out a
few to begin coloring my argument appropriately.
Once, upon trying to return to her former hut with
her son after a trip abroad, she is met by enemy
guards. She gets into a physical scuffle with them
all, is then shot, but amazingly comes back at the
assailants, removes the bullet from her body, and
goes after them even more furious than before. She
ends by single handedly dismembering someone. Also,
once when a local self proclaimed herbalist (and con

artist, according to Dog Woman) gathers a crowd

together to try and charge money for a peek at a
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newly discovered and exotic fruit, Dog Woman acts

the rebel and says:

I told Johnson that if he didn’t throw back his
cloth and let us see this wonder I’'d cram his
face so hard into my breasts that he’d wish
he’d never been suckled by a woman, so truly I
would smother him. He starts humming and
hawing and reaching for some coloured jar
behind his head, and I thought, he’ll not let
no genie out on me with its forked tongue and
balls like jewels, so I grabbed him and started
to push him into my dress. He was soon
coughing and crying because I haven’t had that

dress off in five years.’

Both Winterson and Lorde examine the maternal as
‘site’ in Sexing the Cherry and Zami® by
acknowledging the all encompassing agency of the
mother at the onset of each work. But what do such
efforts to locate the maternal and centralize a

narrative around it signify? Unlike the ability to

7 Winterson 12.

8 Audre Lorde, Zami: A New Spelling of My Name (California: The Crossing Press, 1982).
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identify and locate, the particular origins of a
genre or of a trend in critical theory on a literary
map of sorts, the task of trying to examine the
trajectory of the ‘maternal,’ is quite problematic,
especially when these mother figures are themselves

on a journey of epic proportion.

Winterson asserts, through the voice of Dog Woman,
that it does not matter if a place can be mapped as
long as that place is describable. I make the claim
that Winterson seems much more interested in
abstraction and spaces, whereas Lorde privileges the
physical reality of people and places. There are
moments, however, when Dog Woman enacts the journey
on her own and out of desperation and love, picks up
and follows her son. Following Jordan around is
what seems to quell Dog Woman’s concern about
Jordan’s well being. The mother’s actual pursuit of
the son is quite different than Zami’s need to
locate on a map her mother’s homeland, the island of
Carricaou. It is their individual motivation that
sets them apart. Zami’s mapping efforts initially
prove to be a marginalizing exercise, almost ending

in futility, as she does not find the island on an
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actual physical map until she is 26 years old.
Conversely, in Sexing the Cherry, Dog Woman yearns
to be the maternal homeland from where her son
Jordan will depart. She is his origin. He does
leave her for adventurous pursuits only to sail
around the world and return. He asserts: “The
shining water and the size of the world. I have
seen both again and again since I left my mother on
the banks of the black Thames, but in my mind it is

always the same place I return to.°”

The representations of these mothers place strong
emphasis on selves as multiple and categorization as
futile. Space and place are metaphorical concepts
that work to emphasize the fluidity in how the
characters come to identify with the worlds in which
they live as well as with themselves. I study these
twé works in particular because they both separate
the maternal realm from the constraints of gender

based rules of behavior.

® Winterson 17.
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Sexing The Cherry:

Jeanette Winterson illustrates the idea that from
the time that a mother has a child (notwithstanding
biology), there is a constant tension of ebbing and
flowing. With the imagery of water intertwined with
the background of discovery and the journey,
Winterson creates a narrative that ensconces the
maternal body (Dog Woman) as fixed and the kin
(Jordan) as stray. She posits, after having almost
literally fished her son from the Thames, “when
Jordan was a baby he sat on top of me as a fly rests
on a hill of dung. And I nourished him as a hill of
dung nourishes a fly, and when he had eaten his fill

he left me.”*°

For Winterson, Sexing the Cherry signifies a genre
expansion of the already vast landscape of what is
called Speculative Fiction, or Feminist Science
Fiction. Wolfe lobbied for a ‘room of one’s own,’
while Winterson claimed the entire world - for
herself and her adopted son. Dog Woman plays the

part of a warrior, fierce and confrontational, as

19 Winterson 11.
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well as genuinely protective of the boy Jordan she
takes on as her own.!! And what’s more, she actually
uses the female properties of her body as a defense.
She does not, as Irigaray has suggested, need to

712 these properties. Her

“suppress and subordinate
actions echo the sentiments of Carolyn Heilbrun in
Reinventing Womanhood that “women must abandon the
fantasy of womaﬁhood, that fantasy provided by fairy
tales and romances, and perceive themselves as the

713 In any event, despite

active principle, in short.
Dog Woman’s ferocious facade, the reader easily
believes that she may fall apart if harm were to
ever come to her son. Her agenda is selfless in
that respect. She is no Mother Courage.14 Her

intentions are pure and simple. While it’s true

that she does not hesitate to take revenge, verbal

' When Dog Woman takes Jordan to see the wonder of a banana for the first time, and encounters
adversity, she does not hesitate to assert her strength and threaten the adversary. “I took Jordan on
a hound-lead and pushed my way through the gapers and sinners until we got to the front and there
was Johnson himself trying to charge money for a glimpse of the thing...I lifted Jordan up and
told Johnson that if he didn’t throw back his cloth and let us see this wonder I'd cram his face so
hard into my breasts that he’d wish he’d never been suckled by a woman, so truly I would smother
him”, 12.

12 Luce Irigaray, This Sex Which is Not One (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985), 186.

13 Carolyn Heilbrun, Reinventing Womanhood (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1979), 167.
14 The Mother Courage reference speaks to the infamous mother figure in Bertold Brecht’s 20"
century play where a poor, widowed merchant loses two of her three children in war time but

almost immediately continues on with the business of buying and selling, an operation afforded to
her solely because of the war.
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and physical when necessary, what never falters 1is
her role as Jordan’s mother. This role contains no
preconceived notions about what that term has ever
signified, only steadfast certainty about the
imagined process of giving birth: Of that, she
says, “when a woman gives birth her waters break and
she pours out the child and the child runs free.”"
I venture to say that Winterson creates an ‘other’
sex in Sexing The Cherry, in which the character
associations common to our understanding of “woman”
and “mother” are not linked to the person of Dog
Woman. In short, inherent in Dog Woman’s public
persona is a nature that is arguably and typically
reserved for men, possessing little modesty or
passivity. To echo Luce Irigaray in This Sex Which
is Not One, the character of Dog Woman understands
“the possibility of sacrificing no one of her
pleasures to another, of identifying herself with
none of them in particular, of never being simply
one.”'® Reminiscent of the ancient Egyptian goddess
Bastet, cat/lion goddess and protector of the lands,

Dog Woman is instilled with qualities that link her

15 Winterson 11.

' Irigaray 30-31.



often quite closely with her primordial predecessors
in the animal kingdom. The way in which she acts as
Jordan’s protector and guardian indicates that she
sees acts of violence and hostile behavior as all

part of the makings of a mother.

I go as far as to claim that Dog Woman and Zami join
the ranks of the few women in modern literature who

occupy so many spheres- social, political, maternal,
sexual, even mythological, and are said to outwardly
feel every one of these ‘selves’ 1in utter excess.

7 in many ways

Also resembling Grendel’s mother,*
these women may even be characterized as monstrous.
The mother in both texts often uses her seemingly

superhuman powers to negotiate with the world of

men- the father included.'®

Begging this question of the mother’s body as ‘site’

of origin, Dog Woman iterates, and in part,

17 Seamus Heaney, trans., Beowulf: A New Verse Translation. (New York: W.W. Norton &
Company, 2000).

18 When I was born I was tiny enough to sleep in my father’s shoe, it was only later that I began to
grow to such proportions that my father had the idea of exhibiting me. My mother refused him,
saying no member of her family should be the subject of an exhibition, no matter how poor we
became. One night my father tried to steal me and sell me to a man with one leg. They had a
barrel ready to put me in, but no sooner had they slammed on the lid than I burst the bonds of the
barrel and came flying out at my father’s throat. This was my first murder. (Jeanette Winterson

107).
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celebrates, the non-biological terms of her
motherhood: “he came from the water”. She at once
acknowledges and laments this fact as well as
Jordan’s decision to sail the world, “.. I knew the
water would claim him again.”19 At heart, Dog Woman
is a protector. She is also vehement defender of
what she deems as unjust. Selective about that
which she allows to envelop her heart, Dog Woman is
an opportunist. Ironically, her son is the only one
who can pierce through her heart and expose her

weaknesses.

Winterson’s Sexing the Cherry employs the narrative
pattern of privileging the tangible and symbolic
power of the mother by endowing Dog Woman with a
position of elemental authority. The text engages
in narrative politics which, as Muraro theorizes,
will incite a return of “original” power to the
mother, not by means of reproduction necessarily but
pragmatically, renouncing the forcibly natural
language that develops from metaphors of instinct,

birth and nurturing and that is so deeply inscribed

1 Winterson 83.
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in the female body, resulting, in part, in a re-
thinking of the maternal and sexual difference. For
example, Winterson allows Dog Woman to go into
detail describing herself as a young girl at a time
when she seems to be aware of her own coming into
being and self development. She also, for the first
time, mentions her parents’ relationship. She
unapologetically gbes on to explain how she comes to

commit her first murder: that of her own father.

With the Electra complex as a possible point of
reference, Winterson accomplishes a lofty goal with
this piece of the narration. Dog Woman’s first
person recollections, to employ Muraro’s theorizing
on the maternal, are about a “return to the origin,
to the relationship with the mother.” But they do
more. They reject the father/male figure. Dog
Woman first does this through the act of murdering
him. It is utterly corporeal and the memories that

she recounts almost tangible.

What Muraro does in theory, Winterson puts into
practice. Winterson can be said to be enacting

exactly what Muraro calls for: “a shift from the
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power of

action.

720

the father and from its interface on our

She says:

When I was a girl I heard my mother and father
copulating. I heard my father’s steady grunts
and my mother’s silence. Later my mother told
me that men take pleasure and women give 1it.
She told me in a matter-of-fact way, in the
same tone of voice she used to tell me how to
feed the dogs or make bread.

When I was born I was tiny enough to sleep in
my father’s shoe; it was only later that I
began to grow, and to grow to such proportions
that my father had the idea of exhibiting me.
My mother refused him, saying no member of her
family should be the subject of an exhibition,
no matter how poor we became. One night my
father tried to steal me and sell me to a man
with one leg. They had a barrel ready to put
me in, but no sooner did I burst the bonds of
the barrel and came flying out at my father’s

throat. That was my first murder.?®'

2 Muraro 16.

21 Winterson 107.
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If we recall that Dog Woman is now a mother, with
her own maternal obligations and worries, it becomes
crystal clear that Winterson writes female
development and femininity as contradictory and
problematic. Through the figure of Dog Woman, she
interrogates and alters certain traditional notions
the reader may have of the maternal. In doing so,
the maternal is set outside of the cadre of the
feminine, so that the texts challenge the notion of
the maternal as an “unstable category” that plagues
scholars and writers alike.?? By contrast, however,
in privileging the maternal over the feminine,
Winterson caveats Muraro’s question of a female
centered discourse and carves a deeper route for
mapping the mafrix, even at times suggesting a

rather essentialistic trajectory.

The discussion of Winterson will remain localized
around this notion of a motherland. Dog Woman and
Jordan experience a very fluid relationship to the

notion of origins. Dog Woman, militantly resistant

22 Unlike Luce Irigaray in This Sex Which Is Not One, in which she radically ponders how the
female imaginary would even be represented if it were to actually “deploy itself”, theorists Julia
Kristeva, Drucilla Cornell, and Denise Riley hold that ‘woman’ is an altogether unstable category
that cannot viably be set apart, even in the imaginary, from the narratives and images that contain
her.
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to and seemingly untouched by the often-violent
stronghold of the male leader, nevertheless enjoys a
profound attachment to her son. It is the filial
bond of mother and son that she reveres while
relegating the biological notion of a male

participant to the background.

Dog Woman first appears in the text in chapter 2,
and the reader instantly gets the sense that this
character is neither explicitly male nor female, so
it becomes a challenge to attempt to attribute any
set of characteristics to her/it. She is instead a
figure of sorts, one which Jordan, the first
character to speak in chapter 1 of Sexing the

Cherry, will later simply call “mother”:

My mother carved this on a medallion and hung
it round my neck the day she found me in the
slime by the river. I was wrapped up in a
rotting sack such as kittens are drowned in,
but my head was wedged uppermost against the
bank. A face as round as the moon with hair

falling on either side bobbed over me . %’

2 Winterson 10.
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By locating herself within the temporal framework of
the other subject (Jordan) in the text, Dog Woman,
however liberating her wild voyages seem to be,

proves to be a rather fixed subject whose existence

can primarily be characterized as relative [to
Jordan’s]. In other words, by positioning herself
in relation to Jordan, and his insatiable

exploratory appetite, Dog Woman functions as a kind
of 1linguistic, maternal stabilizer, attempting to

hold him close while fastening the text to the page.

The problem is that Dog Woman herself is responsible
for Jordan’s exploratory nature. At first she
defends her choice of names, “but I wanted to give
him a river name, a name not bound to anything, just
like the waters aren’t bound to anything,” and then
regretfully admits her mistake, "I should have named
him after a stagnant pond and then I could have kept
him, but I named him after a river and in the flood

24

tide he slipped away. This 1is a crucial moment

in the text, for it is precisely here that most of

2* Winterson 11.
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the “gender trouble” can be found rearing its
shapeless head. And once it is established that Dog
Woman did not biologically give birth to Jordan, the
critical complexities of Winterson’s text become
more and more evident. What does it mean that she
did not partake in the physical aspects of child
bearing? What might be Winterson’s larger
assignment in carefully crafting Dog Woman so that
she bears no resemblance to most maternal figures
known as such in literature? Finally, what message
is being ~conveyed by the lack of any male

contributor?

On biology and men, Dog Woman asserts, “I would havé
liked to pour out é child from my body but you have
to have a man for that and there’s no man who’s a
match for me”.* If I take Judith Butler’s
suggestion in Bodies That Matter that gender 1is a
construction, then I am positing that Dog Woman is
the “I” that acts the part of the mother, yet NOT
the part of ‘woman,’ per se. What, then, does this

do for the problem of naming? Dog Woman’s

25 Winterson 11.
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comportment disrupts the notion of womanly behavior,

yet we have to deal with the fact that she is Woman

in name. What does name do, then? And how 1is the
name Woman tied to the act, or function of
mothering? Does it reinforce or <contest the

associations of this name? That 1is, does it reify
that mothering is an assumed female occupation? Or
does it work here to affirm Winterson’s Dog Woman as
a mother on the outskirts of the existing discourse
on the maternal and therefore resistant to
articulation? According to Butler, “the naming is at
once the setting of a boundary, and also the
repeated inoculation of a norm” . 2® My argument 1is
that the space in which Dog Woman’s motherly-ness
becomes established works as a map of sorts.
Referent to the chapter title, Winterson maps the
matrix by tracing both Dog Woman and Jordan’s
trajectory around the world, and by doing so, we the
reader bear witness to the way in which
maternality and femininity are two roads that

Winterson frees from classification and lets Dog

Woman perform, ad lib style.

2 Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter: On the discursive limits of “sex” (New York: Routledge,
1989), 8
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It is in Winterson’s second chapter that Dog Woman
invokes herself as mother,land for the first time we
begin to see the terms of ‘maternality’ begin to
take shape in the text. According to Irigaray’s27
understanding of Plato’s Timaeus, for example,
matter and femininity are very much intertwined.
Dog Woman’s body, refusing the “proper function” of
the female Dbody as receiver/chil& bearer becomes
characterized by depictions that do not evoke the
term feminine. What this does 1is affect the
stabilizing functions of language in terms of gender
so that it never assumes any real form?®. In this
light, Dog Woman might be said to be the ambiguous
subject par excellence. Not only does she not make
a contribution to reproduction, she rejects a very

necessary, potent aspect of the process: the man.

Without a womb, any articulated feminine attributes,
human form, or even a real name, how, then, can such

a subject be legitimized? Within whose discourse,

27 Irigaray 30.

28 Butler 139.
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if any, does she exist? She, who adamantly rejects
the phallus, strangely enough, feels uneasy towards
a banana. Upon 1its discovery, she says, “it’s
either painted or infected, for there is none such a
colour that I know . . . There was no good woman

could put that to her mouth. *°

Physically steering his mother around the globe in
pursuit of adventure, v Jordan, navigator,
continuously eludes his mother, navigatee, causing
both of them to move further away from any solid
land of origin. At the circus, as a
spectator/participant, Dog Woman proves her strength

730 Her

by catapulting “an elephant into the sky.
apparent lack of logical preconceptions works
symbolically to effectively eradicate the practice
of assuming in the text. She knows not how much the
elephant weighs. She reasons, “how am I to know
what it weighs? A balloon 1looks big and weighs

nothing.”?? While broadening the question of

appearance and reality, a linguistic paradigm of

2 Winterson 12-13.
3% Winterson 25.

3! Winterson 25.
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binaries is constructed. And likewise, the movement
of the narrative constitutes the mapping of the
feminine, maternal, and non-maternal. What
manifests in Winterson as a result 1is a vision of
mothering that is not explained away in metaphoric,

archetypal, or Freudian terms.

Insofar as ‘mapping’ is concerned, Winterson
manages, with Sexing the Cherry, to create an
entirely new template of what it is to narrate from
what Muraro calls the “original experience” and to
plot the trajectory of the matrix from the most
reliable starting point that she can find. Perhaps
then it 1is better to see Winterson’s narrative

pattern more as errant plotting than as mapping.

Zami: A New Spelling of My Name:

In Zami, Audre Lorde not only reveals, she conjures
up her mother’s potency. She does this all without
alluding much to otherwise ordinary ‘motherly’
concerns - maternal duties, childbirth, or the act of
child rearing. Instead, she works to make it clear

that “the root” of these powers is made evident by

55



walking through the streets of Grenada. She is
insistent on the notion that there exists a space in
which she and her mother’s life experiences can
reshape the reality in which they live.
Additionally, she often refers to her mother in the
third person, appropriate albeit unusual, calling her
by her real name, Linda, which, to me, invokes a
dichotomous maternal subject position. For Lorde, it
is as i1f her mother becomes a figure of language, a
creative textual being whose entire self can be made
known only by means of articulating lingual
expressions of each self that comprises her. This is
evidenced by the very first time Lorde speaks of her
mother, she evokes not the physicality of this one
woman, but instead the symbolic powers that she, and
many women who came before her, hold. She says:
When I visited Grenada, I saw the root of my
mother’s powers Walking through the streets. I
thought, this is the country of my foremothers,
my forebearing mothers, thosé Black Island

women, who defined themselves by what they

did.*

2 10rde 9.
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Further, Luisa Muraro makes the claim, in theorizing
about the absence of female forms in language, that
“the creative force that makes women “become” in
language originates from a circle of correspondence
between word and experience mediated by our

733 Muraro’s claim is

relationship with the mother.
quite original in that she works to rethink women by
“focusing on the original relationship of mother and

#3%  This is contrary to Helene Cixous’

daughter.
thinking, which focuses more on the female sexed
body than the mother. This mother centric view is
precisely what makes Winterson’s text so
analytically compatible with Muraro’s philosophy.
However, for Lorde, there is a point of departure
where Muraro and Lorde are not going to synthesize.
Muraro’s main focus is a return to the maternal
body, and not necessarily the woman’s body. It is
Helene Cixous and Luce Irigary who privilege the
relationship of women to other women, with a focus
on the body, and not solely on the maternal. Lorde

is much more interested, it seems, in this

relationship of women to other women. For Lorde, I

3 Muraro 21.

* Muraro 21.
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am claiming that the mother is many things, but most
of all a symbol of the original strength of a woman.
One of the significant ways that this matrix mapping

takes places is in place and name.

The polemic of the name also enables Audre Lorde’s
Zami to be read, not Jjust as literature on the
‘maternal,’ per se, but more interestingly as a
metaphysical exploration of a woman’s “geography.”35
The word mother in her text is not exclusively used
as a filial reference alone, as in the motherland, -
or more specifically, the island of Carriacou, a
highly mythologized place where women love one
another and are inspired and empowered by them as
well. It is a real place, with nostalgic. and
imagined nuances alike. Its history has stakes in
time and place, but its rendering in language is as
imagined as it is factual.
Carriacou, a magic name like cinnamon, nutmeg,
maée, the delectable little squares of guave
jelly each lovingly wrapped in tiny bits of
crazy-quilt wax-paper cut precisely from bread

wrappers. How Carriacou women love each other

3% Winterson 14.
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is legend in Grenada, and so is their strength

and their beauty.?®

Here, Lorde evokes the maternal in the text while
using ‘place’ as a trope. The concept of ‘place’
here is written with a clear cut agenda. That agenda
consists of the understanding that ‘place’ brings one
closer to an origin. What place or places Lorde
visits or discusses always brings her closer to the
maternal origin. Within the scope of my project as a
whole, Lorde’s textual pattern of utilizing the
tropes of ‘place’ and ‘name’ work to reconstitute the
maternal in various ways, which in turn effectively
redefine ‘place’ (Carriacou, Mexico, Harlem) and

‘name’ (Linda, Afrekete).

Lorde’s project to connect to her matrilineage takes
shape, both literally and figuratively, at the point
when Lorde finally finds the island of Carriacou,
her mother[‘s]land, on the map, at the age of 26.
Before that discovery, Lorde writes, “I came to
believe my mother’s geography was a fantasy or crazy

or at least too old-fashioned, and in reality, maybe

3% Lorde 14
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she was talking about the place other people called
Curacao, a Dutch possession on the other side of the

Antilles.”?

The act of mapping, in this case, the
‘mother’ land, anticipates the relationship between
the individual and the matrix of life, the elemental
core from which the subject is formulated. The
disdovery of the mother’s origins through the use of

language binds mother to child, in part, via the

word.

Lorde’s parents “spoke all through [her] childhood
with one unfragmentable and unappealable voice. "8
Not unlike the spelling of her name, which Lorde
labels as “new,” the very native voice with which
her parents spoke suggests a radical concept- a
homogenous male/female consciousness. In other
words, the linguistic meshing of the male and female
voices incites a discourse on the issue of sexual
difference. Her mother, being “invested” in a
particularly powerful “image of herself,” eases the

narrative as well as the reader into a secure area

whereby identity politics of the maternal is not

3 Lorde 14.

38 Lorde 15

60



female centered. A similar scenario is seen chez Dog

Woman as well.

Language and words, for Lorde, are the tools of her
trade. No word is accidental. Alluding to her
mother’s “secret relationship with words,” Lorde
goes so far as to label these words a “language” of
their own, because [they] were always there.”?® This
reflects a literary as well as a cultural
reassigning of the economy of womanhood- not
femininity, and not motherhood- that, through
language, is actively being rethought, or, according

to Carolyn Heilbrun, “reinvented.”*°

Another important practice involved in the task of
rendering the maternal experience apart from the
‘feminine’ and the ‘maternal instinct’ 1is a process
that I referred to earlier, something that Luisa
Muraro calls “the operation of integrating early

childhood experience with human experience”.41

** Lorde 31.
40 Carolyn G. Heilbrun, Reinventing Womanhood (New York: Ballantine Books, 1988).

41 Muraro 70.



This ‘operation’, in Zami, works to affirm the
importance of utilizing the ‘starting point’ as a
narrative and intellectual trope. Lorde’s mother is
as specifically rendered by means of a more remote
third person narration. Nonetheless, Lorde’s
project is deeply rooted in the power of language
and in the name, or rather, the re-name, which works
successfully to conjure up mother, land, and an
identity apart from the one she was perhaps born to
cultivate. It strikes me as peculiar that the
narrated figure, the ‘mother,’ in Zami, who never
actually has a ‘live’ presence in the text, is a
subject solid enough to establish the identity of

the speaker, and not the other way around.

The discourse, then, of the maternal instinct,
becomes inextricably entangled with the
mother/daughter connection due to the ménner in
which Lorde’s text is narrated. Even more
complicated than the maternal instinct in the text
is the impending fragmentation and separation of the
mother/daughter paradigm that Lorde enacts shortly

after moving out on her own. She no longer writes
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as if so firmly bounded by and to her mother. After
her father died, Lorde writes of her mother: “I saw
my mother’s pain, and her blindness, and her
strength, and for the first time I began to see her
as separate from me, and I began to feel free of

her 742

It is interesting to note that, shortly after her
seeming ‘liberation’ from her mother, Audre begins
her narrative on traveling. She, for the first
time, has difficulty articulating her need to
journey: “I don’t know why I was seized with such a

43

desire to go to Mexico. Her inclination to

discover this new land is, in part, based upon a
stymied notion of a motherland- the full
apprehension of which never comes to pass. The

notion of Mexico as:
an accessible land of color and fantasy and
delight, full of sun, music and song. Whenever
I went, there were brown faces of every hue
meeting mine and seeing my own color reflected

upon the streets in such great numbers was an

2 L orde 143.

1 orde 147.
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affirmation for me that was brand new and very
exciting. I never felt visible before, nor

even known I lacked it.*

Here, Lorde makes a clear attempt at simuitaneously
locating a symbolic motherland and integrating that
into her own identity and experience. It is after
this segment that the figure of Afrekete manifests

itself and remains essential for the duration of the

work.

Seemingly fashioned out of the imagination, Afrekete

“came out of a dream to [Lorde] always being hard
and real as the fire hairs along the underedge of

[her] navel”.? There is a veritable symbiotic

connection to make between Lorde’s actual mother and

Afrekete. Of this, Lorde states, “Afrekete taught

me roots, new definitions of our women’s bodies-

definitions for which I had only been in training to

learn before”.*

something evoking an “original experience” inherent

“ Lorde 156.
* Lorde 149.

4 Lorde 250.

There is, as Luisa Muraro implies,
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in Lorde’s relationship to this figure.? She
becomes Lorde’s narrative and intellectual momentum
from the ﬁoment she appears until the close of the
work. Afrekete embodies very many aspects of female
existence - the sister, lover, mother, and
grandmother. Afrekete has allowed Lorde to
complexly map a matrix of her own, “her prints
remain[ing] upon [her] life with the resonance and

% It is as if, having

power of an emotional tattoo”.
symbolically ‘lost’ the original connection with her
actual mother, Lorde discovers, not a proxy for her
mother, but an altogether different level of female

mentorship and bonding, and therefore another avenue

of mapping the matrix.

The ‘new spelling’ of her name functions largely as
a textual manifestation of what comes to be a
liberation of “home,” which, for Lorde was “still a

#4%  But when I begin

sweet place somewhere else.
testifying as to how we come to ‘map’ the matrix, am

I by default assuming that the ‘maternal’ subject

47 Muraro 45. The notion of an “original experience’ is more metaphysical here than actual.
* Lorde 253.

“ Lorde 4.



position is a stable one? Or does my position
instead assume that inherent in the process of
mapping is the practice of anchoring down and trying
to hold steady that errant thing called the maternal
which I am trying to locate and then fix? A useful
theoretical vantage point to revert to here is Linda
McDowell’s Gender, Identity and Place in which she
analyzes how gender might be linked to geography.
And from a geographer’s perspective, she examines
feminist concerns about place, gender, bodies, home,

and identity.

In a chapter entitled Place and Gender, McDowell
discusses how commonplace it is becoming for people
to leave what is “home” for them, that is, their
birthplace, whether due to displacement, or else
intentional resettling somewhere else. She then
links this idea to women and work. She posits that
for women, this kind of movement is linked to
proletarianization and subsequently makes serious

ties between women, work, place and identity.

Lorde, consistently acknowledging her position as a

“woman-identified woman..before [that phrase] even
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existed,” detaches herself from the stronghold of
the mother, yet maintains a profound attachment to
the ‘matrix’ of the female as the most prominent
influence in and on her life. Afrekete, in
particular, becomes the most integral component of
Lorde’s story apart from her actual mother, but does
so only after the narrative of Lorde’s actual mother
begins to fragment. Time, space, and fact.are all
rendered in language, but just not in the interest
of veracity. The reader is unsure at first whether
the existence of Afrekete in Zami is actual or
simply based upon a story, a mythos, as with

Winterson’s Dog Woman.

Coming Together

For Lorde, the significance of building a narrative
simultaneously aligned around a central maternal
figure using the metaphor of a geographical locale
aids her project of telling the story of her
mother’s beginnings as if these beginnings were the
ultimate beginnings, as if no history had preceded

the earth upon which the streets and hills of
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Grenada are held in place. She describes the
essence of her “foremothers, [her] forbearing
mothers, who defined themselves by what they did”.>°
Lorde explores an amalgam of mutli-faceted selves in
Zami, with maternal as only one of the
characteristics, understood as such in part due to
the layers of adjectival hyphenations that are never

too far away from Lorde’s own written name.

On the other hand Dog Woman, in Sexing the Cherry,
is a self made mother, rewriting all that the term
may mean. Finding a baby on the bank of a river,
she boldly claims for herself the right to mother
it. A lovingly grotesque disfigured giant of'a
thing, she adoreé her son and holds motherhcod as
the central responsibility of her life, yet she
never insists that the mother is ever a sacred
vessel or an original starting point. Instead, she
fixes her attention onto the nature of the mother/
kin paradigm. Her son becomes a sailor, a fitting

metaphor for their familial arrangement. He leaves

% Lorde 9.
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home, travels the world and she either stays or goes

along with him, in awe.

Both Lorde and Winterson use the ‘map’ and ‘places’
as a means to an end in excavating the issue of
gender identity and the ‘maternal,’. What draws the
parallel between Lorde’s Zami and Winterson’s Dog
Woman, for me, is their drive to make such a strong
'connection with roots that bind them to the earth.
For Zami, this occurs via a geographical exploration
of her mother’s homeland, which is tied to her own
personal journeys abroad and inward which lead her
to come full circle in the rediscovery of a former
lover, Kitty, who adopts the mythic name Afrekete,
and causes Zami to reshape her life. For Winterson,
this begins and ends with the discovery of her son
Jordan and his subsequent Jjourneying into foreign
lands, which leaves Dog Woman often feeling alone
yet strengthened by her love and devotion to him.
As I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, Dog
Woman acts upon instinct, and at the conclusion of
the novel, we come to find that the one instinct
that she acts on more so than any other is that of

the maternal. Yet what I also claim is that no two
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maternal instincts are alike. At the close of the
novel, Dog woman celebrates the many chapters of her
life, that of a mother, a fighter, and a dog
breeder. She is readying for Jordan’s long awaited
homecoming by doing an amalgam of random activities,
cleaning the hut, Dbrushing down the dogs, and
draping on her pearls. She mentions that she 1is
excited that Jordan will see how she has “risen in
the world these last years,”51 hinting at how she had

finally found the time to wundertake her own

enterprise, selling pure bred hounds to the
nobility. Proudly, she remarks: “I see I have a
flair for enterprise. It was ever with me, but

smothered, I think, by my maternalness and the

pressing need to do away with scoundrels” . >

Both Zami and Dog woman are bound to the earth
through narrative explorations of what a mother
does, has done, or can do. To Lorde, I think, the
‘maternal’ becomes a pointable place, definable and
tangible. For Winterson, she conceives 1t more as

an infinite space, an abstraction which the reader

! Winterson 135.

52 Winterson 135.
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swiftly learns not to undermine,

Woman to pay.

lest there be Dog
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CHAPTER 2

“In the Flesh: Motherhood as Political Occupation
in Jane Lazarre’s A Mother Knot and Sibilla

Aleramo’s Una Donna”

In my previous chapter, “Mapping the Matrix,” I
looked at the mother as object, and analyzed how
her external circumstances such as kin work to
mobilize her from one place to the next. I have
then shown how the act of mapping can be a useful
way of reevaluating the mother’s trajectory.
After having tried to approximate the location of
the maternal, I intend for this chapter to be an
examination of the maternal from within the body.
The title of this chapter is meant to give a
greater understanding to the idea that motherhood
is in many respects an existential conflict that
enters the mother into a debate With her two or
more facets of her polarized self. The two works
in my discussion privilege the mother/child
paradigm vis a vis the selfhood of the

mother/subject.
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To provide some cultural and historical context,
Sibilla Aleramo and Jane Lazarre share neither
country, nationality, nor language, yet their
shared understanding of the notion of
‘motherwork’ as being that has, for them at
least, forayed into an uneasy experience akin to
an invasion, is what joins them here in this

chapter.

Jane Lazarre was born in New York in the 1950s.
She is an American feminist writer of fiction and
non-fiction who has also taught extensively in
and around New York. Still married, her two sons
are now grown. Lazarre continues her writing,
working to examine the constructs of motherhood
and race (married to an African American man and
mother to two biracial children) while exploring
how the issue of creativity serves as an
underlying problematic. Nourishing her own
creative drive is a necessity for Lazarre, yet it
has often been a struggle to do so, a problem
about which she speaks at length in A Mother

Knot.
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Apart from motherwork, however, I’d like to
consider some of the issues that can and does
often alter the course of any woman’s experience
of motherhood. Lazarre spoke to this issue in a
recent interview published online. Her words shed
light on the disparity between motherhood and
selfhood, a caveat that both Aleramo and Lazarre
indeed work through differently. During the
interview with for mothersmovement.org, Lazarre
comments on the issue that she introduces in The
Mother Knot, knows as the “push-pull,” being the
intersection of the demands of motherhood and the
need to do creative work. She posits the idea
that a uniting of the personal with the social
experience of motherhood could bring about a

172!

“‘major shift in consciousness whereby each

woman’s personal circumstances, if aligned with

2 might

the “social-collective-political realm,”
suggest possibilities for action. I wonder,

then, if and how Sibilla Aleramo’s ‘action’ of

leaving her home and her child, essentially

' The Mothers Movement Online, “A sort of perfection: An interview with writer Jane Lazarre,” Judith

Stadtman Tucker,
www.mothersmovement.org/features/05/jane_lazarre/a_sort_of perfection.htm

2 http://www.mothersmovement.org/features/05/jane_lazarre/a_sort_of perfection.htm
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leaving ‘mothering,’ if you will, fits into the
category of “possibilities” that Lazarre
suggests, or if it creates an entirely new

category of maternal response.

Whereas Jane Lazarre looks to the politically
occupying features of motherhood in A Mother Knot
as explanation for her maternal ambivalence, it
is clear that she is able to depart from
Aleramo’s situation due to the historical moment
in which she mothers and writes. The movement in
America in the seventies provided Lazarre with
the occasion to ask for and anticipate an
eventual dg—polarization of the experiences of

motherhood and selfhood and creativity.

To a further degree than Jane Lazarre, Sibilla
Aleramo seems to place motherhood in total
contradiction to the beliefs and behaviors that
we know today as part of ‘women’s liberation’.
There is no doubt as to why. Born Rina Faccio in
1876 Italy, Jjust fifteen years after the
unification of italy, here was a woman whose
identity, not unlike that of her country’s, was

an operation in progress.
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In Una Donna, Rina recalls herself as a girl who
possessed an intellectual edge, devoured books at
an early age, and boasted about never marrying.
She also insisted that education and career were
more important than domestic affairs. Given the
historical moment of political, social, and
economic change in Italy into which Rina was born
and raised, coupled with her father’s inherited
work-oriented way of thinking, her aspirations
are nonetheless very much antithetical to the
things that a woman was expected to be interested
in and do in early twentieth-century Europe.

This woman would therefore later become Sibilla
Aleramo, the writer and activist who is renown as
being one of Italy’s foremost feminists. She is
also known for leaving her husband and young son
to move away and pursue a life apart from the

roles of wife and mother.

Thinking about motherhood as a political
occupation allows for the emergence of new
subjectivities in the representation of
motherhood. That is not to say that Jane Lazarre

and Sibilla Aleramo experience motherhood in the
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same way. Both women take action, so to speak,
but the actions they take are polar opposite.
Whereas both women do feel conflicted and divided
by the experience of motherhood, also known as
maternal ambivalence, Lazarre transforms this
ambivalence into an artistic enterprise, wriﬁing,
thinking, and speaking through the experience.
Aleramo’s ambivalence, conversely, manifests into

something a bit more radical.

This idea of motherhood as an existential
conflict 1s not a new one, and has been
elucidated more recently by these innovative
twentieth century scholars. I introduce
Welldon’s Mother, Madonna, Whore, because it
successfully dismantles the commonplace notions
of “at-oneness”, which is the idea of
inseparability promulgated by Madonna and child
depictions that falsely define the infant-mother
bond. And Julia Kristeva, particularly in
“Stabat Mater,” in Tales of Love, firmly
expresses an “‘urgent need for a new understanding

of the mother’s body” and a “post-virginal
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3 She also offers a

discourse on maternity.”
brilliantly crafted definition of the term
‘maternal’ in which she states that it is at once
an “ambivalent principle that is bound to the
species” as well as an “identity catastrophe that
causes the Name to topple over into the

4 When speaking of the maternal

unnameable.”
body, Estela Welldon recognizes the theoretical
truth to the notion of feeling literally
‘occupied’. She states that “some women have
perverse attitudes towards functions related to
motherhood, during which the baby’s body has long

® She is particularly useful

occupied their own.”
in understanding how dramatically different
Aleramo and Lazarre internalize the situation of
maternal occupation. A more recent critical
perspective on the maternal is Rozsika Parker’s
1995 work Torn in Two, which attempts to debunk

some of the more readily adhered-to myths

regarding motherhood. Her efforts illustrate the

3 Toril Moi, The Kristeva Reader (New York: Columbia University Press, 191986), 161.
* Moi 162.

5 Estela Welldon, Mother, Madonna, Whore: The Idealization and Denigration of Motherhood (New York:
Other Press, 1988), 80.
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benefits of articulating something she

appropriately labels “maternal ambivalence”.

What all of these thinkers have in common is a
vested interest in identifying a new discourse of
maternity that will acknowledge that the maternal
function can and will not be reduced to the act
of “healthy mothering.” As defined by Welldon,
healthy mothering is when “mothers derive much
pleasure from the process of taking care of their
babies and helping them to develop into
independent and self-assured human beings with

their own unique characteristics.”®

Before any rock solid opinion is made regarding
motherhood, however, it is most often pregnancy
that serves as the precursor to this phenomenon.
I begin with the premise that pregnancy, and
subsequently motherhood, seems to work not so
much ‘on’ the body as ‘in’ the body of the woman,
and even more so in the body of the woman artist.

I am claiming that this is due to an inner

¢ Welldon 63.
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tension between identity formulation of the self
and the need/drive to create life/art outside of
the woman. At times, pregnancy even seems to
work ‘against’ the body - depriving the subject
of what it, as whole and autonomous, needs in
order to provide amply for both itself as well as
the occupant. This position is a clear move away
from the more accepted conception of birth and
creation. However, the woman and the woman
artist have long been in a tug of war over their
own self-creation versus the creation of an
‘other’. The woman artist ‘with child’ often
struggles with the idea of what it means to be
‘maternal’ if her situation is such that she 1is
not at will to freely express herself.” The texts

in question speak directly to this very struggle.

Una Donna® is Sibilla Aleramo’s best known work.
The novel was published in Italy in 1950, just a
decade before the author’s death at the age of
84. 1Initially gaining more critical acclaim

overseas than it did in Italy, Una Donna

7 This case is elaborated in chapter 5, which discusses at length the mother as artist who obsesses over and
simultaneously neglects the duties of childrearing.

8 Sibilla Aleramo. Una Donna (Rome and Turin: STEN, 1906).
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eventually became a pillar in Italian Feminist
literature. Aleramo upset all of literary Europe
with her partly fictional, partly
autobiographical portrayal of a woman who makes a
choice to leave her young son and husband to
pursue an existence void of any domestic
confines. While it is a book about a single
woman, Sibilla (nee Rina Faccio) universalizes
the personal. While she doesn’t seem to go as
far as working her own storia into actual
feminist theory, Una Donna became known as an
artistic representation of a single life lived,
and for Aleramo, that was enough. Her oeuvre of
short stories and articles illustrate her
penchant for unhappy female protagonists, yet
they do not always provide a way out. Further,
it was widely known that she was not a supporter
of Social Feminism, which, by definition, rejects
individualism and is largely concerned with what

will most benefit the common good.

It is not until she has left her family that she
is able to state that women will not be truly

liberated until they manage their talents and
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gifts apaft from the way in which men do. This
is a direct result of having lived many years
feeling trapped in a loveless marriage to a man
who had raped her when she was 15. The marriage
was one in which Aleramo was stunted emotionally,
artistically, and politically. And so, having
made the decision to leave the man, and
consequently her child, the name change from Rina
Pierangeli Faccio to Sibilla Aleramo becomes the
first significant catalyst in her development out
of a state of dependency and into freedom. For
Aleramo, however, the stakes involved were many.
She made numerous painful attempts through the
medium of her literature to be acquitted of the
crime that she had convicted herself of years

before, the abandonment of her son.

An entire generation after Aleramo publishes Una

Donna comes Jane Lazarre’s The Mother Knot”’. This

work was published in 1976 in the United States
when the idea of what constituted “good
mothering” was still very much a cohesive list of

opposing behaviors that were deemed as either

¥ Jane Lazarre, The Mother Knot (Beacon Press: Boston, 1976).
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right or wrong. Luckily, the feminist movement
was simultaneously revving up its engine as well,
so Lazarre, an urban Jewish woman married to a
liberal minded man, embraces her existence as a
feminist, teacher, professor, and mother, and is
interested in not only issues of mothering, but
also identity, race, and class. In her writing,
she expresses this notion of ambivalence not only
in response to mothering, but also in response to
being a daughter, a wife, and a daughter-in-law.
Her father-in-law expects a “Black Warrior” while

her own father yearns to create a little Jewish

intellectual. The overriding focus of The Mother

Knot, however, is Lazarre’s wavering attitude
about the expression of maternal ambivalence, a
topic that Rozsika Parker expounds on in Torn in
Two. This ambivalence consists of emotions that

waiver between guilt at having