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“Too Soon Marred”: The Nature of Nurturing in Franco Zeffirelli’s
Adaptation of Romeo and Juliet
by Hillary Fogerty
Well, think of marriage now; younger than you
Here in Verona, ladies of esteem,
Are made already mothers—by my count—
I was your mother much upon these years
That you are now a maid.
Romeo and Juliet (I.iii.71-75)
Given the vast oeuvre of film adaptations of Shakespearean drama, any number
of works are amenable to an examination of maternity. For example, exploring
Gertrude in Hamlet or Queen Elizabeth in Richard III, or even Tamora in Titus
Andronicus, from a maternal perspective, rather than in terms of their more
prominent male counterparts, might yield interesting and otherwise inaccessible
results. However, what Hamlet does not feature, nor Richard III, Titus
Andronicus, or any number of Shakespeare’s plays and their subsequent
adaptations, is the specific relationship cited by Adrienne Rich in Of Woman Born
(1976) as most “resonant with charges”—the one between a mother and her
daughter (225). Only one of Shakespeare’s plays explores such a relationship,
both broaching the topic of motherhood and highlighting the functions of the
reproductive body: Romeo and Juliet. Whether as a printed or cinematic text,
Romeo and Juliet offers a rich view of the connections women forged in relation
to the reproductive body through its depiction of Lady Capulet, Juliet, and the
Nurse. While the question of Juliet’s readiness for marriage initially brings the
women together, her readiness for a life of annual pregnancy and motherhood is
just as pertinent. The central role of an aristocratic wife—to produce heirs—
collapses marriage and maternity; as the epigraph that begins this essay
indicates, within the Shakespearean diegesis, the two states are inseparable.1
The complex materiality of early modern mothering plays out powerfully in
Romeo and Juliet. Importantly, the relationship between biological and surrogate
mothering in early modern Europe was no less fraught with potential
complications than relationships between biological and surrogate mothering in
the twenty first century. The early modern experience of mothering—as explored
elsewhere by Adrian Wilson in “The ceremony of childbirth” (1990) and Gail Kern
Paster in The Body Embarrassed (1993), among others—began with physical
confinement, a ritual of female intimacy incorporating the full range of social and
physical relationships in which the mother participated and into which her child
would have been born. The arrival of a child, especially to a woman of the gentry
or nobility, demanded a community of women: gossips to care for the mother
during the confinement; midwives to assist with the delivery; wet nurses to feed
and care for the newborn. While the gossips called to a mother’s bedside were
generally friends or female relatives, and the midwives were short-term
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caregivers, the wet nurses initiated long-term employment and a relationship that
was sometimes sustained throughout the life of the child. Significantly, as
Dorothy McLaren argues in “Maternal fertility and lactation 1570-1720” (1985),
the use of wet nurses by “upper-class women” led to increased fertility and “a
reproductive pattern of ever-recurrent births” (27). Similarly, Patricia Crawford, in
“The construction and experience of maternity in seventeenth-century England”
(1990), explains that at the upper levels of society “once married, a woman would
on average bear a child every couple of years, or, if she sent her child out to
nurse, perhaps once a year” (15). Importantly, “wives were expected to continue
childbearing until they produced sons” (Crawford 20). If the duty of the
aristocratic woman was to produce heirs, then the duty of the poor woman was to
aid the domestic economy of the family and to prevent frequent (and potentially
financially devastating) pregnancies. This division of nurturing responsibilities
resulted in “rich mothers tied to perpetual pregnancy and poor mothers to
perpetual suckling” (McLaren 45). However, beyond issues of patriarchal
imperative or class division, what is essential to this illustration of early modern
mothering, is the perpetual bond wet nursing often created between two mothers
and one child—a triangular relationship fraught with issues of power and
interdependency, intimate bodily knowledge and desire, successive separations,
weanings, and rejection.
The triangular bond between mother, daughter, and nurse in Romeo and Juliet is
arguably the defining relationship for each of the three women. However most
productions of the play, and indeed the majority of critical work, obfuscate these
issues, focusing instead on the heterosexual love relationship between the
protagonists. Examining the female relationships within an adaptation offers a
rare opportunity to explore how early modern sensibilities find, or fail to find,
representation in film. Some adaptations, for example George Cukor’s well
known Romeo and Juliet (1936) and Baz Luhrmann’s modernized William
Shakespeare’s Romeo + Juliet (1996), choose to eliminate the Nurse’s material
role as a wet nurse, thereby unnecessarily simplifying all of the female characters
in the drama and their relationships to each other. In contrast, as this essay will
argue, Franco Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet (1968) positions the physical and
emotional complexities of mothering as central to all three women. The most
useful elucidation of the construction of maternity within the film can be provided
by close, methodical textual analysis—specifically of those scenes which
introduce the female characters and deal with the question of Juliet marrying
Paris—which can offer a contextualized view of the numerous overlapping
definitions of the maternal. By engaging with the full range of maternal references
in the play script, from lying-in ceremonies to the socially differentiated roles of
aristocratic and lower class women’s bodies in patrilineal culture, Zeffirelli’s film
offers a glimpse into early modern women’s lives that extends beyond their
positions in relation to romantic love.
Even a brief juxtaposition of Zeffirelli’s work with the adaptations of Cukor and
Lurhmann highlights the adaptive choices any film production must make in
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relation to the ideological constructs of motherhood and the reproductive body.
This is most notable in the choice to relegate the nurse to antiquity. In Cukor’s
adaptation, for example, such limitations are achieved through casting: MGM’s
contract player Edna May Oliver, “the studio’s resident battle-ax,” though
nurturing, was also asexual and obviously beyond childbearing age.2 Though she
does mention that Juliet is the “prettiest babe that ere [she] nursed” the sense
here is clearly that of a governess or nursemaid—not a wet-nurse. Further, in
costume the nurse resembles a nun, wearing a dark dress and a wimple, and
she stoops as she walks, in several scenes employing a cane. Juliet’s
characterization of “old folks” as “lame” was evidently a factor in constructing the
character. Similarly, Baz Luhrmann defined the nurse in his film as a
“grandmotherly Hispanic woman.”3 As Alfredo Michel Modenessi (2002)
observes, the Nurse “bears more than a passing resemblance to a Mexican
‘Nana’ turned illegal alien” (77). When the nurse tells Juliet “thou was the prettiest
babe that ere I nursed,” it is obvious that in this era (ostensibly the 1990’s) such
nursing can only mean sustenance via a bottle. Interestingly, the Nurse’s attire in
Lurhmann’s adaptation, just as in Cukor’s film, is reminiscent of a nun’s habit: a
plain grey pinstriped smock worn over plain black dress with a white collar, only
ornamented with a small gold cross and a large gold watch (the timepiece
perhaps signaling her position as a domestic). Her heavy coils of auburn-brown
hair, a thick grey shock emanating up from her temple, imply the weight of age
and maturity. Despite the able performance of Miriam Margolyes, Luhrmann’s
nurse demonstrates less influence over Juliet, has less to say, and occupies less
screen time than any past rendition of the character. While the play offers
support for any number of interpretations of the character, the choice to make the
nurse “grandmotherly” in both films clearly changes the context of surrogate
mothering.
Contrastively, Zeffirelli’s film presents Lady Capulet and the Nurse as women of
equivalent age. He also highlights the physical bond between the Juliet and the
nurse, which began, unlike other film versions of Romeo and Juliet, with nursing.
As a result, Zeffirelli’s film demonstrates the tensions between Lady Capulet’s
position as mother and the nurse’s position as surrogate more thoroughly and
with more complexity than any other adaptation. Further, through the figure of
Lady Capulet the film makes visible the limitations imposed on women, especially
mothers, in a patrilineal society.
Notably, Zeffirelli’s film visually introduces Juliet (Olivia Hussey) at just the
moment her father, Capulet (Paul Hardwick), is dismissing the request of Paris
(Roberto Biassco) to marry the young girl. Paris’s tone is overly inquisitive as he
asks: “But now my lord, what say you to my suit?” As Capulet replies, “But saying
o’re what I have said before . . . ,” the emphasis in his words encourages the
impression that Paris’s request has been persistent and repetitive, as has been
Capulet’s denial. Capulet turns away from Paris toward an open window, and
explains tolerantly: “My child is yet a stranger in the world.” Capulet looks through
the window, below which lighthearted music resonates. As Capulet explains that
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Juliet “hath not seen the change of fourteen years” the scene cuts to a point-ofview (POV) long shot of the girl in question, visible through the courtyard
windows. She is playing energetically and laughing loudly. The scene cuts from
the long shot of Juliet—plainly a child—to a close up reaction shot of Paris, who
looks on admiringly, to a two shot of Paris and Capulet. As Capulet begins to
close the window, his emphatic gesture both interrupts Paris’s view and
dismisses his suit for Juliet’s hand in marriage. Capulet explains: “let two more
summers wither in their pride, ‘ere we may think her ripe to be a bride.” Paris
presses the point. He explains “younger than she are happy mothers made,” as
he looks through the window toward where Juliet was standing. His inflection
signals that Juliet is not unique, and that marriages between girls of thirteen and
significantly older men are not uncommon. Paris’s tone challenges Capulet’s
understanding of Juliet, who is not yet “ripe” to be a bride, with his own desire to
“make” her a mother.
Capulet responds by raising a chiding finger toward Paris, laughing, and looking
through the window to see his visibly dissatisfied wife across the courtyard. As
one of the musicians, still playing and tuning an instrument below, draws a
particularly loud and discordant note on the violin, the camera zooms in for a
close up: Lady Capulet (Natasha Parry) in a POV shot catching her husband’s
(i.e. the camera’s) eye. Clearly annoyed, she claps the window in front of her
closed. The camera cuts back to the medium shot of the men in the hall as
Capulet replies, both to Paris and in reaction to his wife: “too soon marred are
those so early made.” Placing his hands on Paris’s shoulders in a fatherly
manner, Capulet sighs “the earth hath swallowed all my hopes but she, she is the
hopefully lady of my earth.” The tension between their differing perceptions of
Juliet—whether simply a child or a ready bride and mother—is apparent; but
despite his misgivings Capulet tells Paris to “woo her” and “get her heart”
because his “consent is but a part.” However, in contrast to other films, where
Paris is clearly encouraged, here Capulet seems to be appeasing Paris in an
obligatory, almost polite manner. It is a politic concession.
More pertinently, Zeffirelli’s visual construction of this scene suggests that
Capulet’s disapproval of the match stems from experience. The “marred” wife is,
quite evidently, his own. Whether he regards this as a marring of spirit or of body
is ambivalent, though both are possibilities. Juliet is the only heir. Therefore Lady
Capulet, despite her relatively young age (given the logic of the film she should
be between twenty six and thirty), has either lost her other children or has not
successfully produced another. In Shakespeare on Film Jack Jorgens, argues
that “Capulet’s remark to Paris that Juliet will be his only heir and, later, his joking
lament for his lost youth at the ball suggest that he is impotent” (83). Historically,
however, the lack of an heir, especially a male heir, suggested not the husband’s
impotence, but the potential barrenness of the wife. The fault and inadequacy
would have been understood as hers. For instance, Crawford confirms that “a
childless woman was labeled a barren woman. . . . Barren wives lacked social
status and respect, and the higher their social position, the unhappier was their
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lot” (19). Potentially, Capulet’s suggestion that the “earth hath swallowed” his
hopes could refer directly to the body of Lady Capulet, figuring her womb as a
literal burial site, “swallowing” his seed and killing potential heirs, but successfully
conceiving no more children. (Notably, Capulet’s words could also be read as her
refusal to bear more children, and in doing so metaphorically swallowing/burying
his potential heirs, an image employed in several of Shakespeare’s sonnets and
in Romeo’s words regarding Rosaline). Significantly, in contrast to Lady Capulet,
Juliet may still be a “happy [mother] made.” In the logic of an early modern
patrilineal society, a “happy” mother produces heirs; she gives birth to sons.
In many ways, the initial image Zeffirelli offers of Lady Capulet—an image
explicitly rendered as Lord Capulet’s POV—circumscribes discussion of the
character. Critical responses to Zeffirelli’s Lady Capulet generally harbor the
impulse to denigrate the mother as a method of idealizing the daughter. For
example, Deborah Cartmell, who discusses sexuality within Shakespeare films in
Interpreting Shakespeare on Screen (2000), offers the window framed image of
Lady Capulet as an example of Zeffirelli’s employment of “the gaze” with female
characters. Cartmell suggests that when “Lady Capulet looks disgustingly at her
husband” it is an attempt to “incriminate and/or account for” her motivation” (43).
Importantly, how the viewer sees Lady Capulet (as the camera assumes
Capulet’s disillusioned point of view) seems to slip easily from disgusted to
disgusting. Jorgens, for example, begins by defining the character negatively:
she is “still young, vain about her looks” (83). Similarly, in Shakespeare Remains
Courtney Lehmann notes her “primping and preening” (135). Michael Basile’s
“Teaching Mothers in Romeo and Juliet: Lady Capulet, from Brooke to Luhrman,”
takes this reading even further, arguing that “Zeffirelli’s chief contribution to the
development of the mother-daughter relationship in Romeo and Juliet was to cast
the mother as relatively young, decidedly attractive, and still in her sexual prime”
because “suddenly the mother-daughter relationship seems further complicated
by an implied competition for breeding rights” (129-130, emphasis added).
Though Basile’s suggestion that Lady Capulet’s youth and beauty delineate her
position as competition with Juliet seems a gross misreading of the film, his
conclusions highlight an important critical trend. The recognition that Lady
Capulet may have her own sexual impulses—she is in “her sexual prime”—is
undermined by an unquestioned (and perhaps unconscious) intimation that the
only purpose of such sexuality is (and should be) her reproductive duties as a
wife: “breeding.”
Importantly, Zeffirelli’s choices in depicting Lady Capulet, given his interpretation
of the physical relationship between the three women, highlight the conflicting
social and patriarchal demands to which women/ mothers were subject. Zeffirelli
cuts directly from Capulet’s discussion with Paris regarding Juliet’s readiness for
marriage to a scene of Lady Capulet in her bedroom. Several servants, including
the nurse (Pat Heywood), are preparing the lady of the house for the ball:
applying her makeup, attending to her clothing, affixing her headdress. As the
nurse goes in search of Juliet the other servants respond with smiles and
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chuckles to her oaths—“by my maidenhead!”—while Lady Capulet crossly
reminds them to return to their preparations. Pipes and flutes greet Juliet’s
entrance (the same sort of folksy music that was being rehearsed earlier, though
it is non-diegetic here). Juliet is energetic, happy, spry: all the things that her
mother so clearly is not. As Juliet runs toward her mother’s room the nurse busily
follows, fixing her hair and smoothing her clothes—Juliet’s appearance is the
nurse’s responsibility. The nurse’s entreaties are repetitive: “your mother, your
lady mother, make haste girl, make haste. Where were you?” Both the nurse and
Juliet are worried about displeasing Lady Capulet. The lighthearted music
continues until Juliet enters Lady Capulet’s bedchamber, at which point the
instruments shift from pipes and tabors to strings, and the tempo slows. The tune
is identical, but the tone changes from gleeful to somber in a moment, ending
with a long, slowly drawn violin note. Throughout the film, as in this instance,
musical cues for Lady Capulet are dark and contemplative.
The camera captures the bedchamber in a slight high angled establishing shot
with Lady Capulet at the center of the frame, regal in long velvet maroon robes
and a high headdress. The two girls attending her are of Juliet’s age or slightly
older, too young for their appointed task—the first of the film’s many indications
that Lady Capulet has not yet established herself as an effective “lady mother” of
either her daughter or her household. As Lady Capulet asks the young women to
leave, the nurse turns to them, speaking in the same tone with which she
addressed Juliet: “make haste girls, come on then.” She shares an easy rapport
with the young women, and influences them in a manner that Lady Capulet
cannot. Although Lady Capulet sends the nurse from the room a moment later
she does not leave, but stands hovering between the adjacent doors. Lady
Capulet looks over her daughter’s face for a brief, uncomfortable moment. When
she quickly gestures for the nurse to return it is as if she is not used to speaking
to her daughter alone. Importantly, though Lady Capulet invites the nurse back
into the room, it is plain she does not welcome the other woman’s presence.
The clearest conflict between the nurse and Lady Capulet in the scene originates
in their relative physical intimacy with Juliet. Juliet and her mother demonstrate
little physical closeness; any attempt at such is awkward or foreshortened. The
uncomfortable relationship between mother and daughter is in sharp contrast to
the easy bodily intimacy between the nurse and Juliet. For example, Lady
Capulet, smiling warmly at her daughter, says “thou knowest my daughter is of a
pretty age.” She holds Juliet by the shoulders, examining her daughter’s features,
but she never fully hugs her or holds her. Significantly, the nurse crosses into the
frame, reaching around Juliet’s shoulder with an arm from behind, and displaces
Lady Capulet’s hand with her own. She exclaims, “Faith! I can tell her age to an
hour.” In contrast to Lady Capulet, the nurse embraces Juliet, kisses her
repeatedly, pats her cheek, holds the girl on her lap and swats her bottom
affectionately; her relationship with Juliet is one not only of nurturance, but of a
reciprocal physical need for intimacy.
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The tension between the two older women becomes more evident when the
nurse begins the story of her own, biological, daughter. As the nurse
reminisces—“Susan and she were of an age”—Lady Capulet, annoyed and
rolling her eyes, turns away. The reality of the other child is made more palpable
when the nurse looks contemplatively at a portrait on the locket around her neck,
crossing herself as Juliet watches. There is no indication that Susan (who within
the diegesis of the film had to live long enough for the nurse to get a picture
painted of her) died before Juliet was born. However, Susan was “too good for
me” sighs the nurse; the infant’s death left Juliet as her only charge. Significantly,
this is the only film adaptation that is explicit in defining the nurse as a wet-nurse,
and further, as Juliet’s “only nurse.” When, a bit later in the scene, the nurse
refers to her own breast as “thy teat”—demarcating her own body as Juliet’s
property or possession—she both validates her continued position in Juliet’s life
and lays claim to the superiority of her surrogate mother-daughter bond.
Because of Zeffirelli’s choices in adapting the play, the sense of the nurse’s
“remembering” in this scene is not specific to Juliet’s weaning, which is never
mentioned. Rather, the nurse seems to refer Juliet’s actual birth “On Lammas
Eve,” which she remembers “well.” The nurse’s claim, “I can tell her age to an
hour,” claims knowledge not only of Juliet’s birthday, but also the night of her
birth. She is rendered, in effect, Lady Capulet’s former “gossip.”4 The nurse
knows, to an hour, when the child was born, and she proceeds to explain how
she keeps track and remembers the girl’s birthday. Her claim, “to an hour,”
reinforces the division of nurturing labor. If the nurse claims knowledge “to an
hour” of Juliet’s birth, then the mother was displaced within that hour, her role
interrupted by the nurse’s surrogate mothering and subsequent wet-nursing.
Further, with these words the Nurse implies that Lady Capulet does not
remember the birth of her own daughter particularly well. Within the diegesis the
nurse’s suggestions imply that she is such a competent mother that she can
remember her own child’s birth (the deceased “Susan”), as well as Juliet’s, and
was fully prepared to care for both girls. The nurse, with more and more
excitement, remembers the details of the event—again, in the play this is Juliet’s
weaning, but here the dialogue suggests Juliet’s birth—exclaiming “my lord and
you were then at . . . Mantua!”
The story of the nurse’s late child (and late husband) is a source of displeasure
for Lady Capulet. She grows increasingly aggravated as the nurse reminisces.
When she finally interrupts with an annoyed demand—“enough of this, I pray
thee hold thy peace”—her words are directed both at the nurse’s bawdy jokes
(which cause Juliet, who understands, to giggle) and at her memory of domestic
bliss and family life, all of which may be the intended target of Lady Capulet’s
frustration. When the nurse stops laughing, she turns to Lady Capulet and,
momentarily chided, wryly says “Yes, Madam.” The pause here provides an
interesting moment for interpretation. The command and response demonstrate
the problematic tension in their relationship; Lady Capulet’s attempts to establish
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authority over her daughter and within her household are trumped repeatedly by
the nurse.
A shot reverse shot editing pattern demonstrates this tension a moment later.
Lady Capulet turns to her daughter, “Now . . . Juliet,” reaching out again to take
the girl by the shoulders. The reverse shot is of the nurse, who begins to laugh
again. Only halfheartedly stifling the noise with her apron, she says happily to
Juliet “thou was the prettiest babe that e’er I nursed” as she throw her arms wide,
inviting the girl’s embrace. The reverse shot shows Lady Capulet has moved
farther back from her daughter, who quickly extends her arms and runs to sit on
the nurse’s lap. Her reassuring comment to the girl—who was the “prettiest babe”
and therefore prettier than Susan—once again establishes Juliet as the
unconditional center of the nurse’s life.
When the subject of marriage is finally broached a moment later, Lady Capulet
extends her arms again, walking toward Juliet while inquiring: “Tell me, daughter
Juliet, how stands your disposition to be married?” Rather than running to her
mother’s open arms, Juliet turns and looks to the nurse for guidance. She seems
overwhelmed by the suggestion. Her reply “it is an honour that I dream not of”
seems entirely true—she has never considered it. Juliet’s reply clearly pleases
the nurse, who clasps her in a tight embrace, kissing her on the cheek, patting
her face and repeating Juliet’s “honour” emphatically: “An honour! Were not I
thine only nurse, I would say thou sucked wisdom from thy teat.” In describing
Juliet’s answer as “wisdom,” the nurse suggests two possibilities, first that Juliet
is truly not ready for marriage, or, more plausibly, that the girl has responded
appropriately to her mother’s question. Breaking into their conversation, the
nurse reinforces her role as mediator between Juliet’s comprehension and her
mother’s words, interrupting both physically and discursively. Lady Capulet has
no opportunity to respond. Her understanding of her daughter’s situation and
reaction to it are thus also a response to the nurse’s interruption. Any
demonstration of approval or physical affection that Lady Capulet might exhibit is
eclipsed by the nurse’s characteristic lack of inhibition.
Lady Capulet responds negatively, both physically and verbally, to the nurse’s
enthusiasm, crossing to her daughter and pulling her from the other woman’s
embrace. Lady Capulet places her right arm around Juliet’s shoulders, and
pulling her close with her left hand says “well, think of marriage now.” The
camera pans left, following the two women as they walk toward the door. Lady
Capulet continues with the same timbre: “Younger than you—here in Verona,
ladies of esteem, are made already mothers.” She emphasizes the commonness
of the event, and the fact that to become a young mother is not a mark against
reputation, but in favor of it. Lady Capulet claims motherhood, and by virtue of
this juxtaposition her own position as a mother, as an experience through which
“ladies of esteem” in Verona are made. Marriage would force Juliet’s entrée into
a world of adult responsibility, away from the nursery and into the aristocratic
society of Verona. As they stand in the doorway, Lady Capulet’s voice rises, high
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and girlish, while she explains, “By my count, I was your mother much upon
these years that you are now a maid.” Lady Capulet’s enthusiasm in paralleling
her own experience with Juliet’s potential future denotes an eagerness to
welcome her daughter into the sphere of women’s communal events, including
the ceremonies of childbirth. As an aristocratic wife, Juliet would immediately
have interests in common with her mother, potentially strengthening the bond
between them.
The choices in framing as Lady Capulet shares her history intensify the sense of
divisiveness in the household. Initially, Zeffirelli frames the mother and daughter
in a medium close two-shot just inside the bedroom, with the nurse pushed
completely out of the frame. As Lady Capulet speaks Juliet looks at her intently;
the worry, perhaps even fear, in the girl’s face is clear. The suggestion of
marriage, and its honors, shifted quickly to motherhood. However, before can
Juliet answer the camera cuts to another angle from just outside the door,
framing the nurse and Juliet together at the doorway with the audience’s view of
Lady Capulet blocked by the doorframe. The nurse interrupts Lady Capulet’s
“count” of the years since she became a mother, crying: “Oh Yes! I remember . . .
.” The issue of remembrance is significant because the nurse essentially
suggests that she remembers not only Juliet’s birth, but the “younger” lady of
esteem, Lady Capulet, in her early days of marriage and maternity. Her
interruption, “I remember,” underscores the longevity of tensions between the two
women and illustrates the potentially disruptive effect of the nurse’s continued
presence in the household.
The framing assists in creating the narrative tension by pushing one or another of
the women out of the scene. For example, Lady Capulet’s most emphatic
dismissal of the nurse—a determined cry “Thus, in brief”—is accompanied by her
most emphatic movement, guiding Juliet in front of her with an arm around the
girl’s shoulders. The camera pans left, following Lady Capulet’s movement and
leaving the nurse out of the frame. However, each time Lady Capulet seeks to
introduce the “valiant Paris” as an option for Juliet, the nurse crosses into the
frame, coming between Juliet and her mother, interrupting their physical bond.
Lady Capulet drops Juliet’s arm as the nurse comes between them, loud and
almost obnoxious in her competitiveness. She claims Juliet’s attention by
intoning enthusiastically “a man young lady! Such a man!” Finally, Lady Capulet
shushes her, and the nurse recedes, momentarily humbled. Lady Capulet
reaches out and puts her fingers gently under Juliet’s chin, encouraging her not
to look down or away, but to look her mother in the eyes: “what say you? Can
you love the gentleman?” Juliet immediately turns to her nurse to seek an
answer, but Lady Capulet, growing more austere, redirects Juliet’s vision to
herself. However, the nurse steps forward, leaning over Lady Capulet’s shoulder,
into Juliet’s line of sight. At this moment, Juliet would be forced to make a choice
between the two women, but a servant (Peter in this film), interrupts with news
that the party is underway. Lady Capulet is distracted, in a hurry, and noticeably
cheered by the interruption. Juliet’s answer, while “brief” at her mother’s behest,
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is not quick. She looks again to the nurse for direction, and for approval in the
appropriateness of the answer she has provided to her mother. Even after her
mother bids her emphatically to follow—“Juliet, the county stays”—she remains
for the nurse’s instruction. (See Fig. 1).

Figure 1.
Redirecting Juliet
Lady Capulet (Natasha Parry) attempts to redirect the attention of her daughter
Juliet (Olivia Hussy) away from the Nurse (Pat Heywood). This image used with
permission of the copyright holder (Paramount Pictures).
The conflict between Juliet’s deferral to the nurse’s desires and opinions and
those of Lady Capulet grows substantially throughout the film—most obviously in
the nurse’s assistance of Juliet’s clandestine marriage. However, the struggle
between the two older women for dominance, both within the household and in
relation to Juliet, climaxes when Juliet refuses to marry Paris. The first shot in the
scene is a relatively long take (over a minute). Rather than employing editing to
capture reaction shots, the camera focuses on Lady Capulet. In full mourning
attire with a black dress and veil, she paces through the sheer white canopied
curtains that frame Juliet’s enormous bed. Zeffirelli achieves an effect akin to a
split screen through the use of the sheer curtains, which occasionally act as a
scrim to separate Lady Capulet from the camera, with the nurse listening on the
other side. As she begins to speak we cannot see her clearly, but her anger is
palpable: “we will have vengeance for it. Fear thou not.” Pulling in and panning
left, the camera follows her movements around the bed. She paces between the
curtains, intermittently shielded and exposed, resembling a caged animal tracing
the bars. Juliet sobs loudly—at times unseen and at others just the hint of a
crumpled body at the bottom edge of the screen—occasionally crying out “Oh!”
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or “No!” as her mother carefully explains her plan. When Lady Capulet says “then
weep no more” she appears disturbed, and holds her hand at her forehead. Her
tone and actions demonstrate an inability to deal with Juliet, whose reaction is
solely one of grief and lament, whilst her own reaction to Tybalt’s death is
unremitting fury. Though her words here are in keeping with the play, Zeffirelli’s
film is unique in retaining them; of twentieth century filmmakers, he alone
provides a Lady Capulet willing to have Romeo murdered. Her tone, harsh and
determined, leaves us with little doubt that she would, and could, carry forth on
her plan to find someone in Mantua to “give him such an unaccustomed dram
that he shall soon keep Tybalt company.” In a reaction shot, the nurse’s face
registers the surprise and fear that Juliet, off camera and buried in pillows,
cannot. The nurse’s stunned expression indicates the profundity of Lady
Capulet’s change in behavior—she is not hesitant, she is unwavering, she will
not be interrupted.
However, just as Lady Capulet is strengthened by resolve, so too is her newly
married daughter. As Lady Capulet explains the wedding plans to Juliet the
camera pulls forward, over the older woman’s shoulder and into a medium close
shot of the tearful young girl. The frame captures her in her bed, with the wooden
headboard at the left of the screen, and the nurse entering from the left. The
white linen bed sheets and Juliet’s white smock contrast starkly with the nurse’s
black dress and Lady Capulet’s formal mourning attire. She reacts to her
mother’s words with unrestrained anger: “Now by St. Peter’s church and Peter
too, he shall not make me there a joyful bride!” Her tone is harsh, her beautiful
young face contorted and ugly. Her words register as both curse and obscenity;
her expression reinforces this notion. Notably, Juliet’s reaction diverges
absolutely from every public moment or prior exchange with her mother—all of
which were composed, measured, and polite. Given the relationship established
up to this point within the film, the virulent wail at her mother is wholly
unexpected. She screams and spits her words; the anger which was so evident
in her mother is now evident in Juliet. Because we do not get a reaction shot
here of her mother, who within the diegesis can only be shocked by this
behavior—so far out of character given how Juliet has acted in the past—we are
not certain of her response. The nurse’s position throughout this portion of the
scene is interesting; she is restrained and does not interfere. She doesn’t say
anything or attempt to comfort Juliet until it is clear that the girl has rejected Lady
Capulet. As Juliet cries, burying her face in the pillows, the nurse finally
intervenes to comfort her, looking with consternation at Lady Capulet.
The scene transitions from Juliet’s bedroom to the stairway outside, where
Capulet is bidding adieu to Paris and conferring with him regarding the
impending marriage. Lady Capulet, who is blocked from Paris’s view, descends
the stairs shaky and crying. The only time she cries in the entire film is after Juliet
has yelled at her. While Capulet parts with Paris fondly, her face registers
disgust. Rather than forcing Juliet into marriage, Lady Capulet seems to believe
that the feud and vengeance for Tybalt are more important matters. Capulet asks
whether she has “delivered our decree” and she steels herself visibly against the
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coming barrage. She whimpers in between her words as she responds to him. It
is important that throughout the first portion of their exchange Lord and Lady
Capulet stand alone on the stairs. Juliet is upstairs, behind closed doors; in
contrast to the staging suggested by the play script, she is out of hearing of her
father. Upon learning of his daughter’s refusal, he ascends the stairs in a fury,
shouting at his wife that Juliet is “proud” and “unworthy.” When she responds
tearfully “I would the fool were married to her grave,” the lines are delivered,
significantly, to Lord Capulet—not to Juliet and not in Juliet’s presence. Her
words are almost a threat; she wishes that Capulet’s only heir, his only child,
were dead. Whether a “grave” is preferable to, or synonymous with, her own
marriage with Capulet, or whether a “grave” would be preferable to or
synonymous with a marriage to the likeminded Paris is uncertain. However, Lady
Capulet speaks these words in grief and in reaction to Juliet’s uncharacteristic
anger. Further, she addresses her husband, who ostensibly has the most to lose
if the marriage does not proceed, and not her daughter. With a fevered pitch he
exclaims “let me see her!” The implication is that Capulet can explain things to
his daughter in a manner of which his wife is not capable. Indeed, her expression
as she trails behind him and later in Juliet’s bedroom fluctuates between nervous
anxiety and inadequacy. She cannot perform the tasks required of her by her
husband. That these tasks may be unpalatable, or even abhorrent to her, does
not matter.
Within Juliet’s bedroom Capulet embodies the patriarch—when his fingers “itch”
he throws Juliet across her room and against the wall. He doesn’t listen to her
pleas, rather he speaks over her words and responds with violence. Significantly,
after the exchange with her husband, Lady Capulet’s earlier aggressive impulses
have deflated completely. She does not step forward to protect her daughter; the
nurse does. The nurse stands in front of Juliet’s cowering body, physically
blocking Capulet’s access to the girl. He grabs at the nurse’s arms and clothing,
trying to pull her out of his way. Zeffirelli cuts between medium shots of the three
adults—Lady Capulet hanging back, uncertain, the nurse, willing to defend Juliet
in the face of violence, and Lord Capulet, angry and gesticulating wildly—and
close-ups of Juliet, on her knees with a teary face, clinging to her nurse’s skirts.
(In fact, the only attempt Lady Capulet makes to intervene actually registers as
an attempt to protect the nurse.)
When Lord Capulet turns to leave the room, shouting at Juliet that he will not be
“foresworn,” we see Lady Capulet in her most telling, and childlike, moment. She
is a bit shaky, leaning against a wooden bureau and looking at her husband with
annoyed resignation. She sighs deeply, and her shoulders heave. She rests her
hand on her cheek, and her stance resembles an adolescent, receiving
punishment. The power and certainty she exhibited in demanding vengeance for
Tybalt’s death have disappeared. Instead she is the “too soon marred”
inadequate child-bride, unable to control her daughter or satisfy her husband’s
demands. This sense of her inadequacy is echoed moments later when, after
Capulet exits, the nurse gestures emphatically that Lady Capulet’s presence is
also unnecessary and unwanted. In dismissing her mistress the nurse makes
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evident her superior claim to Juliet’s affections and her greater concern for the
girl’s physical welfare. In this moment of crisis Lady Capulet’s role as a mother—
to produce an heir but not to nurture her, not to make decisions on her behalf,
and not to question her function in a patrilineal society—is unmistakable. (See
Fig. 2)

Figure 2.
Lady Capulet looks on
Lady Capulet (Natasha Parry) looks on sheepishly as Lord Capulet (Paul
Hardwick) chastises Juliet for refusing Paris. This image used with permission of
the copyright holder (Paramount Pictures).
Then again, a nurse’s position of power in a household was only as secure as
her ability to satisfy the physical needs of a child on demand.5 When Juliet’s
nurse suggests a few moments later that the girl would be prudent in marrying
Paris, she too exceeds the bounds of her prescribed role. Unlike the aristocratic
mother, a wet nurse’s duty is to nourish and gratify the child. In defying Juliet’s
demands, the Nurse symbolically replicates the rejection of sustenance she
enacted many years before when, as described in the play, she “laid wormwood
to [her] dug” (1.3.28) in order to wean Juliet. The bodily separation and weaning
of Juliet from the nurse that is not articulated in the earlier scene (which rather
presents the women as remaining physically interdependent) occurs here. Juliet,
suddenly dissembling, informs her nurse haughtily that she will go to confession.
The nurse moves toward Juliet as if to embrace her, saying “this is wisely done”
as she reaches up to smooth the girl’s hair. The nurse’s actions suggest that she
believes the girl has once again “sucked wisdom” from her “teat.” However, Juliet
shrinks angrily away from the older woman, walking around the bed and shouting
“Go!” Juliet’s defiant face registers an absolute dismissal. The nurse looks at her
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with shock and confusion. Her exit from the room conveys an acceptance of her
position as a subordinate; she backs out of the door, bowing her head
submissively as she closes the doors.
Essentially, Juliet has long been the nurse’s only source of physical contact and
pleasure, despite the cessation of her role in providing bodily sustenance to the
girl. Ceding her role as confidant and caregiver to Juliet, or to Juliet’s potential
children, threatens her own physical wellbeing. Similarly, all of Lady Capulet’s
efforts at physical contact are directed at children, whether her daughter or her
nephew, Tybalt. Her inability to achieve intimacy with her daughter is
compounded by the constant visual reminder of the nurse’s close relationship
with the girl. While portions of Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet undoubtedly function
as a tragic love story, examining the film from a maternal perspective calls
attention to the stark reality of women’s positions in patrilineal society—positions
which the film renders tragic. The film visually realizes what Paster refers to as
the “two forms of motherhood institutionalized in Elizabethan culture” (225); both
forms existed contributed to the patriarchal hierarchy which separated the heir
bearing womb of the biological mother from the undifferentiated breast of the
surrogate mother.
Critical analyses of Romeo and Juliet (whether of this film in particular or the play
in general) that focus exhaustively on the heterosexual love story have not
adequately recognized the subtle portrayal of women’s bodily roles and the
physicality of maternal bonds that Zeffirelli’s adaptation achieves. The insight a
focus on maternity can provide, whether examining a particular adaptation or the
play script itself, cannot be understated. Identifying and acknowledging the power
of the maternal within literature and film can serve both as an intentional
subversion of continued patriarchal definitions and as a corrective to often
homogenous critical interpretation.
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At the same time, the role of feeding the child collapses the identity of the
nurturer and her occupation: she becomes simply “nurse.” This act of naming not
only compels femininity and heterosexuality in the material circumstances of the
lactating body, it also compels the confused synecdoche of breast and body /
nurse and nurture and the continued subjugation of a poor woman to the family
of employ and the “on demand” whims of the child.
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Gavin Lambert, Norma Shearer: A Life (New York: Knopf, 1990), 223.
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Baz Luhrmann, DVD-Rom screenplay of William Shakespeare’s Romeo +
Juliet, Twentieth Century Fox, 2002.
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Later, when Capulet attempts to dismiss the nurse, he addresses her as a
“gossip” twice. The first instance, “Good Prudence, smatter with your gossips,
go” (3.5.170), refers to her in the familiar sense of a talkative woman. The
second occurrence, “Peace, you mumbling fool! / Utter your gravity o’er a
gossip’s bowl, / For here we need it not” (3.5.172-4), refers more specifically to
the role of a gossip during the lying-in ceremony. During the labor and delivery of
a child, gossips would prepare “caudle,” which Adrian Wilson defines in “The
ceremony of childbirth and its interpretation” (in Fildes, 108-121), as a “special
drink which was associated with childbirth, consisting of ale or wine, warmed with
sugar and spices. The mother drank the caudle to keep up her strength and
spirits . . . the gossips kept themselves busy by maintaining the supply.” Thus a
“gossip’s bowl” would contain the drink used to ease pain and comfort a woman
in labor, while the accompanying “gravity” Capulet refers to derisively would likely
be advice related to childbirth.
5

Paster suggests that “suckling on demand seems to have been the norm both
in theory and, insofar as it can be documented, in practice.” She explains that
“this practice subordinated the nurse to the baby’s needs and schedule” and
“may have been what worded most to separate babies from their mothers and tie
them to their nurses, at least until weaning and extrusion/return” (224). Further,
for the nurse herself, the “physical and emotional subordination to the baby
directly result[s] from her social [and economic] subordination to the parents”
(224).
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Point Break: Abandoning the Wave Metaphor and the Politics of Division
by Courtenay W. Daum
INTRODUCTION
While the second wave of feminism produced numerous substantive legal changes,
recent feminist legal successes have been fewer and farther between. In fact, many of
the second wave’s major legislative and legal achievements are being challenged in the
courts and legislatures. To highlight a single example, reproductive choice has been,
and continues to be, undermined by the legislative and judicial processes: approval for
new types of contraception are bottlenecked at the Food and Drug Administration;
legislation allowing pharmacists to exercise a moral veto and refuse to fill prescriptions
for contraception has been discussed; benefit caps intended to deny welfare benefits to
children born to women on welfare have been introduced as have policies requiring
female welfare recipients to utilize long-term contraceptives such as Norplant in order to
continue receiving benefits; access to abortion has been reduced to the extent that
some states do not have a single abortion provider within their borders; the Supreme
Court has gradually chipped away at Roe v. Wade (1973) allowing states to impose
greater and greater restrictions on abortion from the moment of conception, including
the recent decision in Gonzales v. Carhart (2007) which upheld Congress’ Partial Birth
Abortion Ban Act despite the fact that the law does not include an exemption for when
the health of the pregnant woman is at risk as required by Supreme Court precedent;
Congress is considering legislation that would prohibit women from using health care
subsidies to purchase private insurance that covers abortion; and two of the three most
recent appointments to the U.S. Supreme Court—Chief Justice Roberts and Justice
Alito—oppose the central tenets of Roe v. Wade (1973). Despite these developments,
the feminist response has been notably lacking.
There is disagreement among feminists, however, regarding the current lack of feminist
mobilization in the United States. It has been suggested that the decrease in mobilizing
the law to further women’s rights reflects a backlash against feminism,1 or the beginning
of post-feminism as an explanation for the complacency among many young feminists.2
At the same time, there are those who argue that feminism is alive and well in the
twenty-first century as embodied by the rise of the “third wave” of feminism.
Beginning in the 1990s, a number of new feminist authors began to publish, and a
variety of anthologies edited by young feminists were released.3 These works reflected
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the views and interests of a new feminist generation identified as the third wave of
feminism. The third wave’s feminist philosophy may be loosely described as a unified
deconstructionist theory that emphasizes individual experience and the multiplicity of
identities. The third wave feminists make a valuable contribution to the feminist agenda
by emphasizing the diversity of women’s experiences and identities, but they have not
indicated how their movement substantively advances the interests and rights of women
in the United States. Instead, the third wavers offer a variety of amorphous and in some
instances ambiguous goals that reflect their tendency toward non-legal solutions.4 The
failure to identify how the goals of the third wave of feminism may be operationalized
and codified in law or implemented in practice is problematic because there is no
proposed theory or mechanism for achieving change. Absent a theory or strategy, it is
difficult to harness a variety of individual experiences to create a movement let alone
one that produces substantive change and tangible results. As Rosemarie Tong
explains:
young women today, including those who are doing feminism in the manner of
third-wave feminists, are shaping a very particularistic, even individualistic form
of feminism. This development in feminist thought is energizing the academy;
yet, at the same time, it is making it difficult to ideologically ground and practically
achieve the goals of feminist activists intent on improving women’s lot
worldwide.5
It is important to note that part of what differentiates the third from the second wave is
the former’s emphasis on individual experiences and definitions of feminism. As a
result, many third wavers may identify the lack of a cohesive movement and legal
strategy for achieving change as strengths of the third wave. Yet, given recent political,
legal and social developments, it is clear that absent a coordinated feminist movement it
is difficult to challenge the patriarchal state and infrastructure. In fact, the lack of a
visible and coordinated twenty-first century feminist movement with concrete theories
and proposals has enabled opponents of women’s rights and proponents of patriarchal
norms to undermine many of the gains of the feminist movement and obfuscate in the
face of additional change. Given recent political and legal trends that pose a threat to
women’s equality, the absence of a coordinated feminist response and agenda for
change is troubling. As we approach the second decade of the millennium, the time is
ripe for a revived feminist movement(s) that builds on the legal and legislative
successes of the second wave by emphasizing the need for additional laws
guaranteeing the rights of women, while at the same time recognizing that women are a
diverse group of individuals with different priorities and interests consistent with the third
wave feminist philosophy. The challenge is to reconcile the emphasis that the second
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4
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wave placed on “women” as a collective with the third wave’s recognition of difference.
As Tong explains, “the future of feminist thought depends on its ability to resolve the
sameness-difference debate, for unless women, (conceived as a class or group), as
well as the category of gender have some role to play in feminism, it is not clear that
labeling one’s self a ‘feminist’ makes sense anymore.”6
If, however, feminist legal theorists explicitly incorporate the third wave’s
acknowledgment of diversity and its emphasis on the multiplicity of women’s
experiences when crafting litigation strategies and legal theories, it may go a long way
toward developing anti-essentialist legal solutions to the obstacles that women as a
group continue to confront in the United States. The third wave’s feminist theory can
inform feminist legal activists and vice versa in order to produce anti-essentialist legal
solutions for advancing women’s rights. To that end, this article analyzes the strengths
and weaknesses of the so-called second and third waves of feminism and attempts to
link the theoretical contributions of the third wave with the practice-oriented approach
utilized by the feminist legal activists of the second wave in order to imagine unifying
feminist legal theories capable of mobilizing feminists to take collective action and
defend the interests of women in the often hostile political and legal environments of the
twenty-first century. While this article does not propose a single solution or specific
legal strategies—it is necessary to hear from and incorporate the interests, wants and
needs of women from a variety of backgrounds and experiences in order to devise
multiple solutions and strategies—it does propose the following in an attempt to initiate
a dialogue among feminists: first, it is imperative that feminists move beyond the
antiquated and divisive wave metaphors; second, the law is a powerful tool for linking
theory with practice and producing substantive legal and political changes and feminists
need to recognize the value of legal proposals and solutions to the problems of
women’s inequitable treatment; and finally, it is possible to craft feminist legal theories
and solutions that acknowledge and privilege the voices and needs of a variety of
women resulting in legal and political victories that reflect the goals and interests of a
feminist movement broadly-defined.
I. THE SECOND WAVE
The feminist movement that developed in the 1960s is often referred to as the second
wave of the women’s rights movement. The first wave was the women’s rights
movement active in the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century that
culminated in women receiving the right to vote in 1920. A number of developments in
the 1960s coincided to prompt a number of women to join together and form a variety of
organizations and movements for women’s rights. Many women active in the civil rights
movement were able to utilize their experiences lobbying to end racial and ethnic
discrimination to inform the organization of women’s rights groups. At the same time,
the issue of women’s rights was gaining saliency and the attention of the national
government. In 1961, President Kennedy formed the Presidential Commission on the
Status of Women to investigate the experiences of women in American society. The
Commission’s Report was released in 1963 and documented widespread discrimination
6
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against women across a variety of venues. Also in 1963, Betty Friedan published The
Feminine Mystique, in which she identified and discussed “the problem that has no
name,” and initiated a national discussion about women’s domestic roles.7 A year later,
the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was passed by Congress and included prohibitions on
workplace discrimination on the basis of sex, and provided for the formation of the
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) to monitor and enforce laws
prohibiting discrimination in the workplace. In 1966, Friedan and members of the
Presidential Commission on the Status of Women helped to found the National
Organization for Women (NOW), an organization seeking to “take action to bring
women into full participation in the mainstream of American society now, exercising all
the privileges and responsibilities thereof in truly equal partnership with men.”8 At
NOW’s second annual meeting in 1967, the organization adopted the Bill of Rights for
Women which included: an equal rights amendment to the U.S. Constitution; public
funding for child care; and the repeal of all abortion laws.9 In 1969, Friedan launched
the National Association for the Repeal of Abortion Laws (NARAL), an organization
committed to legalizing abortion, and NARAL began a campaign to overturn restrictive
abortion laws across the United States.
At the same time, women active in the civil rights movement began to develop women’s
rights organizations. The Black Women’s Liberation Group of Mount Vernon/New
Rochelle, New York was launched by black female activists,10 and in 1968, the Third
World Women’s Alliance (TWWA)11 was formed by black women active in the Student
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee.12
The TWWA issued the Black Woman’s
Manifesto and stated: “The black woman is demanding a new set of female definitions
and a recognition of herself as a citizen, companion and confidant, not a matriarchal
villain or a step stool baby-maker. Role integration advocates the complementary
recognition of man and woman, not the competitive recognition of same.”13 A few years
later, in 1972, women active in La Raza formed a women’s caucus and adopted a
platform identifying a variety of issues including equal pay for equal work for Chicanas
7
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and legalized abortion.14 These are only a few examples of the various organized
movements lobbying for women’s rights at this time.
Many of the individuals active in the second wave of the women’s movement were legal
activists and scholars. These women formed numerous organizations and aggressively
lobbied politicians and the courts to produce legislation and legal decisions promoting
the equal rights of women. Feminist legal activists sought to use the law as a
mechanism to achieve change. In addition, during the 1970s, the number of women
attending law school substantially increased:
In the mid-1940s, with a total enrollment of 43,719 students in the 111 ABAapproved law schools, only 3% were women. This ratio remained relatively static
through the 1960s, although there was a marked increase in the number of
approved law schools and in the total enrollment of students. By the end of the
1970s, the number of approved law schools had increased to 171 and the
percentage of women students to 34% of the more than 125,000 total
enrollees.15
The increase in female law students resulted in a subsequent growth in the number of
women entering the legal profession. Many of these newly minted lawyers used the
courts to produce substantive legal changes for women and later engaged in the
enterprise of articulating feminist legal theories. These early feminists “were optimistic
about using law to attain gender equality.”16
For example, in 1972, the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) launched the
Women’s Rights Project, with Ruth Bader Ginsburg as its first director, to pursue
women’s equality. The Women’s Rights Project played an instrumental role in getting
sex discrimination cases in the courts and utilizing legal arguments designed to
advance women’s rights under the Fourteenth Amendment’s equal protection clause.
These cases included: Reed v. Reed (1971)—the first case in U.S. Supreme Court
history in which the Justices used the Fourteenth Amendment’s equal protection clause
to invalidate a state law because it discriminated on the basis of sex; Frontiero v.
Richardson (1973)—resulting in a plurality opinion advocating the use of strict scrutiny
in sex discrimination cases; and Craig v. Boren (1976)—introducing intermediate
scrutiny as the standard for evaluating classifications on the basis of sex.
In addition, the second wave of feminism produced a large and diverse body of feminist
legal theory. Liberal feminists argued in favor of formal equality and stated that laws
may not embody explicit sex-based distinctions. They emphasized individual autonomy,
as opposed to talking about men and women as groups, and advocated a sex blind
14
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approach to sex difference.17 In contrast, difference (or cultural) feminists built on the
work of psychologist Carol Gilligan18 and suggested that legal and social reform should
validate women’s differences from men.19 Difference feminists rejected the assumption
that equality for women should be predicated on women demonstrating their similarities
to men. They explained that requiring women to be like men has detrimental effects on
women because applying a male definition of equality to men and women’s different
economic positions and reproductive capabilities disadvantages women.20
In contrast, feminist legal theorists such as Catharine MacKinnon were not interested in
the sameness/difference debate. Instead, MacKinnon focused on the mechanisms
through which women are subordinated to men, and examined how legal doctrine works
in conjunction with other systemic factors to keep women oppressed. Radical feminists
such as MacKinnon argued that the focus should be on the power differential between
men and women—men have power and women do not—and employing the law and
state to empower women.21
Finally, some feminists tried to use the tools of postmodern analysis to free the other
schools of feminist legal thought from their essentialist premises. A handful of feminist
theorists began to identify the multiple oppressions experienced by women of color,
lesbian women, working class women, etc., and they produced anthologies and articles
drawing attention to intersectionalities and the multiple oppressions experienced by
many women. The anti-essentialist feminist theorists argued that women are not a
homogenous group and drew attention to women’s race, class, sexual orientation and
other differences.22
The second wave of feminism produced a number of substantive legal changes as
feminists made great strides in advancing women’s interests and equality before the law
17
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in the United States; feminist legal theorists and lawyers played an immeasurable role in
crafting the terms of the debates and executing the legal and legislative victories. The
accomplishments of the second wave feminists include: the Supreme Court’s decisions
to declare unconstitutional laws prohibiting contraception, abortion and reproductive
choice in the first trimester of pregnancy (Griswold v. Connecticut (1965), Eisenstadt v.
Baird (1972), Roe v. Wade (1973)); prohibitions on workplace discrimination, including
sexual harassment and pregnancy discrimination, were codified in federal law (Title VII
of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Pregnancy Discrimination Act of 1978); and Title
IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 prohibited discrimination on the basis of sex
at educational institutions.
One of the second wave’s significant legislative accomplishments—Congress’ passage
of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) prohibiting discrimination on the basis of sex—
failed to translate into tangible change for women when the ERA was not ratified by a
sufficient number of states. Yet, the emphasis that many of the women active in the
second wave placed on legal change as a mechanism to advance women’s rights is
clearly illustrated by the vast time and effort dedicated to pursuing a broad variety of sex
discrimination claims in the courts and lobbying for legislative solutions in Congress.
The second wave of feminism has identifiable strengths and weaknesses.
The second wave used the law as a tool to help advance women’s interests and
produced an array of feminist legal theories articulating different legal strategies for
advancing women’s interests. But, the second wave is perceived as being an
essentialist middle to upper class white women’s movement. In Feminist Theory, bell
hooks (1984) criticized the work of white second wave feminists for failing to account for
and acknowledge the multiplicity of oppressions that many women experience.23
Kimberle Crenshaw’s groundbreaking article “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race
and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and
Antiracist Politics” (1989) highlighted the absence of intersectionalities in much of
second wave feminist theory. Crenshaw argued that the majority of feminist theory
identified discrimination as a single categorical axis and in doing so systematically failed
to account for the multiple burdens experienced by black women. As a result of this
approach, Crenshaw explains that black women have been theoretically erased from
feminist theory.24 Similarly, Angela Harris (1988) argued that the use of the objective
“we” when referring to women leads white feminist legal theorists to practice gender
essentialism.25
II. THE THIRD WAVE
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The third wave of feminism builds on the multiplicity of experiences emphasized by the
anti-essentialist feminist theorists writing toward the end of, and in response to, the
second wave.26 In fact, according to Henry (2004), the use of the terminology “third
wave” initially indicated “a challenge by women of color to white feminists and the
racism within the second wave…However, by the mid- to late 1990s, the term ‘third
wave’ had become synonymous with younger feminists and with stressing generational
differences from the second-wave feminists of the 1970s.”27 In 1992, Rebecca Walker,
daughter of Alice Walker, published an article in Ms. Magazine titled “Becoming the
Third Wave” in which she announced, "I am not a post-feminism feminist. I am the third
wave.”28 Walker went on to found the Third Wave Foundation and to write To Be Real:
Telling the Truth and Changing the Face of Feminism.29
The third wave identifies the need for a multiracial and diverse feminist movement in
response to the perceived homophobia, racism and classism present in the second
wave.30 The third wave highlights intersections and women’s multiple identities, and
attempts to avoid the essentialist pitfalls that it perceives in the second wave.31 As a
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result, the third wave emphasizes the individual as opposed to the collective.32 As
Dicker and Piepmeier (2003) explain, “Just as it is interested in a multiplicity of issues,
the third wave operates from the assumption that identity is multifaceted and layered.
Since no monolithic version of ‘woman’ exists, we can no longer speak with confidence
of ‘women’s issues’; instead, we need to consider that such issues are as diverse as the
many women who inhabit our planet.”33
At the same time, however, third wave feminists identify a variety of political and legal
goals that they believe should be pursued including guaranteeing every woman’s right
to make reproductive choices free from government coercion, access to healthcare,
making the workplace responsive to the needs of various individuals, and passing the
ERA.34 When Rowe-Finkbeiner conducted a survey of women on college campuses
across the country to find out what young women identify as the most salient social
issues today, the 288 respondents replied that gender equality was the number one
issue followed by reproductive rights, self-identity, work-and-family balance, violence
against women, economic issues, health care, education, societal and media images of
women, and civic engagement.35 Thus, it appears that many of the third wave feminist
goals are commensurate with the second wave’s political and legal agenda.
Yet, third wave feminists do not emphasize legal solutions or strategies. In fact, third
wave feminists appear to reject many of the techniques and strategies used by second
wave feminists and the movement-based politics of previous generations. Instead, the
third wave “functions more like ‘an ideology without a movement.’…third-wave feminism
is more about textual and cultural production, local forms of activism, and a particular
form of feminist consciousness than it is a large-scale social justice movement.”36 The
decision to move away from movement-based politics and abandon, or at the very least
not turn to, the law as a mechanism for achieving change is consistent with the third
wave’s emphases on individuality and intersectionalities and a desire to avoid the
essentialist tendencies of the second wave. Instead, third wave feminists emphasis
local community activism and socio-cultural change as an alternative to coordinated
political and legal change.37
A common concern, however, advanced by both proponents and critics of the third
wave feminism is that it has not translated into a cohesive political movement.38
Instead, the third wave feminist “movement” consists of a number of individuals defining
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feminism in their own terms and living independent lives predicated on the common
belief that women may choose to be whoever they want and do whatever they want free
from the ideological constraints of the second wave feminist movement. In fact, some
authors suggest that the focus on individuality and the resistance to collectivity is what
defines the third wave movement.39 As Tong explains:
As part of their study of interlocking forms of oppression, third-wave feminists
engage in research and writing that attends to the lives and problems of specific
groups of women. A typical third-wave feminist text will include articles about
women who represent a wide variety of multicultural perspectives: Hispanic
American, African American, Asian American, Native American, and so on.
Indeed, one would be hard-pressed to find an article authored by a third-wave
feminist that is not heavily hyphenated. Attention to this level of detail about
women is, of course, important, but it is also empirically intimidating and
conceptually challenging…Thus, third-wave feminists dare not speak for Hispanic
women in particular, let alone women in general. In fact, they dare not speak
about any group of women, however small and particularized, for fear of not
recognizing the differences that exist within a group.40
Yet, according to Rowe-Finkbeiner (2004), “the lack of a cohesive movement is the
crisis of the third wave.”41 Despite the common concerns articulated by individual
feminists, there is no cohesive movement or strategy to achieve positive change. In
Catching a Wave: Reclaiming Feminism for the Twenty-First Century (2003), Dicker and
Piepmeier acknowledge that the third wave has not produced an easily definable
movement, but respond to this type of criticism by arguing that the third wave needs to
be and can be a politicized and activist movement that engages in collective action to
achieve its goals.42
Similarly, at the conclusion of Manifesta: Young Women, Feminism and the Future
(2000), Baumgardner and Richards write that young feminists are still a pre-emergent
movement, but they suggest that there are certain developments that may prompt the
movement to coalesce and develop: “That could be a Republican victory in the 2000
election, and thus a President who would almost certainly appoint two conservative
Supreme Court justices and overturn Roe v. Wade. If this occurred, the feminist
response would be overwhelming and fierce.”43 Yet, while the first part of the authors’
statement came true—George W. Bush was elected President in 2000 and again in
2004, and he was able to appoint two conservative Justices to the Supreme Court who
appear to be predisposed to overturn, or at the very least undermine, Roe v. Wade
(1973)—the latter prediction that young feminists would be mobilized by the
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nominations of two anti-choice Justices did not materialize. The feminist response to
the nominations of Justices Roberts and Alito was not “overwhelming and fierce.”
Furthermore, the Supreme Court’s recent decision in Gonzalez v. Carhart (2007) has
failed to mobilize feminists. Yet, this decision clearly poses a threat to women’s
reproductive rights as highlighted by Justice Ginsburg’s decision to read her dissent
aloud from the bench and explicitly draw attention to the majority opinion’s hostility to
the precedents established in Roe v. Wade (1973) and Planned Parenthood of
Southeastern Pennsylvania v. Casey (1992).
Fixmer and Wood critique third wave authors for failing to recognize that the legal and
political victories achieved by the second wave are not guaranteed and may be
jeopardized now or in the near future:
The authors we read seem to assume that second wave feminists’ legal victories
cannot be repealed and that there are no other important battles to be fought in
the juridical realm. In response to what we perceive as naivety on the part of
third wavers, we sound a cautionary note: Inattention to juridical power could
allow reversals of gains won by earlier feminists—the imperiled Roe v. Wade
decision exemplifies the state’s continuing power to constrain the most intimate
of women’s choices.44
While the third wave’s embrace of individualism has positive connotations and in some
ways acts as a testament to the success of the second wave feminist movement, there
may be risks associated with the emphasis on individuality and the simultaneous fact
that the third wave is not a collective movement lobbying for legal change. Tong
suggests that, “The reason why third-wave feminists need to keep in touch with their
second-wave feminist mothers is precisely to make sure that third-wave feminism does
not degenerate into third-wave postfeminism.”45 For example, the fact that young
women believe that they can pursue any occupation reflects the success of the second
wave, but the lack of a cohesive third wave political movement means that most of
these women will confront numerous obstacles in the workplace and economic realm
similar to those confronted by their mothers. Crawford points out that third wavers often
identify issues of concern such as economic discrimination, but they fail to articulate a
response or solution to women’s continued disadvantaged economic position: “Thirdwave feminist commitment to the study and improvement of women’s economic
position, however, remains somewhat elusive. Although economic equality issues
appear on lists of third-wave feminist concerns, they remain largely unexamined in thirdwave writings (which tend toward the personal narrative).”46 The third wave’s failure to
articulate a theory or mechanism for achieving its goals is problematic. Identifying
economic discrimination against women as a problem or stating that abortion is a right
may be accurate and/or powerful rhetorical statements, but these words do nothing to
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eradicate discrimination or protect abortion rights from encroaching government
regulation.
Similarly, while the attention third wave feminists place on individual diversity and
multiplicity of experiences reflects the perceived shortcomings of the second wave,
these factors may prove to be problematic if they act as obstacles to a collective political
movement or theory pushing for change. In this sense, the third wave’s emphasis on
the individual may have robbed it of the ability to be a collective movement that was one
of the strengths of the second wave.
Finally, Spivak has argued that despite the third wave’s anti-essentialist tendencies, it
has actually produced a feminist theory that is essentialist in its own right:
the “new” feminist debates are perhaps too little reflective of the differences at
work between and within women; that they are perhaps too narrowly addressed
from and to the relatively privileged and affluent, to women who are not at the
sharp end of daily brutalities such as racism, poverty, or homophobia; that they
are perhaps a little too complacent about the gains they suppose women to have
made since the second wave—gains which have benefited certain women to the
exclusion of others…For some feminists, then, the politics of the “third wave”
may seem a little too close to the politics of “post-feminism.”47
Similar to the second wave, the third wave has both strengths and weaknesses. Its
emphases on intersectionalities and individuality enable a more inclusive and
encompassing feminism than the second wave. At the same time, however, the
individuals of the third wave have failed to coalesce into a movement or to articulate the
means to achieve their goals. As a result, nearly a decade into the twenty-first century,
the third wave has not been successful in achieving substantive and tangible benefits
for women or in stopping the courts from promulgating decisions that undermine the
legal and legislative accomplishments of the second wave.
III. POINT BREAK: UNIFYING FEMINIST LEGAL THEORIES
The following section attempts to synthesize the strengths of the feminist legal
contributions to the second wave, a politicized and mobilized movement lobbying the
legislatures and courts for equal rights for women, with the benefits of the third wave
and its emphasis on individual autonomy and choice and the diversity of options and
experiences available to women today. The goal in coming decade should be to move
away from a practice of dividing and polarizing feminists in favor of theories that unify
women to challenge the patriarchal state and infrastructure. In order to revitalize the
feminist movement(s), feminists should: abandon and resist the use of the wave
metaphor; resolve to link theoretical and rhetorical goals with practical and tangible
results by using the law as a mechanism to advance women’s rights; and commit to
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recognizing and incorporating the identities and needs of all women when crafting legal
theories, strategies and solutions.
A. Problems with the Wave Metaphor
The wave metaphor is no longer a useful metaphor for describing the different phases
of the women’s movement. The continued use of this metaphor is problematic for a
number of reasons. First and foremost, it pits feminists against one another. The wave
metaphor implies that the waves of the women’s movement are distinct and discrete or,
at the very least, that one wave feeds into the next and the former ultimately is replaced
by the latter. Yet, the reality is that the so-called waves of the women’s movement are
not as distinct as the wave metaphor (or some feminists) would lead one to believe.
There is often a great deal of theoretical and practical overlap across generations, and
the work of many feminists is not easily situated within a single wave. As a result, the
distinctions among waves often are not very clear, but the wave metaphor works to
exacerbate those divisions that do exist while simultaneously marginalizing the
contributions of those feminists that do not fit neatly within a single wave. Furthermore,
there is a great deal to learn from each of the so-called waves of the feminist movement
and the success of one group of feminists is often predicated upon the successes and
failures of previous feminist actors and activists. As a result, it is more useful to
integrate the positive ideas and contributions put forth by feminists and activists from
different generations, and stop talking about theories and individuals in opposition to
one another.
Second, the wave metaphor is essentialist and works to exclude the contributions that
women of color have made to the women’s movement and feminist theory:
This model obscures the historical role of race in feminist organizing. If we
consider the first wave as that moment of organizing encompassing woman
suffrage and the second wave as the women’s liberation/women’s rights activist
of the late 1960s, we effectively disregard the race-based movements before
them that served as precursors, or windows of political opportunity, for gender
activism.48
Thus, as Springer articulates, “Reexamining the wave model of the women’s movement
can only benefit the movement as we continue to expand the category of ‘women’ and
make sure that, as bell hooks asserts, ‘feminism is for everybody’ (hooks 2000).”49
For example, when so-called third wavers juxtapose the second and third waves as
polarized interests and critique the second wave of feminism as essentialist, the
contributions of many second wave feminists that challenged the essentialist tendencies
of their peers—e.g. Gloria Anzaldua, Frances Beale, Angela Davis, Audre Lorde,
Cherrie Moraga, Barbara Smith, Alice Walker—are marginalized or erased. The wave
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metaphor creates false dichotomies that exclude the contributions of these and other
influential feminists.
In addition, the wave metaphor creates artificial divisions among feminists that may lead
new generations of feminists to resist or reject the lessons and tools of their mothers’
generation. If we acknowledge that the waves of the feminist movement are not as
substantively divided as the wave metaphor may suggest, this will open up avenues for
intergenerational collaboration. The feminists of the so-called second and third waves
and the women that fall somewhere in between, have a great deal to learn from one
another. As long as the wave metaphor exists it may work to inhibit sharing and
cooperation while simultaneously increasing suspicion and defensiveness across the
second and third waves of feminism. These artificial divisions do nothing to advance
the substantive interests of women in the twenty-first century.
B. The Law as an Impetus for Change
Much is to be gained by reprioritizing the law as a tool for advancing women’s rights,
including the possibility that providing strategies for achieving goals and ultimately
producing substantive changes may mobilize individual women to coalesce into a
reinvigorated feminist movement(s). As Martha Fineman explains: “One important
characteristic of feminism is that it represents the integration of practice and theory. As
noted by historian Linda Gordon, feminism is ‘an analysis of women’s subordination for
the purposes of figuring out how to change it.’”50 The women’s movement developed in
order to pursue women’s interests and rights, and legal reform has proven to be a
powerful tool for achieving the movement’s goals throughout U.S. history. Most
recently, in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, feminists active in the political and legal
arenas lobbied legislators and the courts to produce policies and legal doctrines that
advanced equal rights for women and agitated in response to legislative and legal
defeats. Yet, as previously noted, using the law as an instrument to achieve social,
political and legal change is not a priority for those active in the so-called third wave of
feminism. Third wave feminists may have good reasons for exploring alternative
avenues for articulating and advancing women’s interests and rejecting an
overwhelming emphasis on legal remedies. There is much to be gained from new
forms of feminism and there is no doubt that the law is limited in its ability to achieve
change, but the extent to which the third wave has abandoned the law is troubling.
Legal strategies are valuable because they bring feminist activists into direct contact
with the political and legal arms of the government; the venues capable of producing
substantive and tangible changes. Furthermore, the absence of legal activism—defined
as lobbying legislators for political reform and litigating in the courts—may act as an
obstacle to movement building and make it difficult for feminists to advance or defend
the equal rights of women across the United States. This is not to suggest that the
social activism of the third wave should be abandoned, but rather that women’s
interests may be better served by a movement that relies on multiple strategies
including legal activism.
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One of the potential benefits of emphasizing legal activism is that identifying the law as
an impetus for change enables theorists, activists and legal professionals to
operationalize theories and strategies. This, in turn, enables feminists to make the
move from articulating goals and engaging in rhetorical exercises to actually pursuing
policy changes in the political and legal arenas. In short, the law provides the means to
the ends. The identification of mechanisms for pursuing the goals of different women
and the promise of delivering substantive quantitative and qualitative benefits to women
may help to mobilize individuals and prompt the development of a feminist movement(s)
thereby overcoming one of the perceived weaknesses—the emphasis on the individual
at the expense of a movement—of the so-called third wave. Public mobilization of the
law resulting in legal victories, or even defeats, may bring sex discrimination back onto
the political agenda and translate into increased participation in the feminist movement.
Women may be prompted to mobilize and engage one another if they believe that
feminism can make a difference in their lives. While many women appear to think that
there is no need for a feminist movement because feminism achieved all that it could,
an emphasis on legal change may highlight and bring into the public view the many
obstacles that women continue to face in contemporary American society.
Similarly, an additional advantage of legal activism is that the resulting policy changes
and legal victories benefit all affected women not simply those active in the movement.
For example, the Supreme Court’s decision in Roe v. Wade (1973) invalidated
restrictive abortion laws in forty-six states thereby extending one aspect of reproductive
autonomy to all women and providing them with greater access to abortion providers
should they so desire. In this manner, the law is a tool for linking theory and practice in
ways that produce concrete changes in the lived out experiences of women in the
United States. As Fineman explains, “many feminists gravitate toward law and legal
reform as objects of study and action” because the law is a tool for linking feminist
theory with feminist activism.51
When the emphasis on law is absent from the feminist movement, it is possible for
those who oppose women’s rights and benefit from the maintenance of a patriarchal
system to erode the legal guarantees that women gained via previous legislation and
court cases. Opponents of feminist goals and women’s rights are able to defeat
legislation that advances women’s different interests and pass legislation that impedes
on women’s rights. State and congressional laws that encroach on the right to privacy
and equal protection of the laws as well as instances of economic and sex
discrimination in the private and public sectors are upheld by the courts.
Finally, the lack of an active feminist movement with a legal agenda, including
specifically identified policy goals and legal strategies for achieving them, has led to a
feminist movement with priorities but few means to further the feminist agenda. As we
begin the second decade of the “new” millennium, it may be advantageous for feminists
to utilize the law and revive the movement’s emphasis on legal strategies as a
mechanism for achieving reform. One of the most powerful tools available to a feminist
movement is using the law to challenge the patriarchal system.
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It is important to note that the abandonment of legal strategies by the so-called third
wave feminists may reflect their concerns and/or dissatisfaction with the way that the
law was employed previously as a mechanism for change. As noted above, one of the
primary critiques of the second wave was that many of the women active in crafting and
pursuing a legal strategy advanced priorities that privileged the experiences of some
women over others. In addition, legal reform often emphasizes the neutrality of law and
in doing so masks the distinctions among women. Because law is neutral the argument
follows that the law does not allow women to be treated differently than men: equal
protection of the laws must be applied to both sexes. This strategy identifies women as
a collective homogeneous group and does not distinguish among women resulting in
legal outcomes that may promote gender essentialism.
Many feminists may be resistant to emphasizing and relying on legal strategies to
achieve change because they fear that this approach inevitably privileges the
experiences of some women and masks the experiences of others. Yet, the time may
be ripe to challenge this perception. Law is capable of recognizing intersectionalities,
but the courts are reactive institutions. Feminists, however, are capable of crafting legal
arguments (and have done so) that recognize and account for the injustices
experienced by women of different races and ethnicities, sexual orientations and
identities, and socioeconomic backgrounds. It is incumbent on feminists to advance
these legal theories and arguments in the courts and legislatures in order to force these
reactive institutions to adapt. This is not to suggest that change will be easy or quick,
but a feminist movement (as opposed to individual instances of women pushing for
change) that emphasizes intersectionalities and demands legal change that reflects the
diversity of women’s experiences is something that feminists should aspire to in the
coming decade. At the very least these efforts will initiate a discussion in major state
and national public venues thereby educating the public about the challenges that
different women continue to confront.
Finally, one may argue that the absence of a vigorous feminist legal movement reflects
how political dynamics changed beginning in the 1980s with the rise of the religious
right and the success of Republicans running for office at the state and national levels:
feminists intentionally are minimizing legal strategies because they fear that the courts
are packed with opponents of women’s rights which may lead to legal defeats that
erode the gains that women have achieved in recent decades. This is certainly a valid
concern, but the reality is that feminists are losing in the courts whether they pursue an
aggressive legal strategy or not as exemplified by recent Supreme Court decisions in
Gonzales v. Carhart (2007) and Ledbetter v. Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company
(2007).
Furthermore, if feminists are uncomfortable utilizing courts to pursue legal change, they
can focus their attention on lobbying legislators, including the Democratic Congress, to
pass laws that reflect women’s interests and repeal those that do not. Again, this
strategy may bring salient issues into major public venues thereby educating the public
and persuading legislators to be supportive of women’s rights. If one branch of
government does not appear to be a friendly venue there are other branches that may
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prove more receptive, and there are abundant opportunities to lobby for change at the
state and local level as well.
The benefit of a legal strategy is that it works toward achieving substantive tangible
results and benefits for women. It also has the added potential to unite women in
support of a feminist movement(s). Finally, even if a legal strategy confronts initial
obstacles and results in defeats, it provides opportunities to increase the saliency of
women’s rights on the political and public agendas and educate elected officials and the
public about the many obstacles and inequities that women continue to confront in the
United States.
The women’s movement produced numerous positive changes
throughout U.S. history, but much work remains to be done. Legal maneuvering
provides an opportunity to draw attention to and pursue challenges to the remaining
inequities, including those produced by an artificial belief in law’s neutrality and
women’s homogeneity.
C. Toward Unifying Feminist Theories
As long as feminists are not actively proposing and lobbying for political and legal
change, the patriarchal state is exploiting this inactivity and divisions within the feminist
community to its benefit. The challenge for feminists in the next decade is to find a way
to unify women in opposition to patriarchy while recognizing the diversity of women’s
experiences. If feminists are mindful of avoiding essentialist pitfalls and recognize that
women’s multiple experiences mean that there must be multiple angles, agendas and
solutions, it is feasible to craft feminist theories, legislative proposals and legal
strategies that take into account these various interests and needs while simultaneously
advancing women’s rights. As previously noted, the problem that many feminists have
with the second wave’s emphasis on “women’s issues” was that women were discussed
as a single homogeneous group and the problems and solutions that were discussed
often reflected the experiences of a select group of privileged women. As a result,
unifying feminist legal theories must privilege the voices of all women as opposed to the
unitary voice, the objective “we the women,” often associated with the gender
essentialism embodied in the writing of many second wave white feminist theorists.52
That being said, it is important to craft effective legal strategies that are capable of
producing results in political and legal venues. As previously noted in the critique of the
third wave, when the emphasis on pluralism is reduced to individual experiences at the
expense of a movement, the risk is that feminism is rendered impotent as a movement
for change. As Anzaldua explains, “Twenty-one years ago we struggled with the
recognition of difference with the context of commonality. Today we grapple with the
recognition of commonality within the context of difference.”53 Thus, the challenge is to
find a way to channel the anti-essentialist theoretical contributions of the third wave into
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a form of activism that is capable of demanding and achieving concrete and positive
changes for women in the United States.
In order to move toward unifying feminist theories, feminists must capitalize on one of
the strengths of the third wave and engage in an expansive dialogue that incorporates
women from a variety of backgrounds with different goals and interests. Third wave
feminists have, for example, utilized blogs and other alternative media such a ‘zines to
expand the feminist dialogue and create a safe space for the expression of diverse
viewpoints. Feminists of all generations and schools of thought should take advantage
of these venues to engage with one another and think about ways to link women’s
different experiences and needs with the concept of gendered oppression. There are a
variety of women’s issues—reproductive rights, child care, equal pay for equal work,
health care, sexual violence—that impact women of all races, classes, sexual
orientations and identities in the United States. One way to accomplish the union of the
third waves’ recognition of diversity with the second wave’s feminist legal activism may
be for feminists to acknowledge that women share a “gendered life”54 that restricts, for
example, the reproductive rights of women in contemporary American society and not
the reproductive rights of men. While reproductive choice may mean different things to
different women—e.g. one’s race and ethnicity, socioeconomic background, geographic
location, sexual orientation and identity, and age may influence one’s priorities within
the realm of reproductive rights—using the concept of a gendered life as a starting point
makes it possible to bring women together to discuss how their individual experiences
have led them to be marginalized and discriminated against as women. Some women
may prioritize discrimination on the basis of a single identifying characteristic such as
sex whereas other women may emphasize intersectionalities and multiple sources of
oppression, but the resulting discussions will encompass a variety of issues, some more
salient to certain women than others. Returning to the example of reproductive rights,
such a conversation may include: contraception; abortion; pre-natal and neo-natal care;
welfare benefits; child care; economic issues; maternity and family leave; health care;
etc. Women will disagree about priorities, goals and solutions, but it is possible that
women may find that they share common concerns or an interest in crafting broad
legislative proposals and legal strategies that are capable of raising the saliency of and
advancing a variety of interests.
In order for this type of approach to be successful, women must not exploit their
privileges at the expense of other women. It benefits all women to challenge inequity
and sex discrimination, including discrimination against women oppressed because of
the intersection of multiple characteristics. In addition, the women’s rights movement
cannot demand or expect that women privilege one component of their identities over
another. Women are not a homogenous group, and in order to bring women together to
form feminist movements requires the recognition of women’s differences and multiple
identities and the different obstacles and inequities confronted by women.
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The third wave’s emphasis on individual experiences makes a valuable contribution to
the feminist dialogue when it explicitly draws attention to the nuances and variations
among feminists and their priorities. Yet, diversity and pluralism need not be obstacles
to a feminist movement. Unifying feminist legal theories that account for the diversity of
women’s experiences and allow for the recognition of multiple voices and goals may
allow women to come together in collective movements to use the law as a tool to lobby
for a variety of changes and challenge the patriarchal system.
CONCLUSION
As we enter the second decade of the twenty-first century, women across the United
States are confronting discrimination on the basis of sex or the intersection of sex and
other characteristics on a day to day basis in their homes, communities, workplaces,
educational institutions, retail establishments, legal proceedings, medical facilities, etc.
Yet, we often hear that we have entered the era of post-feminism which implies that
feminism is either no longer necessary or viable. The reality, however, is that vibrant
feminist movements capable of uniting women in the interest of promoting equal rights
and pursuing women’s various interests are both necessary and viable.
The recent emphasis on individual experiences and feminisms has contributed to the
decline of feminist movements, but feminist movements are necessary to challenge the
recent threats to the hard fought gains women have made over the decades and to
continue the fight to eradicate the many remaining inequities inherent in the patriarchal
state. Women cannot allow the politics of feminism to be replaced by a politics of
division that falsely emphasizes the distinct waves of the feminist movement and the
incompatibility of unity and difference because opponents of women’s rights will exploit
the divisions and absence of feminist movements to advance their interests.
The decline of feminist movements, however, does not reflect an abandonment of
feminism. Many women continue to identify as feminists and it is possible to rally
individuals and highlight the benefits of feminist movements. In order to contribute to
the development of feminist movements in the coming decade, it will be necessary to
abandon the divisive wave metaphor that frames one wave of feminism in opposition to
the other in favor of drawing on the strengths of different components of feminism to
advance women’s interests. From the 1960s through the 1980s, feminist legal theorists,
activists and legal professionals effectively framed the legal debate and utilized the law
as a mechanism to advance women’s rights in the state and national legislatures and
the courts. Yet, the emphases on the neutrality of law and the homogeneity of women
proved problematic in practice and excluded and alienated many women. This gender
essentialism informed the scholarship and activism of many feminists including those
coming of age in the 1980s. Many young feminists writing in the 1990s reacted to the
gender essentialism they identified in feminism by emphasizing women’s diverse and
pluralistic experiences. This focus led them to abandon or reject a feminist legal
movement in favor of individual definitions and manifestations of feminism. Many of
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these women relied “on personal anecdote for their definitional and argumentative
strategies” as opposed to crafting macro-level strategies for achieving change.55
Yet, the law is an invaluable instrument for furthering social and political change and
improving the lives of different women. As such, it remains one of the most powerful
tools available to a feminist movement in a patriarchal system. The use of law as an
impetus for change can draw attention to discrimination and the inequities different
women continue to face, and raise the saliency of these issues on the public and
political agendas. It also serves as a mechanism for advancing the rights of women by
providing the means to the feminist movement’s ends. In order to avoid the essentialist
pitfalls associated with many previous feminist legal strategies, it is necessary to craft
legal theories and proposals that account for the diversity of women’s experiences, their
different priorities, and the nuances associated with many so-called women’s issues.
This will require that feminists commit to hearing and recognizing one another, and
engage in an open and forthright dialogue that may be painful and difficult at times. Yet,
through this process it may be possible to craft unifying feminist legal theories that
advance the interests of various women and continue the fight to achieve equal rights
for all women not simply the privileged. My hope is that this article will contribute to this
dialogue by highlighting the potential benefits of and opportunities for developing
unifying feminist legal theories and engaging in movement building in the decade
ahead.
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Good Mothers, Bad Mothers and Mommy Bloggers: Rhetorical Resistance and
Fluid Subjectivities
by Rebecca Powell
I crawl out of bed, tiptoe past my son’s door, pour a cup of coffee, open my laptop and
begin clicking through the headlines of the New York Times. On this morning, the world
is still the world, still at war, still watching the economy, still gossiping and theorizing. I
leave the news of the world for the news of the domestic, the maternal and the
everyday. The web addresses, familiar as my mother’s phone number, dooce.com,
girlsgonechild.net, notesfromthetrenches.com, belong to mommy bloggers I have read
since shortly before my two-year old son‘s birth. I know the names of their children, the
layout of their houses, their favorite drinks and their pet peeves. Like thousands of other
readers, I have read of their depressions, their moves, their children’s birthdays, and
their marital squabbles. I have read their tales of motherhood as I have negotiated the
discourse of the role and constructed my own practice.
That I am, and was, able to witness the negotiations of motherhood is a privilege of the
digital age. Historically, depictions of motherhood have been imposed by experts (Dr.
Spock, Focus on the Family’s James Dobson and Freud) iconicized by the media (June
Cleaver, Claire Huxtable ), villainized or glorified by politicians (Ronald Reagan’s
welfare mother, Dan Quayle and Murphy Brown, George Bush and mothers of
veterans), or negotiated in the private space of the home and playground. Although
Erma Bombeck’s If Life Is a Bowl of Cherries, What Am I Doing in the Pits? and Anne
Lamott’s Operating Instructions presented alternative constructions of motherhood,
seldom have mothers negotiated their own constructions in the public eye. Yet, mommy
blogging happens in the public space of the World Wide Web; it is done by actual
mothers, responded to within seconds by mothers and nonmothers. Mommy bloggers
construct versions of their own motherhood and readers identify, correct, clarify and
reinterpret those constructions. A picture of a mother and daughter is not a family
keepsake, but published on a blog and instantly a representation and construction of
motherhood, not by a third party, but by mothers themselves. In mommy blogging,
motherhood goes public; motherhood goes rhetorical.
To explore the construction of motherhood, I will examine three mommy blogs
(dooce.com, girlsgonechild.net and notesfromthetrenches.com) as rhetorical
constructions of identity. I will first outline the workings of the good mother/bad mother
discourse and then show how in the blog medium, where mothers control the texts, the
pictures, and the layout, they negotiate the discourse of motherhood, in concert with the
rhetorical and immediate audience of their blogs.
Discourse of Motherhood: Good Mothers, Bad Mothers
The public, rhetorical motherhood of mommy blogging belongs to a discourse fraught
with contradictions. Constructed through powerful historical and popular discourses that
birthed the good mother/bad mother dichotomy, the current discourse of motherhood
whips mothers between the “age old Madonna-whore poles of perfect and failed
motherhood” ( Douglas and Michaels 27). Neither pole, perfect nor failed, offers
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mothers fully fledged beings. Perfect mothers become perfect through sacrifice, while
failed mothers are continually faced with the removal of their children. Molly Ladd-Taylor
and Lauri Umansky’s “Bad” Mothers: the Politics of Blame in Twentieth Century America
identifies the familiar stereotypes of the failed/bad mother: the welfare mother, the teen
mother, the career woman who has no time for her kids, the drug addict who harms the
unborn, and the overprotective mother (2). America’s mothers straddle a multitude of
positions that may disqualify them from the “good mother” category: “By virtue of race,
class, age, marital status, sexual orientation and numerous other factors, millions of
mothers have been deemed substandard” (6). And substandard motherhood is not just
the business of the family, it is the business of the state. Discourses outside of
motherhood deem who will be a “good” mother. Indeed, Ladd-Taylor and Umansky
claim only white middle-class mothers can fit the good mother image. Furthermore,
mothers must constantly guard against slipping into the “bad mother” category in a
culture that disagrees on the major tenets of motherhood.
Americans are divided on whether mothers should stay home with their children,
and on whether a “good” parent would spank a child. We even disagree about
what age a “good” mother should be. Most of us agree it’s bad to become a
mother too young, but at what age does a new mother become too old? . . . Is it
bad to breastfeed a toddler -- or give a newborn a bottle? The proliferation of
consumer goods compounds the problem: advertisers make mothers feel bad if
they don’t buy the right baby products, while advice givers say a sure sign of
“bad” mother is a woman who buys her child too much. (5)
Women birth a child and are immediately navigating the good mother/bad mother
discourse, a discourse fraught with hidden ideologies of class, race, and hidden rules.
Susan Douglas and Meredith Michaels turn to media portrayals of mothers, illustrating
the workings of the good mother/bad mother discourse in The Mommy Myth: The
Idealization of Motherhood and How it Undermines All Women. They identify a popular
construction of the good mother arising from postfeminist ideals “the new momism,”
which they define as intensive mothering: “With intensive mothering, everyone watches
us, we watch ourselves, and other mothers and we watch ourselves watching
ourselves” (6). The new momism says now that mothers can choose between June
Cleaver and the corporate office, of course, they will choose June Cleaver and become
extremely competent stay-at-home moms. According to new momism, “motherhood is
the most important thing a woman can do,” and motherhood is a competition (22). The
best mothers are main caregivers, always smiling and understanding, and exhibit
“boundless, unflagging and total love” (Douglas and Michaels 15). Douglas and
Michaels conclude new momism makes a failure of all mothers, while placing mothers in
competition against each other.
Laura Knudson’s “Cindy Sheehan and the Rhetoric of Motherhood” demonstrates the
good mother/bad mother dichotomy in the portrayal of Sheehan’s peace activism and
motherhood. After the death of her oldest son in the Iraq War, Sheehan began
demonstrating against the war, most famously camping outside the gates of then
President George Bush’s Crawford, Texas ranch. Knudson examines media portrayals
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of Sheehan’s activism and concludes her motherhood was used to both demonize and
promote her peace message. Sheehan’s activism was authorized by her motherhood,
the mother of a dead soldier she felt she had the right and moral imperative to speak
out against the war. Yet, critics used the practice of her motherhood to discredit her
message. Claiming her dirty house drove her oldest son to enlist, and thus ultimately to
his death, and that her peace activism led to the neglect of her living children, Knudson
concludes that critics held “a mother’s most deeply held belief against” Sheehan, the
belief that “no matter what she did it was not good enough” (179). In effect, because
critics claimed Sheehan was neglectful and slovenly, she slipped into the bad mother
category, a category that cannot authoritatively speak.
This is the work of the good mother/bad mother discourse -- it holds “a mother’s most
deeply held belief[s] against” us. It says if we are the perfect mother, we will disappear,
become the nameless sacrifice, and if we are the bad mother, our children will
disappear, to the state, to death. Whether good or bad, the speech of a mother is
suspect, yet in the midst of the good mother/bad mother discourse, mommy bloggers
publish their motherhood online, record the detail of their lives, state their opinions on
vaccinations and spanking. How do they work in/against/with the discourse?
Method
To get at the construction of a gendered role, motherhood, I use points of inquiry
developed by feminist poststructuralist critique and Kenneth Burke’s definition of
rhetoric and consubstantiation. Feminist poststructuralism’s points of inquiry challenge
“the fundamental dichotomies of the Enlightenment,” including male/female (Hekman 2).
They have also interrogated the workings of particular discourses and their links to
power and ideologies. What separates feminist poststructuralists from poststructuralists
is their insistence on the agency of individuals within the workings of discourses:
“Agency is never freedom from discursive constitution of the self but the capacity to
recognize that constitution and to resist, subvert and change the discourses themselves
through which one is being constituted (Davies 51). Feminist poststructuralists do not
just allow for the deconstruction of binaries and discourses; they also allow for
reconstructions of subjectivity and discourses. Thus, feminist poststructuralism makes a
two-way relationship between discourse and the individual. Discourse works to
constitute individuals and individuals work in/with/against the discourse. As I critique the
mommy blogs, including specific posts, the main page, and blogger self-descriptions, I
will examine how the bloggers are both the “site and subject of [a] discursive struggle
for their identity” (Weedon 83).
Kenneth Burke augments my feminist poststructuralist critique with a rhetorical
perspective grounded in the communal nature of humans. Burke’s definition of rhetoric
“the use of words by human agents to form attitudes or to induce action in other human
agents” nicely complements feminist poststructural critique’s focus on agency and also
adds a goal to the act of communication. Thus, when looking at a blog post, I can ask
what attitudes or actions the post induces. Burke views the acts of persuasion, the
inducement, as identification (Schwartz 211). Rhetors and audiences identify with one
another through consubstantiality, the sharing of substance which means sharing
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“common ideas, attitudes, material possessions or other properties” (Foss 63). In this
analysis, it may mean even sharing the same space in the World Wide Web.
Conversely, we are always identifying against that which we do not identify. Identifying
as a “mommy blogger” means not identifying as a infertility blogger. Simply put, using
Burke helps me examine the rhetorical and communal nature of blogging, while feminist
poststructuralism allows me to see how bloggers work in/against/with dominant
discourses.
Choosing the Rhetors
My
sample
mommy
blogs,
dooce.com,
girlsgonechild.net,
and
notesfromthetrenches.com are the sites of Heather Armstrong, Rebecca Woolf and
Chris Jordan, respectively. The sample blogs represent a range of readerships, ages
and number of children. Because blogs can span immense time periods (Armstrong’s
dooce.com spans over ten years) and there are literally thousands of posts to analyze, I
chose mommy blogs that were familiar to me. Thus from the beginning, Burke’s ideas of
consubstantiality and identification are in place. I read blogs by white-middle class
women who share features of my own background. Like me, Armstrong, Woolf and
Jordan have bachelor’s degree inthe humanities. Like me, they make their homes west
of the Mississippi. Like me, they birthed children in their twenties. I critique their
constructions of motherhood from the position of an insider, reader, and mother.
The diminutive and contested term, mommy blog, denotes the primary topic, mothering
and children. These white middle-class bloggers embrace the controversial term.
Heather Armstrong of dooce.com is a thirty-four year old blogger, living in Salt Lake
City, Utah with her husband, child and two dogs. In Los Angeles, mother of two,
Rebecca Woolf began blogging shortly after an unexpected pregnancy at twenty-three
years of age. The mother of seven children, Chris Jordan has been blogging since
2004.
While mommy bloggers write about motherhood, they are read by a diverse set of
readers and have captured the attention of mainstream media. Armstrong and Jordan
have been featured in the pages of the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal.
Both Armstrong and Woolf have published books closely related to their blog’s content
(dooce.com, girlsgonechild.net). Armstrong’s It Sucked and Then I Cried made the New
York Times’ Bestseller List (dooce.com). She has also appeared on The Oprah Show
and The Today Show to talk about her blog (Schellenberger par. 3). All have been
active participants and presenters at blog conferences, like Blogher and SWSX. Typical
posts on these blogs generate hundred of comments. The bloggers allow
advertisements on their blogs, thus producing income. Reports of Armstrong’s blog
income range from $10,000 to $40,000 a month, similarly reports of her web traffic
range from a 1 million readers a month to forty-thousand a day (“Technorati“). Jordan
and Woolf have smaller audiences, but still counts of their readers range in the
thousands per week. Posts on these blogs share common patterns; they are frequently
narratives of daily interactions with family, reflections on mothering, and letters
addressed to children.
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The Medium: Sites of Construction, Sites of Negotiation
Blogging, once a fringe activity, has become mainstream. Technorati.com, a blog traffic
site, reports that in 2007 there were over 94.1 million blog readers and over 22. 6 million
bloggers in the United States. Newspapers, like the New York Times, and magazines,
like the Atlantic Monthly, employ bloggers to keep their web presence fresh.
Nevertheless, a review of terms common to the blogging world may clarify later
analysis.


Post - the individual entries written and published to a blog that make the
changing content of a blog



Comment - enabling readers to leave their remarks, frequently a link at the end of
a post



Masthead - like the masthead of a newspaper, commonly features the name of
the blog, a graphic and stable page links

Blogging involves an active audience. The blogger posts; the readers comment.
It is reader-response theory in real time. Meanings are contested, supported and
complicated all within the frame of a screen and within minutes. Mommy bloggers write
about a specific interaction with their child and within seconds readers respond, defend,
support, and disagree. Understanding how blogging mothers construct motherhood
means carefully examining the construction of their blog. What layout greets a reader?
The following descriptions of the blogs focus on the landing page of the sites because
these pages greet readers and hold the most recent posts.
dooce.com

(April 2009 masthead of dooce.com)

(dooce.com, screen shot of vertical frames)
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Armstrong’s site is divided into four frames. Horizontal frames line the top and bottom of
the blog and two vertical frames fill the middle. The top horizontal frame features a row
of stable links on the left hand of the page (About This Site, Contact Me, Archives,
Mastheads, Shop, FAQ) and on the right, three tabs (Daily Photo, Daily Chuck, Daily
Style) that open to photos with a paragraph of commentary. On the same top horizontal
frame is the masthead. Armstrong designs a new masthead for each month, commonly
featuring a tagline she had culled from reader’s comments or emails. April 2009’s
masthead featured a background of pink roses in bloom, with the letters d-o-o-c-e
shadowed over top and the tagline “as soft as steel wool” in white capitals aligned to the
right. Under the masthead is an advertisement.
The largest vertical frame holds text posts and strips of titled pictures that are also
available by clicking on the “daily” tabs on the top horizontal frame. The border vertical
frame features more advertisements. The bottom horizontal frame is a black band with
three columns of information: the covers of Armstrong’s books It Sucked and Then I
Cried and an a collection of personal essays by bloggers she edited What I Learned
About My Father in Therapy; her flickr (a photo hosting site) and Twitter streams, and
her archives. Below the three columns, copyright, feed and advertising information line
the bottom of the site.
Girlsgonechild.net

(girlsgonechild.net masthead)
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(screenshot of Girlsgonechild..net)
Woolf’s site is divided into five frames, a horizontal top and bottom, and three vertical
frames. The top horizontal frame features the masthead worded “(This) Girl’s Gone
Child.” Graphically, the text is interrupted by a fifties pin-up blonde tying on a pink dress
between the words “This” and “Girl.” The text ends with a picture of an old-fashioned
black baby pram. Below the masthead but in the same frame is a thin strips of Google
text ads.
The three vertical frames consist of a left and right border frame and a large middle post
frame. The left border frame begins with a pic of Woolf’s book cover, Rockabye. Below
the book covers is a text box, “Inspired By” flanked by a black and white picture of a
young boy sleeping next to an infant on the arm of a sofa. Below the picture is another
text box, “Friends and Links” with a list of hyperlinked names and titles. The next section
of the left border read Woolf’s flickr feed and her “Dirty Laundry,” archives of her posts,
dating back to 2004. The right border frame begins with a black and white photograph of
Woolf, looking sideways into the camera. The rest of the right border holds
advertisements. The middle vertical frame holds the posts, comments and
accompanying pictures. The bottom horizontal frame holds copyright information and a
site counter.
Notesfromthetrenches.com
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(screenshot of notesfromthetrenches.com)
Jordan’s site is divided into three frames, one horizontal frame on the top and two
vertical frames. The top horizontal frame features the masthead, a profile picture in
black and white of pages flipping in a book. The title “Notes from the Trenches” is
aligned to the right in black, bold font. Below the picture a black band holds the tagline
“fighting the war on terror one tantrum at a time.” The bottom of the horizontal frame
holds links to stable pages (About, Contact Me, Recognition, Archives). The vertical
border frames of advertisements sits to the left of the larger vertical post frame.
Individuated and Branded Motherhood
The landing sites of the blogs present a copyrighted, branded and commodified
motherhood: The Good Mothers of Capitalist America. The mastheads at the top of
each blog work as brands. They brand the content of each page, signifying where the
reader is a to whom this space belongs. These branded spaces are simultaneously
mommy blogs, thus the branding extends to the constructions of motherhood the blogs
represent.
The sites share certain genre features common to blogs: the use of frames to divide
space, mastheads, archives, taglines, graphics, etc. However, the shared elements are
individuated, so that each space (blog) becomes trademarked by that individuality.
Armstrong uses the repetition of the blog’s title “dooce” at the end of every post. Woolf
plasters pictures up and down the vertical frames and within posts, singling out her
mommy blog from all the rest. This is not a random mommy blogger -- this is “this”
mommy blogger. Jordan’s blog has the least branding, only the masthead frame
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individuates the content. However, Jordan’s motherhood falls farthest outside the norm;
she homeschools her seven children. There may be less need for her to brand her
content because there may be less need for a mother of seven to her separate her
content from other mommy blogging content.
Copyright notices on the blogs lend authority to the various bloggers’ constructions of
motherhood. These constructions are legally protected, not available for copy. They
belong to the bloggers and so do any profits that may be generated.
Advertisements mark the blogs as commodified spaces, but their positioning decenters
and sidelines that commodification. Advertisements on the blogs are regulated to the
borders, never featured within the posts, the main content of the blog. The border
position of advertising, the generator of profit, positions it as an addition to mommy
blogging, not the sole purpose, or even driving factor. Advertising is regulated to the
border of the sites while the focus remains on the posts where words and pictures
present changing constructions of motherhood.
Dichotomous Lives and the Bleeding Over: The Shit Ass Ho’ Motherfucker,
Waiting for the Real Mother, and The Author
An analysis of the bloggers’ stable biographies names a split between life before and
after motherhood. This dichotomous representation of motherhood responds to
elements of the good mother/bad mother discourse. Good mothers change their whole
beings for their children; they sacrifice who they are to become what their children need,
yet even as the bloggers present the before and after motherhood dichotomy, they
complicate it. Two of the bloggers, Armstrong and Jordan, appear to make clear
distinctions between their lives before and after motherhood. Armstrong writes, “I am a
Stay at Home Mom (SAHM) or Shit Ass Ho Motherfucker. I do both equally well. In a
previous life I was a web designer.” Jordan writes “Chris Jordan was a child in her
former life [ . . .] and after thirteen years of parenting still looks around and wonders
when the real mother is going to come home.” The dichotomy breaks apart lived
experience, separating parts from the whole and walling off fluidity.
Nonetheless, the experience of the blogs reveals continuity. For example, Jordan “used
to be a child” and then she had children, yet that same child is waiting for the “real
mother” to show up, indicating the performative aspect of motherhood and the resilience
of the child. Armstrong used to be a web designer; now, she is an SAHM, yet here is the
reader at her website -- the website she designed. The child and the web designer did
not disappear when the “mother” appeared. There is no dichotomy. These women did
not become new people for their children; motherhood expanded their subjectivities. It
did not do away with them.
In contrast, Woolf’s biography presents a stable subjectivity before and after
motherhood. In contrast to the other bloggers’ page long biographies, Woolf’s biography
is less than four sentences long. In those four sentences, Woolf is and was a writer:
“Rebecca began freelance writing at the age of sixteen [ . . .] She writes and lives in LA
with her husband and family.” There is no break, no discontinued subject, no
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acknowledgement of the good mother/bad mother discourse. For Woolf, the youngest of
the bloggers, life neither begins nor ends with children. As a writer, she simply shifts her
subject.
The discourse dichotomizes the lives of the Armstrong and Jordan, but Woolf is able to
resist the discourse by calling upon another subjectivity, that of a writer. Furthermore,
the superficial dichotomy presented by Armstrong and Jordan belies the complications
of the role. While they are mother, they are also web designer and child. Subjectivities
from before motherhood bleed over, infiltrate the present and make it habitable.
Fluid Positions
In response to the policing function of the good mother/bad mother discourse, the
bloggers fully engage in/with/against the discourse when the analysis moves to actual
posts. Within the posts, Constructions of motherhood and identity become more fluid
and juxtapositions of complexity reign. Motherhood is isolating and motherhood is a
community; motherhood is a favorite place and motherhood is torture; motherhood is
almost perfect and motherhood is failure.
Woolf’s post “Motherhood is An All Ages Show” of April 20, 2009, vacillates between the
communal and isolating nature of the role. At one point she states, “The isolation that
comes with new motherhood is standard,” making isolation the given of motherhood. In
the same post, she claims mothers are “all in the same concert hall, trying to see the
stage.” Interestingly, Woolf claims it is our common isolation that binds us together: “It
doesn’t matter who you are or what you own or whether you’re raising a child as a
single mom in her teens or a happily married mother in her forties, you feel alone.” In
that community of isolation, mothers are exhorted to “offer support, to tell our stories, to
relate. To hold each other’s hand across the armrest of the concert hall and not let go.”
Mothers must commune with each other because we are isolated.
While Woolf uses a community of isolation to work against the good mother/bad mother
discourse, Armstrong presents a changing, fluid practice of motherhood to work
in/with/against the discourse. Armstrong has used her lifelong struggle with depression,
her subsequent hospitalization for post-partum depression and recovery as blog
content. In that content, Armstrong constructs motherhood as both torture and her
favorite place. On April 14, 2004, a few months after the birth of her first child,
Armstrong began a post, “My daily life feels like torture. I struggle to make from hour to
hour. I feel like I don’t know what I am doing.” Shortly after this post, Armstrong checked
herself into a psychiatric ward where she was treated for postpartum depression. Four
years later, she writes,
It struck me really hard this morning that here I am having a multi-level
conversation with my daughter [ . . .] I remember when I used to wonder what her
voice would sound like [ . . .] Perhaps it’s because the anniversary of my stay in a
mental hospital is this month, but this morning I felt like I needed to say to
something to someone out there who may need to hear this right now like I did so
badly back then -- it gets so much better.
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She goes on to explain the feeling she gets in simple moments with her daughter as
similar to the feeling she had as a child before a day at the amusement park: It’s the
excitement, the anticipation, the general sense of being in one of my favorite places.”
The excerpts I have chosen portray a simple progression of motherhood with
depression to motherhood without depression, but Armstrong still suffers depression,
and there were moments even during her post-partum depression when she exclaimed
at the happiness of motherhood, like this entry on April 11, 2004, “I never knew that I
could be so satisfied to sit and watch another human being for hours at a time and there
was barely a moment this weekend when I didn’t gaze at The Biological Wonder.”
Armstrong constructs a motherhood that changes and morphs, that is both her favorite
place and her daily torture, that despairs when she sees herself as the bad mother and
rejoices when she feel she embodies the good mother.
Jordan’s posts are perhaps the most situated within the good mother/bad mother
discourse. She identifies herself as both the good and the bad mother as she writes of
the perfection and the spoiled perfection of motherhood. In “I Wish for a Do-Over” she
writes,
It was one of those perfect summer days. [. . .] We had gone to the beach,
caught little fish in buckets, and then gone for ice cream. One of those days
where no one fought, or at least they didn’t fight much, this is reality after all, and
things just seemed easy.
It was one of the days that I thought parenting would be solely made up of when I
signed up for this mothering gig. [ . . . ] My 7 yr old hugged me and thanked me
for all the fun he had, and especially for the ice cream. “Remember when we had
all those wishing dandelions and we made lots of wishes? I wished for a perfect
day… just like today. My wishes came true! What did you wish for, Mommy? Did
your wish come true?” On Mother’s day he had given me a “wishing dandelion”
from our yard. He told me my present was that I could have any wish I wanted. If
I were smarter I would have wished for a day with my children just like this one.
Instead I wished that all the dandelion seeds would blow into the neighbor’s yard,
because we have enough of those damn yellow weeds already. What a waste.
Jordan’s post recognizes the humanity of the role, that mothers waste wishes, that the
days are not always perfect. She moves her own subjectivity, but reifies the good
mother/bad mother discourse. A good mother would have wished better, would have
appreciated the dandelion, weeds or no weeds. Her post is her regret and in that regret,
that guilt, she becomes a good mother again. She is redeemed by the realization of her
failure.
The good mother/bad mother discourse assumes the role of motherhood is fixed
enough to classify. Blogged constructions of motherhood change, contradict and
juxtapose. There are no straight narratives, no fixed positions, just messy lives.
Fighting, Resisting, and Cussing: Co-Constructions of Motherhood
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The most obvious resistance to the good mother/bad mother discourse happens in the
rhetorical and communal interactions between the bloggers and readers. An Armstrong
post in 2004, labeled “RE: THE ARMSTRONGS ARE ASSHOLES” blatantly calls out to
her readers. To those who support her she asks for back up. To those who criticize her
she demands they acknowledge her humanity.
I don’t know how many hurtful judgmental emails I can receive before I
decide that this is enough. I get many, many wonderful emails and thank
you for those. I would have stopped long ago were it not for those. I owe
you so much. But on a day like today I just can’t take it anymore, people
telling me what a dumbass mother I am. There is a person here writing
this website. I have flesh and blood and my bones break. I cry, and I
bruise. For those of you who have my back, if you will, please join me
when I run into the middle of the street and scream: FUCK YOU. BITE MY
DUMBASS, DUMBASS.
Rhetorically, she issues a subtle invitation to supporters. She is able to continue
blogging because of their support. They are, in a way, responsible for the very content
of the blog and in that way they become identified with the success of the blog,
illustrating Burke’s idea of consubstantiation, the sharing of substance. Thus when she
asks them to run out in to the streets and scream against those that attack her, they
share in the chorus cussing against the good mother/bad mother discourse. To her
critics, Armstrong insists on her own vulnerability and simultaneously issues a challenge
-- you think I am a bad mother? I’ll show you bad mother . . . as she theoretically runs
into the street screaming and cussing.
Likewise, Jordan also engages in rhetorical resistance against the good mother/ bad
mother discourse in a letter to a rude sales clerk at J.Jill, titled “Open Letter to the
Saleswoman Working at J.Jill”:
This morning I went into your store to return a shirt [ . . .] I browsed
through the store to see if I might like to exchange it for something else. [ .
. .] I was still looking when my husband popped into the store to see if I
was done yet [. . .] You had to stop what you were doing and count my
children out loud. I’m used to that. I don’t understand it, but I am willing to
humor you [ . . .] because seven is such a huge number it is hard to count
that high. What I am not used to nor will I ever make excuses for is blatant
rude behavior to my children. You crossed a line when you blocked their
entrance to the store. [ . . .] I know the stereotypes about women who
have lots of children. I have heard more than my fairs share of “Do they all
have the same father?” and “Are you on welfare?” [. . .] Then you said to
me, “What did you pop one out every year?” and “I’d kill myself.” Well, you
pissed me off, frankly.
Jordan never says if she actually sent the letter to J.Jill and the posting of the letter on
her blog, as well as the explanatory language about stereotypes, suggest she did not
intent to send it, but wanted to counter the good mother/bad mother discourse she had
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been subjected to. Within minutes of posting, Jordan started receiving comments from
readers, urging her to send the letter, supporting her stance, telling her she was a good
mother. The letter received over 400 comments, all in support of Jordan and her
mothering. In this case, the rhetorical act of writing an open letter led to Burke’s
identification and support in resistance to the good mother/bad mother discourse.
Conclusion: All Mothers on Stage
Much like the act and medium of blogging, mommy bloggers construct a continuous,
fluid, and resistant motherhood. They present multiple subjectivities, interrupt their selfmade dichotomies and resist the good mother/bad mother discourse. They offer the
strongest resistance to the discourse when they engage in overtly rhetorical acts, i.e.
writing letters and organizing cussing chants in the streets. White-middle class mommy
bloggers construct multiple ideas and practices of motherhood, subverting the good
mother/bad mother discourse to an “All Mothers” discourse, where mothers are
encouraged to tell their stories and create new possibilities.
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Women and Sisters in Civil War Domestic Fiction: Harper’s New Monthly
Magazine and the Southern Literary Messenger
by Julie Still
In the nineteenth century, one staple form of entertainment, enlightenment, and
edification was the periodical, providing access to news, literature, travel, politics,
and science. The limited information available to people meant that those
producing periodicals had a great deal of power – they had to be receptive to
their readers’ wishes and demands, as all good businesses must appeal to their
markets, but they also had the opportunity to shape the ideas and opinions of
their readers not only via the type of articles selected for publication but also the
manner in which the articles were written. If a popular periodical is a mirror of the
society that produced and purchased it (Papashvily, xv) then the morals and
values are represented in a myriad of ways, as are its prejudices and politics.
In recent years Civil War history has seen a resurgence in interest, primarily
military, but there is also an interest in social aspects and the role of women in
war, as well as women’s daily lives. A study of popular culture or at least some
aspect of it, during the war years (1860-1865) will give some idea of the social
forces at work in the Civil War. As the popular periodical was available to middle
class households it would prove a useful form to study the proclivities of the
middle class. Periodicals touched on many aspects of life, but looking at the
domestic fiction published may provide a look at what middle class women were
both producing and consuming. One interesting angle may be to study a
northern periodical and a southern periodical to see what, if any, cultural
differences can be gleaned from the popular press. To review solely what women
might have been reading, this study is limited to short fiction, and what might be
viewed as domestic fiction, focusing on specific representations of women,
especially their friendships with, and sibling relationships with, other women.
A comparison of two such periodicals would require that the titles be similar in
many ways, such as their prestige and regional impact, their editorial focus, their
history, their frequency, circulation and audience, and their size and content. It
would be impossible to find two titles that matched in all of these ways but some
of the factors need to be equal in order to gauge cultural differences as opposed
to differences in audience or editorial style.
Harper’s New Monthly Magazine and The Southern Literary Messenger, while
not having all of these items in common, are similar enough to compare. They
were, to some degree, the New Yorkers of their day. Both were prestigious and
had an impact on their respective regions. Both had one editor through the years
1861-1865, or in the case of The Southern Literary Messenger, to 1864 when it
ceased publication. Harper’s was larger in size and circulation but both were
monthly, although The Southern Literary Messenger became almost a bi-monthly
journal for the year 1861. Both serialized long fiction and published short stories.
Both a page by page scan and a search of online contents were used to locate
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relevant materials, in this case short stories, and additional bibliographic data,
such as, in the case of Harper’s, author’s names.
The Southern Literary Messenger is the older of the two, having been founded in
1834 and was published in Richmond, Virginia. George Bagby served as editor
from June 1860 to January 1864; Frank Alfriend became editor at that point. It is
described as “the most famous periodical the South ever produced” (Tucker, 14),
and “the most acclaimed of all nineteenth-century Southern magazines” (Riley,
233). As may be discerned from these quotes, The Southern Literary Messenger
was started and published as a magazine by, for, and about the South. Of
course the editors encouraged those living in other regions to subscribe; they
also accepted (and often paid for) contributions from writers living outside the
South and did not limit the content of the magazine solely to the South.
However, The Southern Literary Messenger retained it’s regional flavor until it
ceased publication in June 1864.
Unfortunately the efforts of the editors were not always returned in kind by the
readers (Tucker, 14). Of the congratulatory notes received on the magazine’s
creation and first issues the majority came from outside the South (Mott, v.1,
631). Early editors hoped that the region’s leisure class, specifically the
gentlemen of leisure, would inundate the magazine with contributions of
literature, travel, essays, and but most of the contributions from within the South
came from the middle class, especially from professionals – doctors, lawyers,
and teachers (Jacobs, 70). Those contributions from the upper classes were
primarily written by women and for the most part consisted of poetry and fiction
(Riley, 234).
Perhaps most disheartening to the editors and publishers was the lack of support
from the Southern reader. Delinquent subscribers, including former president
John Tyler (Mott, v.1, 647), had to be prodded often and the magazine was never
a financial success. What must have been particularly galling was the popularity
of Northern newspapers and periodicals in the South. In 1862, editor George
Bagby wrote the following “Southern patriotism is, and has always been, a funny
thing – indeed the funniest of things. It enables a man to abuse the Yankees, to
curse the Yankees, to fight the Yankees, to do everything but quit taking the
Yankee papers.” (Bagby, Editor,’s, 688).
In contrast, Harper’s began publication in June of 1850 with the official title
Harper’s New Monthly Magazine. It survived the Civil War, the world wars, and
is, in fact, still in publication. Alfred H. Guernsey edited the magazine for the
years 1856 to 1869 (Mott, v.2, 383) though Fletcher Harper retained a great deal
of power and authority in regard to the magazine that bore his name (Mott, v.2,
391). Its origins were less lofty than those of The Southern Literary Messenger’s.
Fletcher Harper himself admitted that the magazine was started to make money
(Mott, v.2, 383) and therefore it had no qualms about “borrowing” materials from
British publications; however by 1860 it was publishing most, if not all, original
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contributions (Shackleton, 34). Since Harper’s was not trying to create a literary
identity (although it hoped to publish works by American authors) the editors
accepted contributions from writers living in all parts of the country. With its high
circulation and affiliation with the successful House of Harper publishing firm, it
could afford to pay its contributors. This was to the detriment of smaller
magazines, such as The Southern Literary Messenger, that were trying to
establish regional identities. Those authors whose writings were good enough to
attract an audience and build a following were more likely to publish where they
would be better paid, if paid at all. In fact, Harper’s prided itself on being a
magazine for the middle class (Mott, v. 1, 391).
The war had such a dramatic effect on the subscription list that the sudden
reduction in revenues caused Fletcher Harper to think of ceasing publication.
Part of this reduction came as a result of the war when some Southerners
stopped their subscriptions (Mott, v. 1, 393). To avoid offending anyone the
magazine tried to avoid taking sides in the war and preceding sectional conflict.
In fact one of its competitors claimed that Harper’s was “more unexceptionable
on the subject of slavery than any northern work of similar kind” (Mott, v.1, 392).
However, the fact that it was published in New York and that the Harper family
was of the Democratic political persuasion was not lost on the southern
audience.
Thus even though Harper’s had a higher circulation and was more profitable it
had several things in common with The Southern Literary Messenger. Both had
a stable editorial style throughout the war, since both had one editor during those
years (with the exception of the last few issues of The Southern Literary
Messenger). Both wanted to provide a selection of general interest fiction and
non-fiction for the average reader. Both were affected by the war although one
took sides and the other tried to remain neutral. Both contained columns of
current events as well as humor and book reviews. Both were representative of
the popular press of the day. It is in looking at the differences in the material
published in these periodicals, especially the subtle difference in similar kinds of
writing that sectional and cultural biases will show.
Both periodicals serialized novels but also published short stories. Many of these
tales fell into the category of domestic fiction, the forerunner of the modern
romance novel and chick lit. Domestic fiction, like its modern counterparts,
contains clues to the values and morals of its time. Domestic fiction was written
primarily for and by women. The success of their literary ventures sorely vexed
their more “serious” contemporaries -- Nathaniel Hawthorne once referred to
these female writers as a “damned mob of scribbling women,” though his
antagonism may have had something to do with the fact that some of their books
were outselling his (Hart, 93). The literary ladies presented their tales in a variety
of settings, however, and once again like their modern counterparts, the plots
were often similar. The heroine found true love and marriage or died after
rejecting her suitor or after being rejected herself and taking it with Christian
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grace. One difficulty in comparing the short fiction in the two publications is
identifying authorship as many stories are published anonymously or under a
pseudonym. David K. Jackson has compiled a list of contributions to The
Southern Literary Messenger and assigned authorship to a number of entries;
the online version of Harper’s often lists authors but it is impossible to directly
compare whether stories were written by women or even if there is overlap in the
authorship of stories in the two titles. However, with the information available it
would seem that the publications drew from different pools of writers.
Both Harper’s and The Southern Literary Messenger viewed themselves as
moral instructors, devoted to maintaining the moral character of the middle class,
comprised primarily of white Anglo-Saxon Protestants:
The Messenger’s publisher-editor shared Harper’s concern about the
presence of both prosperity and societal anxiety, but he attributed the
dilemma to the failures of northern society, failures for which, he insisted,
southerners were blameless. While Harper’s had a circulation well over
100,000, the best estimate is that the Messenger never had more than
5,000 subscribers. Nevertheless, that was more than any other magazine
published in the south. (Ratner 56)
Both also were concerned about the place of women in society. The war
galvanized women in a variety of ways. Even though women writers were
viewed less favorably in the South than the North, there was an increase in
women’s writing during the War. It was far more acceptable for women to write if
it served a public cause (Klein). Of Harper’s Ratner writes:
Given the magazine’s significant number of women readers and their
importance to the magazine’s commercial success, offering opinions that
pleased women was important. The magazine urged men to acknowledge
and respect the role of women in American society while defending the
position that each gender had a different role to play, both in the family
and in society at large. Harper’s writers, both men and women, and its
editors spelled out women’s role as guardian of Christian and republican
morality. They described women as educators of their sons to the nature
and importance of that morality and as protectors of family cohesion.
(Ratner 53)
The need for male dominance is stated clearly in Harriet Prescott’s “How Charlie
Came Home” in Harper’s January 1861: “Men never know how to right
themselves under feminine bondage, unless by turning tyrant too, and this is
unpleasant for a gentleman to do.” In this case, it was a reference to an
overbearing house keeper and not a wife, but the sentiment remains the same.
The Southern Literary Messenger also had a traditional view of women and
considered women’s rights advocates fanatics. This was also considered more
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of a northern problem and, as Ratner says “assured his readers that southern
women had not been convinced by these fanatics” (Ratner, 60).
Cohn studied the way the War was represented in the fiction of several popular
magazines during the War itself, including the two titles studied here. He looks
specifically at war-related plot lines and not the cultural differences in the fiction
overall. However, there were differences. Note this passage from Moss (p. 13):
Even the central character of the southern domestic novel, the ingenuous
heroine, differed significantly from her northern sister. Whereas northern
heroines usually were orphans, southerners typically had at least one
living parent, usually their father. Whereas northerners characteristically
travelled from place to place on their respective journeys toward selfknowledge and integration, southerners more often than not remained in a
plantation setting. Finally, whereas northerners almost never strayed from
the path of righteousness, southerners frequently wandered, choosing
obviously unscrupulous male and female companions and rejecting the
sensible in favor of the easy, the vain, and the rich.
For example, a character in Maud Miller’s“My Sister’s Husband” (The Southern
Literary Messenger January 1864) says “I was not heroine enough to pine away
from disappointed love.”
Harper’s eschewed what it considered overly sentimental fiction “not only as an
inferior form, but as a form that was dangerously appealing to women because it
interfered with the development of high literary taste and would, as a result,
weaken the nation’s potential to produce good literature” (Phegley, 79).
The plotlines in Harper’s and The Southern Literary Messenger follow these tried
and true patterns but there are differences and these are very telling. The
variations of certain characters in an accepted plot format reflect regional or
cultural views or biases. Two significant variations involve gender roles and
social mobility / social class.
Gender role variations manifested themselves in three ways, female characters
in relation to the Cult of True Womanhood, views of female friendships and of
sisters, and the control of romantic relationships. The Cult of True Womanhood
had four behavioral traits: purity, piety, domesticity, and submissiveness (Welter,
152) and women who exhibited these four traits were viewed as the ideal.
Women were expected to retain the innocence and trusting qualities of childhood
while becoming household managers and helpmates. It is interesting to note that
the female characters in many of the short fiction pieces appearing in The
Southern Literary Messenger maintain the childlike qualities. They are often
protected by a father or other male relative. Even if left orphaned they still
appear childlike. The hero of Richard Anderson’s “Boarding an Engineer” which
appeared in that magazine in February / March 1862 summed it up this way, “Tell
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me what a man loves better, than to take a strong young spirit into his hands and
mould it to his will.” This is in keeping with Moss’s study of domestic novels
where she notes that:
The persistence and prominence of prescriptions for ornamental femininity
in antebellum southern culture have led historians to characterize the
region’s dominant feminine ideal, the Southern Lady, as an extreme
manifestation of True Womanhood, a behavioral model advanced through
contemporary periodical literature. (Moss 34)
Women in Harper’s exhibit the more mature aspects of womanhood. They nurse
the sick, do household chores, and assist in their husband’s work. In Caroline
Cheseboro’s “For Better, For Worse” (April 1863), a wife takes over her
husband’s business when he is accused and convicted of arson. Harper’s
heroines stand up to their parents, manipulate their spouses and manage their
households and children. The ending point of the short stories is another
difference. The Southern Literary Messenger does not usually concern itself with
life after marriage. Since that was the measure of a woman’s success the
attainment of married status could be considered the zenith of her life – nothing
else mattered except the maintenance of that status and the advancement of her
husband’s (and therefore her own) social career. Harper’s, however, featured
some stories that went beyond the marriage ceremony to concern problems that
occurred after marriage, and some ways to solve them. For example, Mary
Bradley’s “Mrs. Henderson’s Anniversary,” concerns the rejuvenation of a
marriage gone stale. Once Mr. Henderson buys Mrs. Henderson a sewing
machine she is happily occupied making clothing to donate to soldiers in the
War. In other words, Mrs. Henderson needed some occupation or expression of
self other than simply being Mr. Henderson’s wife.
The control of romantic relationships also varies between the two. In all cases
the women were sought after. Whatever their personal feelings might be, men
were required to initiate and advance a relationship (Rothman, 105). However,
they might introduce friends to relatives or ask a friend or relative to introduce
them. Some of the women in Harper’s fiction were not so content as to let their
partners make all the decision. In Katherine Williams’s “The Rarey Method,” a
wife attends a lecture on horse-training and uses those techniques to persuade
her husband to buy her a new house.
Domestic violence makes an appearance in The Southern Literary Messenger’s
“The Hasty Marriage,” by Laura Bibb Rogers. A woman does not wait for her
suitor to finish college but instead marries a flashier man who it turns out is
impoverished and married her for her money. Her previous suitor finds her
abandoned and recommends her for a governess job with a friend of his family.
When the woman’s husband is killed in argument about gambling the two
eventually marry. Harper’s published a similar story on April, 1863, “The Widow
Thorns First Marriage,” by N. G. Shepherd, in which a woman marries an abusive
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man (against her sister’s wishes) and then after his death marries her original
beau who treats her well.
Another different in female characters between the two magazines can be seen
in the relationships between female friends and sisters. The relationship of
sisters in domestic fiction has been a subject of study, though primarily in novels,
and predominantly in British fiction. Sarah Annes Brown did discuss fictional
sisters in 19th century British and American fiction but the American authors she
used were primarily northern and she does not distinguish between the two
continents, considering them one literature.
These female-female relationships have very different dynamics in the short
stories in the two Civil War periodicals. In The Southern Literary Messenger
sisters are seen as competitors as opposed to colleagues especially in romantic
relationships. Most sister stories involve the older sister being “dumped” for a
young sister. In Maud Miller’s “My Sister’s Husband,” this is because of an
inheritance going to the younger; the older sister’s former beau, later the younger
sister’s husband, dies in the war, still loving the older sister. In Alice Hawes’s
“Yule” the sisterly competition is due to the jealous nature of the older. The
narrator goes so far as to wonder “if sisters can ever truly be friends?” In ”Yule”
the fiancé of the older sister also ends up marrying the younger; the first
engagement being broken because of his love for the younger. In Mabel’s
“Unloved,” two cousins raised together are loved by the same man, who is
originally the intended of the older but falls in love with the younger. She jilts him
for a less worthy man and while the first suitor prospers, the older cousin dies
and the younger is never mentioned. The lure of a younger woman is also the
theme of “Not a Fancy Sketch,” by the same author. An orphan takes a
governess position but when the wife becomes ill and the husband expresses too
much of an interest in the young girl she is sent from the household, became a
seamstress, and soon after died.
In Harper’s sister stories have a different dynamic. The two sisters fall in love
with or become involved with two male friends. This leads to a foursome instead
of a triangle. In some cases the women initiate or at lest manipulate the
romance. A few examples are Harriet Prescott’s “How Charlie Came Home”
(January 1861), Edward House’s “Love by Mishap” (December 1862), Elizabeth
Stoddard’s “Tuberoses” (January 1863) and N. G. Shepherd’s “The Widow
Thorn’s First Marriage” (April 1863) in which the heroine makes a grave error by
marrying a man her sister doesn’t like. In fact, the bonds of sisterhood and
female friendship are very strongly represented during this time period, second
only to that of the mother-daughter bond. (Smith-Rosenberg, 12). However, that
is not to say there weren’t examples of sisterly competition and estrangement. In
Louise Baker’s “My Lost Sister: A Confession,” the older of two sisters begins a
years-long resentment of her younger sister when she is allowed to study Latin.
Only the younger sister’s death, coincident with the older sister’s learning Latin
independently, brought forth a sense of shame and forgiveness. Interestingly,
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the family in the story are slave owners, though the author is careful to mention
of one of the neighbors “He owned a fabulous number of slaves of unadulterated
African descent – not a mulatto among them.” At a later point in the story the
author notes “Such is the unhealthy sentiment which slavery engenders.” In
another story, T. S. Arthur’s “Angel Sister,” the sister bond is viewed by the
mother who grieves the loss of one daughter until she learns to view this child as
the guardian angel of the surviving daughter.
Both magazines made it easy to determine a character’s social class. Dialect
was the most common method but manners and habits were also used to
characterize the upper and lower classes. Characters refrained from pointing out
the bad manners of others but the narrator made sure readers caught those
social faux-pas. Black characters were given lower class dialect as well .
However, Harper’s allowed characters to cross social boundaries and to move up
and down the social ladder. In Louise Moulton’s “#10 Blank Street,” a young
man marries a woman from the lower classes after meeting her in a boarding
house. At one point he thinks “Why must I pile up useless wealth and she
suffer?” In another story a young man’s father loses the family fortune and he is
forced to try to turn a profit running the family farm. He woos and wins the heart
of his neighbor’s daughter. Her father disowns her when she married the poor
boy next door. Of course all’s well that ends well and the young man finds the
fortune that his grandfathers had buried in the orchard and the woman’s father
forgives her when he sees his first grandchild. In Louise Furniss’s “Through
Suffering,” a woman insults her beau. She loses her money and is forced to take
in sewing. Her old boyfriend finds her again and marries her regardless of her
financial state.
In The Southern Literary Messenger, the characters either begin the story as the
same social class and standing or characters of a lesser social standing are
vanquished or ignored, but there is no moving across those lines. In Bagby’s “A
Horrible Scrape” a man is rescued by a country family and nursed back to health.
The daughter in the family is particularly attentive yet at the end of the story he
rides off into the sunset without giving her a second thought. In Anderson’s
“Passion and Prejudice” a young woman takes a governess position because
she does not get along well with her stepmother. The stepmother speaks with a
country accept and cannot understand her stepdaughter’s proclivity towards
books and reading. We are led to believe that the father has made a bad choice
for his second wife. The daughter leaves home, falls in love with her employer
who, it turns out is divorced (something neither magazine condones or accepts
regardless of circumstances). She returns home and dies a lonely death. It is
suggested throughout the story that none of this would have happened if the
father had married within his social class. The title character in Ireton’s “Cousin
Maude” rejects a suitor not because of his class but because of his relative lack
of education. At the end she realizes her error and accepts his renewed
attentions. His speech, manners, and financial status are never called into
question.
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It would be impossible to make any sweeping generalizations based upon the
examination of only two magazines; however, the differences in the two are
intriguing. Although the fiction in both followed the formula domestic fiction plots
of the day there are variations. The women characters in The Southern Literary
Messenger are more childlike and in sister competition stories it is the younger
sister who most often wins the love of the male protagonist, even if he was
originally attracted to the older, more mature sister. Harper’s sister stories more
often end with a foursome, the two sisters each having a beau and eventual
husband. The northern characters were more likely to successfully marry outside
their class than those in the south. While authorship in the nineteenth century
can be difficult to verify with certainty, more short stories writers in The Southern
Literary Messenger use male sounding names (Richard, George, etc.) than do
those publishing in Harper’s. That may be indicative of those willing to publish
their work. As previously mentioned southern women were less encouraged to
write unless it directly concerned the war effort. More thorough research in more
titles is needed before any conclusions can be formed. While this study
compares only two periodicals there are clear differences. The southern way of
life, with a restrictive role for women is reflected in the fiction of the Southern
Literary Messenger. The competition among women in that periodical’s short
stories, perhaps a true representation of the southern culture, prevented them
from considering each other as friends and a form of social support. The
northern view, as presented in Harpers, shows women in more varied roles,
working outside the home both before and after marriage, having interests and
hobbies of their own, managing and rejuvenating established marriages, and
befriending their sisters and other women generally. They could also marry
outside their social class with an expectation of happiness. The two world views
expressed in the domestic short fiction of these periodicals reflect the world
views of their publishers and most likely their readers as well.
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“There’s No Place Like Home:” Mothers, Daughters, and Domestic Spaces
in 20th Century American Film
by Vibiana Bowman Cvetkovic
This paper examines two American films from the twentieth century, The Wizard
of Oz (Victor Fleming, 1939) and Grey Gardens (Albert and David Maysles,
1975). Although these films represent two different genres – fantasy and cinema
verité respectively – they share a common purpose which is to explore the
dynamics of a mother/daughter relationship within the confines of a domestic
space. In this discussion, I will examine the psychological themes that unite
these films and attempt to address the question of what these films reveal about
twentieth century perceptions of the mother/daughter relationship.
Historically, the American film industry has been male-dominated. A survey of the
productions credits for films from major motion picture studios in the twentieth
century reveal distinct lack of female representation. There were, of course,
exceptions and a female presence is found in the two films under discussion. The
Wizard of Oz was directed by Victor Fleming and produced by Mervyn LeRoy.
The writing team included a female co-writer (Florence Ryerson collaborated with
Noel Langley and Edgar Allen Woolf) and the film had a female editor (Blanche
Sewell). The original text is drawn from the children’s literature masterpiece, The
Wonderful Wizard of Oz by L. Frank Baum (1900). Grey Gardens was directed
and produced by Albert and David Maysles with Ellen Hovde and Muffie Meyer
credited as co-directors and Susan Froemke credited as co-producer. The film
was edited by Froemke, Hovde, and Meyer and scripted from the narratives of
Edith and “Little Edie” Bouvier Beale. However, even with this feminine creative
input, these two films are representative of the cinematic “male gaze” and offer a
masculine interpretation of an essential female relationship.
Mulvey defines the term, “male gaze,” in her seminal article, “Visual Pleasure and
Narrative Cinema.” She writes that the “voyeuristic-scopophilic look” is a “crucial
part of traditional filmic pleasure” (17-18). This “look” involves various levels of
participation. The camera watches and captures the action for the “invisible
guest” (the audience) who is watching what is being displayed, and the
characters in the movie play are watching each other all within the boundaries of
a “screen illusion.” Mulvey critiques traditional cinema for stealing the female
image, displaying “fetishistic representations” for satisfaction and pleasure, and
utilizing “voyeuristic active/passive mechanisms” (17-18). She argues that the
central anxiety at the crux of this cinematic male gaze is a fear of the
castrated/castrating woman. In The Wizard of Oz and Grey Gardens, however,
the central anxiety is not phallocentric but uterine. They are not concerned at
their core with male/female relationships but rather with the primal female
relationship – mother/daughter. It is this female power struggle that gives these
two films their dramatic tension and it is a struggle structured and choreographed
through the male gaze of filmmakers Victor Fleming and Albert and David
Maysles.
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The Mythic Mother: Devouring or Distracted
Various archetypes of Mother can be traced in Western mythology. Statues of
ancient fertility goddesses represent the Earth Mother as fecund but featureless,
all breasts and hips. This all-encompassing, all-powerful mother is the life force
from which all goodness flows. She is both life-giver and destroyer. Both Freud
and Lacan drew upon this ancient symbol of the all-powerful mother. In Freudian
theory Mother is the child’s first “love-object.” For boys, it is only the intervention
of the father, via the threat of castration, which forces the child to give up
his desire for the mother. Girls transfer their desire to their fathers. Freud
theorized that the all-powerful, Devouring Mother produced homosexual sons
and Lacan posited that the Devouring Mother was a primal source of anxiety
(Encyclopedia of Psychoanalysis 2009). Jung defined the archetype of the
devouring mother as one who is “unloving, ensnaring, and coercing” (Bowles,
1994: 909). In fairly tales this all-consuming mother sometimes does so literally.
The opposite of the Devouring Mother is the Good or Devoted Mother was is
“loving, protecting, and transforming. The Mary, the Mother of Jesus, is the
ultimate “Good Mother” in Western tradition (909).
The Distracted Mother fails to properly protect her child. The myth of Persephone
encapsulates the Ur Distracted Mother - Demeter. Demeter the Greek goddess
of the harvest, the Earth Mother, conceived Persephone through Zeus, the king
of the gods. In the Claudian version of the story Demeter (Ceres) goes to a
wedding and leave Persephone (Proserpine) in care of nymphs. Hades abducts
Persephone and ensconces her in his underground kingdom. Because Demeter
is grief-stricken over her lost daughter, the Earth becomes sterile. To set matters
right, Zeus intervenes. He sends Hermes to secure Persephone’s release. Hades
tricks Persephone into eating pomegranate seeds thus binding her to return to
him for part of the year. When Persephone is with her mother, plants grow and
bloom; when Persephone returns to Hades, Demeter grieves and the earth is
plunged into winter (Claudian 2009).
The Distracted or Devouring Mother is also found in Western folk and fairy tales.
In The Uses of Enchantment, Bruno Bettelheim presents a psychoanalytic
interpretation of traditional fairy tales and includes a discussion of archtypes of
“Mother.” In “Snow White,” for example, the evil (step)mother is so jealous of her
daughter’s “budding sexuality” that her intent is to literally devour her daughter:
The queen orders the hunter not only to kill Snow White, but to return with
her lungs and liver as evidence. When the hunter brings the queen the
lungs and liver of an animal to prove that he has executed her command,
“the cook had to cook them in salt, and the bad woman ate them and
thought she had eaten Snow White’s lungs and liver.’ In primitive though
and custom, one acquires the powers or characteristics of what one eats.
(207)
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Thus, by consuming Snow White’s internal organs the mother consumes her
youth and beauty. Another version of the Devouring Mother is the mother who
ties her daughter to her too tightly as the sorceress does with her adopted
daughter in “Rapunzel.” In this tale when Rapunzel turn twelve, the age of sexual
maturity, her mother places her in a tower which inaccessible to the outside
world. Rapunzel’s mother loves her so much that she is willing to destroy
Rapunzel’s life rather than risk losing her. Bettelheim states that many children
find this particular fairy tale reassuring despite its violence (Rapunzel’s prince
falls from the tower and pierces his eyes on a thorn bush):
While it is wrong to deprive Rapunzel of the liberty to move about, the sorceress’
desperate wish not to let go of Rapunzel does not seem a serious crime in the
eyes of a child, who wants desperately to be held on to by his parents. (148)
In fairy tales the Distracted Mother is ineffectual and inattentive. As demonstrated
in the Persephone myth bad things happen to a daughter when mother is
inattentive. A girl child is particularly at risk for sexual abuse, sexual misconduct,
and sexual adventures. Bettelheim uses the Grimm Brothers tale “Little Red
Cap,” which Charles Perrault transformed into “Little Red Riding Hood,” to
demonstrate the power fairy tales have to illuminate the conflicting anxiety and
excitement that a child associates with pleasure-seeking behaviors and sexuality.
Little Red Cap is devoured by the wolf because Mother sends her off into the
forest unprotected and unprepared to face danger and temptation. Grandmother,
another mother figure, is powerless to protect her grandchild or herself. If not for
the entrance of the male hunter who cleaves the wolf in two, Little Red Cap
would have been lost for good. Bettelheim notes that subliminally both mother
and grandmother are to blame for Little Red Cap’s peril: “A young girl needs a
strong mother figure for her own protection and as a model to imitate.” By giving
the little girl the bright red cap and sending her off into the woods alone, Mother
has fails Little Red Cap as Demeter fails Persephone (173). Little Red Cap is not
to be blamed for her aberrant behavior, although she does suffer for it; Mother
did not care for her properly.
These motifs are carried forward in modern time in both literary fairy tales and in
novels read by children. Holly Blackford has traced the Persephone myth
throughout the canon of children’s literature. Demeter/Persephone’s progeny
include: Marmee/Amy (Alcott’s Little Women); Marie/Mother (Hoffman’s The
Nutcracker and the Mouse King) Wendy/Mrs. Darling (Barrie’s Peter Pan). The
common thread running through these tales is that without Mother’s watchful
gaze, Daughter is free to undertake adventures but she is also sexually
vulnerable (Blackford, 2009).
Thus, Devouring Mother/Devoured Daughter and Demeter/Persephone serve as
dominant representations of mother/daughter relationships in Western literature.
These motifs serve as underlying narratives regarding how adolescent girls either
come of age, successfully, break free of Mother, and form adult relationships or
how mothers tragically fail their daughters. These narratives are also found
throughout twentieth-century American films that center on the power struggle
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found in mother/daughter relationships. It is important to note that in the myths,
fairy tales, and literary tales the domestic space is also an important component
of the story. Hades seizes Persephone from her home and takes her to his
domicile. Rapunzel is ensconced by her mother in a tower with no door. For Little
Red Cap Grandmother’s house, which should have been a haven, is transformed
into a place of danger. It is in Grandmother’s home not in the woods, that Little
Red Cap is devoured. Snow White flees from the family home to find sanctuary in
the home of the Seven Dwarves where she becomes a mother/wife figure. The
sheltering home is transformed into a place of danger from which the daughter is
rescued through the efforts of a competent male. Dorothy Gale (Wizard of Oz)
and Edie Beale (Grey Gardens) encounter both Distracted and Devouring
Mothers. They also have complicated relationships with their domestic spaces –
a Kansas farm and a mansion in the Hamptons respectively – spaces which
serve as both shelter and prison.
The Wizard of Oz
In the film version of The Wizard of Oz, unlike the L. Frank Baum book, Dorothy
is a teenager – quite visibly so. Judy Garland, sixteen when filming began, was
carefully corseted and costumed to hide her figure and give an illusion of a
prepubescent girl. The illusion was unsuccessful; Garland was not Shirley
Temple, Mervyn LeRoy’s first choice for the role. However, through the casting of
Garland as Dorothy the story is reinvented. Instead of an adventure tale about a
young girl child exploring a fantasy land, it becomes a tale of coming of age and
a search for identity. Garland brings all the aching vulnerability of an adolescent
on the brink of a personal and sexual awakening to the role. “Over the Rainbow,”
which becomes Garland’s signature song, shines at the heart of the movie as a
poignant articulation by a young woman of a longing for adventure and a desire
to begin one’s adult life.
A historical context for the film was gives an additional layer of meaning to
Dorothy’s domestic space, the Kansas farm of Uncle Henry and Aunt Em. In the
1939, the date that the film was released, the United States was reaching the
end of the decade-long Great Depression. Thousands of families had been
dispossessed and dislocated from their farms. They were victims of the
economy, natural disasters, and failed farming practices. Throughout the 1930s,
devastating dust storms ravaged the Mid-West, Oklahoma, and Texas. On “Black
Sunday,” April 14, 1935, a dust storm of epic proportions occurred. It thrust the
problem into the public arena and the public consciousness. In 1939, Grapes of
Wrath by John Steinbeck, which chronicled the struggles of these farm families,
was a bestseller (in 1940 it won the Pulitzer Prize).
The film reflects the times and cultural sensibilities. The grey and bleak Kansas
landscape references contemporary newsreels of farmsteads in the Heartland.
The Gale’s struggle with Miss Gulch echoes the farmers’ struggles with the
banks. Aunt Em notes the Miss Gulch “owns half the county” and Uncle Henry
looks helplessly at the sheriff’s order to seize the family dog, Toto, just as
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countless farmers had been helpless in the face of eviction notices used to seize
their family farms. Indeed, Charles Grapewin who plays Uncle Henry went on the
next year to play Grandpa Joad in the film version of The Grapes of Wrath. On a
somewhat ironic note, Robert Schumann’s “The Happy Farmer” is the musical
motif used in the film score for the Kansas farm scenes.
There are three mother figures in The Wizard of Oz: Aunt Em, The Wicked Witch
of the West, and Glinda. Aunt Em is the Distracted Mother. She fails to protect
Dorothy from Miss Gulch and she fails to protect Dorothy from the twister. After a
vain attempt to locate Dorothy, she goes with her husband and the farm hands
into the storm cellar and abandons her. Like Peter Pan before her, Dorothy
returns home from her adventure only to find herself locked-out by Mother.
Dorothy takes refuge in the house. The house protects Dorothy from the storm
but conveys her to an adventure. The house propels Dorothy forward in her
search to establish her own identity. It takes her “Over the Rainbow” the place
that she had longed for. Through the agency of the house, Dorothy is successful
in conjuring Oz.
Once there, Dorothy is threatened by the Devouring Mother, the Wicked Witch. In
the movie, the Witch of the East’s magic shoes are no longer silver slippers of
Baum’s book but ruby red high heels. As in “Little Red Cap,” it is Mother, in this
instance the idealized mother, Glinda, who gives the daughter the token of
female sexuality and puts her at risk. Dorothy does not take the shoes; Glinda
thrusts her into them. An interesting visual juxtaposition occurs; Dorothy wears
red high heels with blue bobby socks, the ultimate symbol of teenage girlhood in
the late 1930s/early 40s is paired with the ultimate symbol of female adulthood.
By placing the Ruby Slippers on her feet, Glinda makes Dorothy vulnerable to the
Wicked Witch who is desirous of the shoes and the power that they embody.
Unlike traditional fairy tales, the males in the film, The Wizard of Oz are
incompetent. Dorothy has no male rescuer although she attempts to recruit
some. The Wizard is a sham and Scarecrow, Tin Man, and Cowardly Lion and
ineffective. None of them can ultimately save her from the Witch or help her to
get home. It is Dorothy herself who destroys the all-powerful evil mother (by
“liquidating” her) and it is Dorothy who gets herself home to Kansas again
through the agency of the house. She uses the house and her ruby slippers to
conjure home. Once there, Aunt Em and the adult males dismiss Dorothy’s tales
of adventures but Dorothy knows what she has been through and is willing to
accept the limitations of home and hearth for the security that they provide. True
to the American “can-do” ethic, Dorothy has solved her own problems, decided to
work within the law, and has returned to her rightful place within the family home.
All will surely be well because after all, there is “no place like home.’
However, a few questions linger in the air. The viewer is left to wonder if Dorothy
still has her ruby slippers since her feet are not shown in the shot. Has Dorothy
retained this vital piece of evidence to demonstrate that her adventure was real?
If she has the slippers can she go back to Oz if she wants to? Also the audience
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is left to wonder about the final resolution of the conflict with Miss Gulch.
Perhaps, like her counterpart in Oz (Margaret Hamilton plays the dual role of
Witch of the West/Miss Gulch) she too has perished or is not longer a threat.
Miss Gulch is the only figure from the first part of the movie who does not show
up in the finale so perhaps the audience can surmise that Toto will be safe as
well.
Judy Garland would be inextricably tied to the role of Dorothy for the remainder
of her career. She was a contemporary of Edie Beale (Garland was born in 1922
and Beale in 1917). In many respects, Grey Gardens feels like a continuation of
the story of Dorothy/Garland: fast-forwarded almost forty years. What happens to
Dorothy after she comes home from Oz and tries to settle into a domestic, female
life? The Kansas farm transforms into a mansion in the Hamptons and Aunt Em
and Miss Gulch merge into Big Edie, alternately distracted and devouring, The
answer is moving, funny, and disturbing.
Grey Gardens
Albert and David Maysles, were documentary film makers who had a commercial
success with Gimme Shelter (1970) a chronicle of the Rolling Stone’s Altamont
Concert, They were drawn to the story of the Beales which first surfaced in an
article in New York Magazine by Gail Sheehy (January 10, 1972). Sheehy
described the squalor in which Big and Little Edie Bouvier Beale, the eccentric
aunt and cousin of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis and Lee Radziwill, were living in
their dilapidated mansion in the Hamptons (New York). By the time the
documentary was shot, Ms. Onassis and Princess Radziwill had restored the
home to a semblance of respectability but the eccentricities of the Beales, which
included excessive hoarding, keeping dozens of cats, and a general unconcern
for the maintenance of their home and grounds, put them at odds with the social
norms of the Hamptons. The Maysles shot the film in the mid 1970s and even
though it was a dozen years since the Kennedy assassination, the American
public was still consumed with the remaining members of the former First Family.
Aristotle Onassis, Jacqueline’s second husband, had died in 1975 and Mrs.
Kennedy Onassis was very much in the public eye.
The movie, Grey Gardens, has developed a cult status. It has spawned various
adaptations including a Tony award-winning musical (2006) and an Emmy award
winning HBO film with Drew Barrymore and Jessica Lange (2009). In the original
Maysles film, as well in the various adaptations, the tension centers on the
conflict between the two Edith’s – mother and daughter. The dialogue is often
difficult to follow since the two women talk simultaneously at and to each other
but a basic story line eventually emerges. Big Edith (the mother) took refuge in
the family home of Grey Gardens, a large, rambling mansion in the Hamptons,
after a painful and difficult divorce from her husband, attorney Phelan Beale. She
lives at Grey Gardens with her adult daughter, Little Edie. Little Edie had
attempted to establish a career as a model and actress in New York in the late
1940s and early 1950s but was unsuccessful and had a nervous breakdown. The
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movie documents the daily life of the Beales, their interactions, their environment,
and the differing narratives that each has explaining who they are and why they
chose to live the way that they do. After Big Edie died in 1977, Little Edie had
some success as a cabaret performer due in large part to the notoriety she
achieved through the movie, Grey Gardens. Little Edie passed away in 2002.
There are two distinct narratives that emerge from Big and Little Edie. As did
Kurosawa in the movie, Rashamon, the Maysle brothers demonstrate that there
is no single “truth” in their story. The conflicting narratives of Big and Little Edie
give insight into their struggles to establishing their identities and construct power
in their lives. Little Edie tells the story of her life straight into the camera. The
Maysles are not seen but they become part of the story. Little Edie flirts with
David, sings and dances for him, and dresses up for him. In the outtakes
included in the twenty-fifth anniversary edition, she sings to David “I’m after Little
Brother” to the tune of “You Ought to Be in Pictures.” Little Edie paints herself as
Rapunzel, she is the victim of the Devouring Mother. Big Edie has her trapped
and will not let her go. She tells the story of a young man that wanted to marry
her after she returned that her mother chased away. She often repeats, “I have to
get out of here” and longs for a little place in New York City. The viewer feels
Little Edie trying to lure the Maysles into the role of the competent, rescuing
male. Part of the poignancy of the movie is that the viewer knows, the Maysles
know, and Little Edie knows that “we” will leave and she will always remain. She
will always sit singing in the tower awaiting rescue.
In Big Edie’s narrative she is a Distracted Mother who has now become a
Devoted Mother. Big Edie sees herself as the protector of Little Edie who is too
fragile and incompetent to live a life in the outside world. When Big Edie “looked
away,” Little Edie’s father took her to New York where she got into trouble as a
young adult by failing to establish a career or find a suitable husband. Now that
she is home where she belongs they can take care of each other. There are
other minor characters in the film some female friends and Little Edie’s brothers.
Males are mostly invisible at Grey Gardens, though. There are the unseen
Maysles and Jerry, a neighborhood teenager who helps the Beales with repairs
and odd jobs. But even Jerry seems to be only a pawn that the Edies use to
battle against each other. Ultimately, as presented by the Maysles, this is a story
about two females locked in battle negotiating their identity and their domestic
space with each other and with the outside world.
The Case for Further Scholarship
There were dozens of films by male directors that dealt with the mother/daughter
relationship: Little Women (1933); Now Voyager (1942); The Haunting (1963);
Marnie (1964); Mommie Dearest (1981) among many others. In the last part of
the twentieth and early part of the twenty-first century, more women directors and
producers are coming up through the ranks of the major film studios or are
working as independent film makers. Films like The Piano (1993) by Jane
Campion, Waitress (2007) by Adrienne Shelly, and Julie and Julia (2009) by
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Nora Ephron present a more nuanced picture of how mothers and daughters
structure their relationships and navigate their identities. As more movies are
shot through a female gaze, alternate narratives are emerging. Other paradigms
of motherhood (Devouring/Detached/Devoted) and successful daughterhood
seem to be emerging. Perhaps someday a woman director will essay a re-make
of the MGM version of The Wizard of Oz and, perhaps, the audience will see
what happened to Toto and whether Dorothy got to keep her shoes.
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Imagining Mother: Representations of Contested Maternal Identities and Loss
in Jackie Kay’s The Adoption Papers and Isha McKenzie-Mavinga’s ‘Yearning
To Belong’
by Dr. Charlotte Beyer
INTRODUCTION: MATERNAL IMAGININGS1
The article explores representations of contested maternal identities2 in Jackie Kay’s
poetry collection The Adoption Papers (1991)3 and Isha McKenzie-Mavinga’s
autobiographical essay ‘Yearning to Belong’(1988), published in the anthology,
Charting the Journey: Writings by Black and Third World Women (1988).4 Whilst
Kay’s text has deservedly received considerable critical attention for her
groundbreaking treatment of the topics of adoption and mother-daughter relations in
her poems, little, if any, scholarly work has addressed McKenzie-Mavinga’s essay, or
commented on the relevance and poignancy of its depiction of the process of
reparation and healing following a fractured mother-daughter relationship. This
article aims to give the scholarly attention to McKenzie-Mavinga’s writing that it
deserves, and to add further dimension to the study of Kay, suggesting that, by
exploring and comparing representations of ‘the maternal’ in these texts, new ideas
may be brought to light which will add important dimensions to feminist scholarship
on psychoanalysis and motherhood. Representations of contested maternal
identities are interrogated, as are ideas of ‘adoption’ and ‘loss,’ in specific contexts of
fractured relationships complicated by absence. The term ‘adoption’ is used literally
as well symbolically, to suggests that maternal as well as filial identities are
constructed and in process; ‘adopted’ rather than innate, thus reflecting current
debates around the maternal, and acknowledging Sara Ruddick’s idea that: ‘all
mothers are ‘adoptive’ (Ruddick 51), and that maternal positions are constructed,
not simply biologically determined, an idea which is enabling in positive terms for
non-biological maternal figures and caregivers. The article explores the interaction
between such linguistic representations and feminist psychoanalytic readings, and
the resulting attention to ‘other’ maternal perspectives and mothering practices,
interrogating constructed identities, and ‘the reconstitution of selves through time’
(Toplu).
WRITING THE SELF, IMAGINING THE MOTHER
Kay and McKenzie-Mavinga’s texts are concerned with issues of identity, origins,
and belonging in contexts of contested maternal identities.56 Kay’s The Adoption
Papers is constructed around the concept of three distinct speaking voices,
daughter, biological mother, and adoptive mother, indicated in the text by three
different typefaces, to illustrate and evoke their separate, yet intertwined, subjective
narratives and personal journeys. Kay’s poems explore the processes of establishing
filial and maternal identities, which are fraught by the complicated negotiations of the
daughter persona’s relationships to both her biological and adoptive maternal
figures. Meanwhile, McKenzie-Mavinga, in her autobiographical essay, reflects on
being ‘spurred on by my own need to ‘belong’—a need that in itself culminated from
feelings of isolation as a child brought up ‘in care’ (McKenzie-Mavinga 241).
Although the anthology, in which McKenzie-Mavinga’s essay is included, situates
this particular piece of work in the context of 1980s feminist efforts to render visible
Black and Third world women’s perspectives, her piece is equally concerned with

72

MP: An Online Feminist Journal

February 2010

discovering her personal roots, both biological and constructed, and with articulating
the daughter narrator’s maternal (and paternal) imaginings.7
The two texts specifically explore contested maternal perspectives, and the
daughters’ ‘yearning to belong’, in relation to race,8 in the case of Kay, growing up as
an adopted black child in a white family,9 and in McKenzie-Mavinga’s case, the
complex heritage of growing up as a black Jewish girl in a white ‘in care’ context.
The Jewish identity of McKenzie-Mavinga’s mother is first mentioned in an inserted
letter written by her father, dated January 1943, a realisation that supports the
reader’s gradual understanding of the double (triple?) marginalisation in her family’s
ethnic and faith history. Her father’s letter reads: ‘My wife is a Jewess, and I am a
Negro – the two races are classed as inferior by Hitler and my race is so
calss[sic]ified by all the other white peoples in the world, including the English’
(McKenzie-Mavinga 244). This emphasizes the idea of identity as constructed,
assembled from a variety of different, often contradictory sources, with no single
origin or destination, affected by experiences of adoption/care: ‘subjectivity [is]
understood as multiple’ (Cockin 281).
Although different generically, the texts cross over between textual forms
(poetry/fiction, essay/autobiography) and academic disciplines (literature,
psychoanalysis, social studies). Kay and McKenzie-Mavinga use strategies from
‘life story work’ to inform their texts, a type of reflective/reconstructive writing of the
self which ‘has become an integral part of the process of working with children who
have been fostered or adopted.’10 The use of autobiographical writing in both Kay
and McKenzie-Mavinga foregrounds the connection between 'writing the self' and
'life story work'. This connection highlights the role language plays in constructing
and re-imagining maternal and filial identities,11 a point echoed in Toplu’s assertion
that: ‘the journey for a self-discovery [...] is a fluid and ongoing process of cultural
negotiation and relocation. It has no final destination point, yet the subject may
express and relocate the self through narration’ (Toplu). Both texts insist on the
importance of language and writing in constructing filial and maternal identities, and
achieve this through using images of ‘texts within-the-text’. The process of ‘writing
the self, imagining the mother’, through textual means, such as documents
registering origins, identities, and processes of naming, and through poetry and
autobiography, thus takes on intense significance. Kay’s persona recalls the
enormity of the moment when she is presented with her original birth certificate: ‘I
say to the man at the desk/I’d like my original birth certificate’ (Kay 12). Similarly,
McKenzie-Mavinga’s autobiographical essay includes fragments of personal
documentation inserted into the text, which the narrator uses to piece together her
story of the past, her family, and the journey to become the person she is now:
‘Plate I is a contract which my mother made to place me ‘in care’. I was fortunate to
have access to these documents’ (McKenzie-Mavinga 242). This imaginative
engagement through writing seeks to respond to the question: ‘What is a mother?
What is maternal?’ (Hirsch 163). Kay and McKenzie-Mavinga’s foreground the
politics of mothering, interrogating constructions of ‘the maternal’, and
representations of maternal affect, and tackling difficult areas of mother-daughter
relations and maternal experience, such as the ‘abandoning’ mother and other
contested maternal identities.
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MATERNAL BODIES, ABSENCE AND LOSS
Representations of the maternal in Kay and Mc-McKenzie-Mavinga’s texts
foreground motifs of doubleness, maternal absence and/or loss, and ambivalence
towards the maternal body. Their disruption of notions of unity and wholeness in
relation to maternal identity enables them to evoke: ‘subjects who both construct and
are constructed as plural and neither integrated into a unity nor broken off from it but
rather functioning as a coalition’ (Gish, in Novy ed 184). Kay and McKenzieMavinga’s texts explore the perspectives of daughters, but also interrogate
marginalised and contested maternal perspectives, such as those of the adoptive
mother, the ‘abandoning’ mother and the ‘mother without child’. Elaine Tuttle
Hansen, who coined the idea of the ‘mother without child’, comments on the
challenges to conventional constructions and definitions of ‘the maternal’ posed by
this figure: ‘The figure of the mother without child usefully derives from and
elucidates a broad spectrum of experience, ranging from the literal circumstances of
a woman who loses or relinquishes custody of a biological child to the psychological
condition of a woman who miscarries or never becomes pregnant’ (Tuttle Hansen
15).
Both texts represent the poetic person or narrator’s problematic negotiation of their
relation to maternal origins. Kay states that she has: ‘always had, and I think all
adopted people do at some level, an imaginative – an imaginary – birth mother that
I’ve carried around with me’ (Gish, in Novy ed. 2004 171). She further explains that it
was only when she herself was pregnant with her own son, when she was in her
twenties, that she began thinking about meeting her birth mother (Delgamo), and
that this was a creative impetus behind writing The Adoption Papers: ‘ I hadn’t met
my birth mother, although I was in the process of tracing her, which made me write
the book.’ (Gish, in Novy ed. 2004 171) Likewise, McKenzie-Mavinga writes that she
needed to confront the implications of absence and loss, in order to break a cycle of
negativity that might affect her own mothering of, and relationship with, her children:
The feeling of loss which had occurred with my separation brought about a
resentful attitude I had known before and projected towards my mother. I had
to explore these feelings in order that I could come to terms with my general
attitude towards the mother I had never had. This, I felt, was not only
important for myself as a Black woman, but also for my children. I thought it
was necessary to make my children aware of these difficulties. (McKenzieMavinga 242)
Kay and McKenzie-Mavinga’s maternal imaginings reflect the doubleness inherent in
Tuttle Hansen’s figure of the ‘mother without child’ as an embodiment of paradox:
‘the figure of the mother without child is both one thing – a mother – and another – a
not-mother’ (Tuttle Hansen 236).
Elsewhere Kay discusses the ambiguity
associated with adoptive maternal identities: ‘Those seeming opposites – how can
someone be your mother and not be your mother? How can somebody be real and
not real? - are just at the heart of what it means to be adopted; you have to contain
both those supposed opposites together’ (Gish, in Novy ed. 2004 173).
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Therefore, the maternal body is a site of contestation in both Kay and McKenzieMavinga, representing both multiplicity and excess, as well as absence. This
supports Hirsch’s recognition that the maternal corporeality, remains an area of
difficulty for feminism: ‘Nothing entangles women ore firmly in their bodies than
pregnancy, birth, lactation, miscarriage, or the inability to conceive. Most areas of
feminist analysis have been terribly careful to rule out an identification with the
body.’(Hirsch 166) Kay’s poetry portrays the plurality of maternal bodies, through the
birth mother and the adoptive mother’s voices. The opening poems depict the
adoptive maternal body’s lack and failure to procreate; in contrast, the birth mother’s
body identified first with excess and loss of control then with maternal rejection. The
contrasting representations of Kay’s birth mother and adoptive mother, their racial
identities, bodies, and fertility, foreground the complexity of Kay’s linguistic
representation of the maternal. The biological mother’s persona ponders the
prospect of an unwanted baby, the result of her body’s fertility:
I never thought it would be quicker
Than walking down the mainstreet (Kay 11)
Whereas for the adoptive mother, the passing of time serves as an insistent
reminder of her own perceived ‘failure’ to conceive, and becomes a representation of
absence:
[...]
I can’t believe I’ve tried for five years
For something that could take five minutes (Kay 11)
For the biological mother’s persona, however, the maternal body is a signifier of
excess which ironically also represents the absence of (birth) control:
I lived the scandal, wore it casual
As a summer’s dress, Jesus sandals.
These descriptions of the maternal body, worn like a ‘summer’s dress’, contrast with
the adoptive mother’s pain at not conceiving, and of being deprived of the physical
markers of maternity and the sense of merging corporeal boundaries in pregnancy
(‘swollen bellied’, ‘crave’, ‘pain’ waters break’, ‘push’, ‘scream’):
I want to stand in front of the mirror
Swollen bellied so swollen bellied (Kay 11)
Later, however, the adoptive mother concludes that maternal affect and motherdaughter attachment are not based on a biological bond, but on the experience of
caring and ‘mothering’. This recognition has given her confidence in herself as a
mother to withstand others’ judgements:
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Now when people say ‘ah but
It’s not like having your own child though is it’,
I say of course it is, what else is it? [...]
All this umbilical knot business is nonsense.’(Kay 23)
Kay’s representations of maternal bodies and voices challenge the notion of a
unified, whole, maternal body, insisting on the plurality of maternal corporeal
experience, echoed in Tuttle Hansen’s assertion that: ‘no whole woman’s identity or
subjectivity (should such things exist) can be constructed out of her maternal parts,
nor are her maternal feelings necessarily unifying, unitary, or constructive. Nor can
all women be unified into a category based on traditional motherhood’ (Tuttle
Hansen 49). These insights contribute in important ways to feminist discussions of
maternal bodies as diverse and subject to change.
Both writers portray the haunting figure of the ‘abandoning mother’. Kay’s poetry
achieves this by using a poetic voice identified with the birth mother’s perspective,
while McKenzie-Mavinga’s essay includes letters and documents which give
authenticity to the maternal voice and the idea of the ‘abandoning mother’: ‘The
position of the mother without child is not only a traumatic present reality but also a
logical impossibility, a taboo, and therefore a site of instability’ (Tuttle Hansen 26).
However, voicing maternal perspectives, including those of the abandoning mother,
is crucial, if we are to understand and empathize with the position of ‘birth mother’ in
adoption/care narratives, because: ‘The figure of the mother without child [...] can
hold and foreground the real contradictions of motherhood as a relational identity’
(Tuttle Hansen 235). Hirsch furthermore argues that developing new maternal stories
may provide opportunity to explore the contradictions inherent in the maternal
position, and acknowledge all aspects of maternal affect, including taboo emotions
such as anger and aggression (Hirsch 198-9); therefore consideration of such
perspectives is important for feminist research on the maternal. In Kay, at times, the
voice of the birth mother’s persona articulates transgressive, threatening, and
silenced aspects of maternal experience, such as fantasies about infanticide,
withholding maternal nurturing, and kidnapping: ‘I’ll suffocate her with a feather
pillow/bury her under a weeping willow/or take her far out to sea’ (Kay 13). Gish
discusses Kay’s construction of the birth mother’s maternal voice and its textual
quality which: ‘represents the birth mother she has never met as ‘not as real’ as,
‘more ethereal’ than the adoptive mother [...] yet the birth mother is both an
imaginative construct of the adopted child and a real person inaccessible but known
to be there.’ (Gish, Novy ed. 2004 186) Troubling aspects of maternal are reflected
in Kay’s portrayal of imagined sensationalist tabloid newspaper headlines:
‘MOTHER DROWNS BABY IN THE CLYDE [...] MOTHER GIVES BABY
AWAY.’(Kay 17) Such phrases are indicative of judgmental social attitudes towards
‘failing’ and/or abandoning maternal figures, which the birth mother persona has
internalised. Such challenging maternal affect is contrasted with the physical
signifiers of maternal nurturing:
She came in by the window,
my baby Lazarus
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and suckled at my breast.’ (Kay 18)
Kay highlights the contrast between the newspaper headline’s sensationalist use of
language, which silences maternal affect and objectifies both mother and baby, and
the evocative poetic tones used to evoke the haunting figure of the baby Lazarus,
returning to suckle by the abandoning mother, refusing symbolic rejection through
repression. Such contrasting discursive modes reflect the ambivalent maternal
imaginings projected by the poem’s daughter persona towards her biological mother
and maternal affect. In Kay’s poems, the white adoptive mother’s voice defends her
protective love for her mixed-race daughter;12 the poem, however, highlights the
difficulties securing appropriate placements with adoptive parents for black and
mixed-race children in Britain then and now:13 ‘”The Adoption Papers” has been
appreciated in a non-literary context for its innovative act of ‘rethinking’ the issue of
transracial adoption’ (Cockin 281). However, although legal steps have now been
taken to ensure sensitivity to the backgrounds of adoptive children and children ‘in
care’, Kay’s poems reflect on the significance of race as a marker of the physical
separation and difference between adoptive mother and daughter, mirrored in the
adoptive mother’s persona’s sense of shock at the visual reminder of difference
which she has understandably repressed:
In all these months I’ve never put a face to her
That looks like my daughter – so picture me
When I see those lips. She looks a dead spit
Except of course she’s white; lightning white.’(Kay 19)
The adoptive mother’s shock recognition of their shared skin colour is reflected in the
word ‘lightning’ which foregrounds the physical sensation of surprise. However, such
representations of ambivalent maternal fantasies and trans-racial adoption issues
are counterpointed by the adoptive mother’s acceptance of maternal ‘adoption’ of
responsibility of care (Ruddick 17), as being of greater importance, thus resulting in
the successful adoptive placement described by Kay’s adoptive maternal poetic
persona:
I brought her up as my own
as I would any other child (Kay 24)
This portrayal reflects Ruddick’s point about mothering as an ‘adopted’ position:
‘Maternal practice begins in a response to the reality of a biological child in a
particular social world. To be a ‘mother’ is to take upon oneself the responsibility of
child care” (Ruddick 17). Novy also insists that all mother-daughter relationships are
in a sense constructed, based on the idea of ‘adoption’: ‘the relationship of a parent
and child who have always been together, the relationship of a reunited birth parent
and child, and the relationship of an adoptive parent and child – all of these are in
some sense constructed relationships’ (Novy 2007 31-2). Such representations invite
feminist psychoanalytic readings, and challenge the reader to expand their
understandings of the maternal and of contested maternal identities.
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Narrating from the daughter’s perspective, McKenzie-Mavinga associates the
biological maternal body with absence and alienation: ‘having only met her twice, I
never had the chance to get to know her’ (McKenzie-Mavinga 241). Understandably,
deprivation of maternal and familial bonds resulted in the narrator seeking to
compensate in adult life by attempting to recreate a ‘family’: ‘my yearning to belong
compelled me to seek a family and consequently I married the first young man that
came along’ (McKenzie-Mavinga 242). Her attempts to impose control on her body
and emotions are a result of growing up ‘in care’: ‘I could feel my throat beginning to
tighten as tears of relief welled up inside me, but I did not cry. This was a thing I had
been used to as a child, trying to find a private corner to cry in. I had found my own
private corner within myself.’(McKenzie-Mavinga 247) Her alienation is compounded
by the fact that her mother’s family belonged to a minority faith group, having fled
persecution in Eastern Europe. Elsewhere, McKenzie-Mavinga has explored her
maternal background, revealing her mother’s displacement and marginalisation due
to her belonging to a minority ethnic group and being Jewish:
The story of my family is fragmented. I only know bits. My maternal
grandmother fled from the pogroms in Lithuania, with her children and her
husband [...] My grandmother and some of her children ended up in
Birmingham, and others in the family went to Florida. My mother suffered as a
Jewish woman married to a Black man, with Black children. There was some
tension in her family, some rejection of my father. I’m not surprised she got ill
and died early. She suffered loneliness and poverty. (14)
McKenzie-Mavinga’s narrating position as daughter represents feelings of loss and
anger; however she also voices empathy and identification based on a shared
maternal position, and a shared struggle for acceptance. She describes the sense of
rejection and abandonment shared with others in similar predicaments: ‘Everyday
hundreds of children are placed in residential institutions [...] They are often
bewildered and left to wrestle with feelings of desertion or rejection. Perhaps the
hardest thing to cope with is the incompleteness of the family tree’ (McKenzieMavinga 241). All-encompassing life changes lead the narrator to rethink her own
past and confront her loss: ‘In 1979, when my divorce was imminent, my thoughts
were once again directed towards my own family.[...][no] permanent shelter of family
life. It brought home to me that I was alone yet again’ (McKenzie-Mavinga 242).
McKenzie-Mavinga’s essay was part of the effort in the 1980s by black and thirdworld women based in Britain to articulate hitherto marginalised and silenced
perspectives (Niesen de Abruňa, in Werlock 272), and she specifically focuses on
the lack of black maternal figures she experienced growing up ‘in care’ in 1940s-50s
Britain: ‘One of the results of growing up ‘in care’ was my inner confusion derived
from a situation in which I was overwhelmed with surrogate white ‘aunties’ (the
establishment was run by an all white female staff), but no mother as such’
(McKenzie-Mavinga 242). McKenzie-Mavinga regrets the absence of a black
maternal dimension in her childhood; however she seeks to recoup this on visiting
the Caribbean, whilst understandably also expressing regret: ‘I realized how very
caring my people are. In the Caribbean there is no question of fostering and
adoption and children going into ‘care’ situations. It is natural for families to take on
adopted children’ (McKenzie-Mavinga 248).15
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McKenzie-Mavinga describes her difficulty in admitting to and expressing feelings as
a result of maternal loss: ‘Leaving is so traumatic. I have begun to withdraw into
myself. These are familiar feelings. In a way, I feel it is so unfair – I have tasted a life
which was denied me and now I am leaving it behind.’(McKenzie-Mavinga 248) Her
essay does not ‘blame the mother’; rather, it proposes a mother-daughter bond
based on a shared maternity with which the reader engages through (or between the
lines of) the various official documents inserted into the text of the essay. The
‘Agreement’ (McKenzie-Mavinga 243), couched in the unemotive language of
officialdom, interrupts the autobiographical prose, forcing the reader to consider the
functions of legalistic discourse. The document, a formal agreement to place her
daughter under the guardianship of a Jewish children’s home, reflects the difficulty of
reconciling identities of race and religion.16 This fact highlights the importance of the
maternal bond for McKenzie-Mavinga, in her later identification with Jewish identity,
passed on through the maternal line. However, within her essay the main focus is
on the issue of black female identity, and although McKenzie-Mavinga has discussed
her mother’s marginalisation elsewhere, in this essay she does not engage in a
detailed discussion of her mother’s marginalisation. The impersonal and official
discursive tone of the ‘Guardianship’ agreement document contrasts with McKenzieMavinga’s birth mother’s deeply personal letter, written, it is assumed, to the director
of the children’s home, informing them of her husband’s death, in 1949, and of her
wish that her children should be told of this: ‘please break the news gently to my
dear children as I am too heartbroken to write to...[sic] I would not be able to tell her,
he was asking for her when he was dying’ (McKenzie-Mavinga 248). This rare
inclusion of maternal feeling reveals a fractured mother-daughter relationship and
the difficulties in representing the painful realities of McKenzie-Mavinga’s haunting
maternal imaginings.
McKenzie-Mavinga’s feelings of regret at not having known her mother, and her
emotional deprivation ‘in care’, are reflected in the honest way in which she admits to
her own feelings of resentment: ‘My fears of not being part of anything were
highlighted when my marriage and relationship came to an end. The feeling of loss
which had occurred with my separation brought about a resentful attitude I had
known before and projected towards my mother’ (McKenzie-Mavinga 242).
However, this acknowledgement of negativity leads McKenzie-Mavinga to a
recognition of her ‘yearning to belong’, which suggests a need to (re)connect with
that maternal figure, in turn sustaining her relationship to her own children: ‘This, I
felt, was not only important for myself as a Black woman, but also for my children’
(McKenzie-Mavinga 242). These words embrace maternal perspectives in positive
ways and allow the narrator to begin a healing process.
An important aspect of this process is the relationship she builds with her half-sister,
Lynda, in adult life. She is reunited with Lynda, whose existence she had previously
been unaware of, first in London, then on a visit to Trinidad that she has undertaken
in search of her black roots, on her father’s side of the family. McKenzie-Mavinga’s
description of connecting with Lynda suggest the latter’s ‘mothering’ function, making
Lynda’s character a site for the articulation of maternal affect and, echoing Ruddick,
the acceptance, or ‘adoption’, of maternal responsibility (Ruddick 17). Lynda is also
an adoptive mother: ‘Yesterday we visited Lynda’s adopted daughter Vilma. Lynda
had taken her on as well as her own ten children.[...] It appeared to me that every
adult [in the Caribbean] is a parent of all children. This was confirmed for me when
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Lynda suggested that if she had known my plight, she would have taken me on as
well’ (McKenzie-Mavinga 248). This demonstrates the importance of sisterly bonding
in women’s writing, as discussed by Hirsch: ‘”Sisters” can be ‘maternal’ to one
another [...] sisters are better mothers, providing more nurturance and a greater
encouragement or autonomy’ (Hirsch 164).17 Kay and McKenzie-Mavinga, using
differing textual strategies, provide complex portrayals of contested maternal
identities, thereby exploring the plurality of maternal experience, and the implications
for mother-daughter relations and for sisterhood.
CONCLUSION: WRITING SELF AND (M)OTHER
Interesting questions are asked of feminist re-visionings of the maternal by the
perspectives presented in these texts, which are speaking from outside
conventionally defined mother-daughter relationships, such as the representations of
voices of adoptive mothers, or birth mothers who have relinquished their children, or
the ‘mother without child’. Such perspectives contribute valuable insights to feminist
discussions surrounding the maternal and contested maternal identities: ‘The story
of the mother without child...brings us closer to that frequently stated goal of feminist
study; seeing maternal points of view more fully, hearing maternal voices more
clearly and variously, understanding maternal subjectivity more deeply and
complexly’ (Tuttle Hansen 20). Kay and McKenzie-Mavinga courageously tap into
their own lives and stories, to represent maternal and daughterly perspectives with
the imaginative poignancy they deserve, and testify to the emotional and creative
strength for both mothers and daughters to survive complex situations of absence
and/or loss.

Notes
1

An earlier version of this article was presented as a paper at the conference
‘M(o)ther Trouble’, Birkbeck College, England, 30 May 2009.
2
Such as the ‘abandoning’ mother, the ‘adoptive’ mother, the ‘mother without child’
(Tuttle Hansen’s term)
3
Jackie Kay’s text is divided into two separate parts. This article focuses only on the
part entitled ‘The Adoption Papers’.
4
This article will not be drawing on other works from the extensive oeuvres of both
writers, but acknowledges here that Jackie Kay has published a series of poetry
collections, fictions, and drama:
http://www.contemporarywriters.com/authors/?p=auth54 [accessed 6 July 2009].
Isha McKenzie-Mavinga is a psychotherapist, writer, and performance poet
http://www.i-mckenziemavinga.com/writing-publications.html accessed 3 November
2009]
5
McKenzie’s piece is prefaced by the dedication ‘To my father, who I never
knew’(p241), and is to a large extent preoccupied with the process of discovering
who he was, and through that, her own roots as a black woman. Interestingly, in
many ways, the essay is about piecing together both paternal and maternal
identities. However, my discussion here is concerned with the voicing of maternal
perspectives in the piece.
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6

Elsewhere, together with her sister, Thelma Perkins, McKenzie has written more
extensively about the arduous process of rediscovering her family roots, and
celebrating her father’s identity as a black man. Their book In Search of Mr
McKenzie (Women’s Press, 1991) movingly describes their efforts to piece together
their family roots.
7
Whilst acknowledging the individual generic and linguistic specificities of each text,
this article does not offer detailed discussions of the poetic strategies of Kay or the
experimental discourses of McKenzie-Mavinga – instead, this article focuses mainly
on the texts’ thematic content and its implications.
8
Issues of race and maternal identities in Kay’s The Adoption Papers are also
discussed in Kadiatu Kenneh African Identities: Race, Nation and Culture in
Ethnography, Pan-Africanism and Black Literatures (Routledge, London, 1998),
pp186-7
9
Elsewhere, critics have discussed Kay’s representations of Scottishness in some
detail, and this aspect of her poem will not be treated here.
10
Treacher, Amal and Ilan, Katz, ‘Narrative and Fantasy in Adoption’, Adoption and
Fostering 25.3 (2001), pp.20-28 (p.25) Cited in Cockin 288.
11
The use of autobiographical writing in Kay is also discussed in Toplu
12
Cockin states, ‘”The Adoption Papers” is [...] effective not merely as a critique of a
racist humanism which erases difference and as a representation of the experience
of transracial adoption from the perspectives of the three main female actors, but
also as creating a “way of knowing” that exceeds these ideological and culturally
specific features.’(Cockin, pp.281-2)
13
Contemporary placement practices in care and adoption are discussed by
Beverley Prevatt Goldstein and Marcia Spencer, who argue that emphasis now is on
the importance of acknowledging race and ethnicity in placement: ‘Maintaining
continuity of the heritage of their birth family in their day to day life is important to
most children; it is a means of retaining knowledge of their identity and feeling that
although they have left their birth family they have not abandoned important cultural,
religious or linguistic values.’ Department of Health 1998, p4, cited in Goldstein and
Spencer 6.
14
‘The art of dis/appearing: Jewish women on mental health’
15
Such informal adoption practices contrast of course with the regulated and
formalised adoption processes in Britain described by Kay.
16
McKenzie-Mavinga’s mother was a Lithuanian Jewess
17
I have also found the discussions of sisterhood and female relations in Paulina
Palmer’s book Contemporary Women’s Fiction: Narrative Practice and feminist
Theory helpful in thinking through these issues.
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The Unassisted Childbirth Movement: Questions of Autonomy, Intuition,
and Empowerment in the Familial and Communal Context
by Shira Segal
Introduction
As an alternative to the mainstream medicalization of childbirth, which historically
defines pregnancy as an abnormal physical condition and posits the laboring
woman as a passive patient in need of control, assistance and repair, the
homebirth movement offers a family- or community-centered approach to
childbirth. The primary goal of honoring and empowering the laboring woman is
argued by homebirth advocates to be best realized in the domestic (or
occasionally the birthing center) setting. Usually a homebirth is attended not only
by family and friends (including the husband or partner, children, relatives, etc.)
but also by a midwife who delivers the newborn and perhaps even a doula who
offers emotional support by “mothering the mother.” By emphasizing the
subjectivity and sexuality of the laboring mother-to-be in the context of her home,
family, and social network, the homebirth event may be simultaneously intimate
and communal. Although there is an underlying understanding within the
homebirth movement that every birth is unique and therefore may play out in an
infinite number of ways, there exists an arguably radical sub-movement within
homebirth ideologies: the unassisted or autonomous childbirth movement.
The aim of this paper is to clarify both the nature of the contemporary unassisted
childbirth movement as a sub-movement of typical homebirth ideologies, and the
impact of such birthing practices on the relationship between women and their
families. With its rejection of a community-centered and advised birth (particularly
with the absence of a childbirth professional like a midwife), unassisted childbirth
emphasizes the autonomy, intuition, and empowerment of the laboring woman.
While childbirth is understood by unassisted childbirth advocates as a sexual act
or potentially orgasmic experience that can be shared with a laboring woman’s
partner, women are also encouraged to labor alone such as a nonhuman animal
would. To explore the rhetoric of the unassisted childbirth movement as it
compares and contrasts to the homebirth movement, I will primarily be looking at
Laura Kaplan Shanley’s book Unassisted Childbirth (1994) and contemporary
website Born Free!, as well as homebirth midwife Ina May Gaskin’s landmark
book Spiritual Midwifery (1975, reprints in 1977, 1980, 1990, 2002).
A persistent question which frames my analysis is whether relying on one’s
instincts and dreams for emotional and biological guidance as insisted on by the
unassisted childbirth movement is inherently a feminist project, and whether the
embodiment of ‘birth-as-normal’ in this way is a beneficial reworking of childbirth
for women, newborns, their families and communities. I am especially interested
in how the rejection of community and kinship ties as well as an insistence on
childbirth as a sexual event arises from a particular rhetoric of women’s
empowerment in combination with the often cited model of natural childbirth as
proposed by Grantly Dick-Read in Childbirth Without Fear – The Principles and
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Practice of Natural Childbirth (1944). Some of the questions that I will explore are
the following: Does feminism as a larger project serve individual women or
communities of women and their loved ones? What does honoring and
empowering women look like in the context of autonomous childbirth practices,
and in what ways does the desire for autonomy realize itself in our everyday
choices and lives?
To best understand unassisted and assisted childbirth within the homebirth
movement, it is useful to begin by situating the homebirth movement in its
historical and rhetorical context. The heart of this movement resides in its
opposition to the medicalization of childbirth, or what has been called
technocratic childbirth. A technocratic childbirth approach is said to be evident in
contemporary hospital practices surrounding the maternal body as well as in the
historical and theoretical shifts that support such practices. I will briefly explore
three major characteristics of technocratic childbirth: the hospital delivery room,
the body-as-machine metaphor, and authoritative knowledge. However, as my
discussion below will show, these characteristics are intertwined both in theory
and practice, and therefore cannot be discussed as separate elements. I will then
describe and analyze the discourses surrounding the unassisted childbirth
movement, which appears to be a feminist-driven project. What kind of feminism
this movement promotes and with what foundational models, I will explore
through my discussion of authoritative knowledge, animal versus human birth,
and the role of sexuality in childbirth with a look at the postures of childbirth
reformer Grantly Dick-Read, ethnographer Dwight Conquergood, and midwife Ina
May Gaskin. From there, I will conclude with a brief discussion of autonomy,
choice, solitude and community as manifested in two somewhat opposing
feminist models: individualistic versus community-oriented feminism.
Technocratic Childbirth
The ideology of medicalization expresses masculine norms of male control and
domination in childbirth through the institutionalized medical setting of the
hospital delivery room. In an anthropological approach to understanding
obstetrical practices and “rituals” in Western hospital delivery rooms, Robbie E.
Davis-Floyd offers an in-depth explanation of the technocratic model of birth, its
history and various consequences in her book Birth as an American Rite of
Passage (2003 [1992]). Davis-Floyd argues the hospital to be “a highly
sophisticated technocratic factory” (2003, 55) that systematically and
detrimentally treats the maternal body as a machine and childbirth as an
institutional, rather than a personal, act. As pointed out by authors Judith Walzer
Leavitt in her book Brought to Bed – Childbearing in America 1750-1950 (1986)
and Jessica Mitford in her book The American Way of Birth (1992), the shift in
childbirth location from the home to the hospital drastically reorganized individual
and societal perception and actions of birth. Ultimately, this shift indicates “the
nail in the coffin” which secures and reinforces male control over the female
body, a trend that dates back to the invention of forceps by the Chamberlain
family of male midwives in the 16th century in England.
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Indeed, the historically-aligned male-controlled space of the hospital delivery
room is embedded with notions of technology, modernity, science and progress
which stem from the Industrial revolution. Della Pollock defines industrialization in
her book Telling Bodies Performing Birth – Everyday Narratives of Childbirth
(1999) as “a ‘masculine’ ideology of control over the body as a material object: a
machine, literally a means of production” (13). Out of the industrial revolution
came a new formulation of the body-as-machine, in which the male body was
perceived as mechanistically perfect, while the pregnant, birthing, or maternal
body was conceived as broken. The new conceptualization of the body thus
suggested that the inadequate birthing body needed repair, fixing, or assistance.
With its trained staff and technological advancements, the hospital delivery room
functions to restore the broken-female body-machine back to its pre-pregnant
state under the control and guidance of the nurses and head obstetrician.
In the article “Laboring Women, Coaching Men: Masculinity and Childbirth
Education in the Contemporary United States,” (2003) Carine M. Mardorossian
describes the hospital as “an environment that by its very nature defines birth as
illness and labor pains as symptoms of a disease” (125). Mardorossian goes on
to discuss how couples collaborate with the medical staff to jointly create “a
climate that sacrifices the mother's autonomy and authority by giving the birth
experience away to technology, anesthesiologists, and nurseries” (125). The
laboring woman in the hospital birth setting is subject to the control of the nurses,
the obstetrician, and the equipment and technology of the hospital. Her bodily
and instinctual knowledge are silenced and marginalized in the face of what
childbirth anthropologist pioneer Brigitte Jordan has labeled authoritative
knowledge of the hospital-institution, its staff and technology. Authoritative
knowledge, Jordan argues, is the systematic privileging of medical knowledge
and technology over the instinctual knowledge and lived, bodily experiences of
the laboring woman.1
Jordan’s notion of authoritative knowledge is similar to Della Pollock’s definition
of medicalization as “the process by which medical and technical expertise
overtook not only both ends of life, birth and death, but changed the way we
understand our bodies, making them objects of abstracts, anatomical knowledge
systems, largely unintelligible except by clinical translation” (11). Pollock goes on
to argue that the silences produced by medicalization exist within “matrixes of
normative masculinity and heterosexuality” (11). The result is that childbirth in the
hospital setting functions as an act of passivity for women, rather than of a
source for power. Pollock argues that within medicalization, “birth became less a
sign of women’s power than a symbolic internment of female passivity” (13). As a
patriarchal institute, the hospital and its biomedical realm historically insists on
pregnancy as pathology, the mother-to-be as primarily a patient, and childbirth as
1

See especially Jordan’s article “Authoritative Knowledge and Its Construction” in Robbie E. Davis Floyd
and Carolyn F. Sargent’s anthology Childbirth and Authoritative Knowledge (1997), as well as in chapter 6
“The Achievement of Authoritative Knowledge in an American Hospital Birth” in the 4th edition of
Jordan’s book Birth in Four Cultures – A Crosscultural Investigation of Childbirth in Yucatan, Holland,
Sweden, and the United States (1993 [1978]).
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a purely biological event. As such, the laboring woman that births in the hospital
is subject to this traditionally anti-feminist ideology and its consequences as
played out on her body (and with consequences on the family’s birthing
experience and perception of the maternal/birthing body as well).
Both unassisted and assisted childbirth models within the homebirth movement
confront and unravel the majority of technocratic childbirth’s problems (both
ideologically and in-practice) by taking childbirth out of the hospital itself and by
actively reinscribing childbirth back into the home. As the antithesis of hospital
birth and with the support of the growing second wave feminist movements of the
1970s, the homebirth movement acknowledges the subjective and emotional
experiences of childbirth and honors birthing mothers as both sexual beings and
as empowered women.
Autonomous Childbirth
A key tenet of the unassisted childbirth movement is the dismantling of
authoritative knowledge to the extent that anyone present other than the laboring
woman herself – including the husband or partner, an instructive childbirth
practitioner like a midwife, or a witness and professional encourager like a doula
– constitutes a violation (and hence the marginalization or silencing) of the
mother’s intuitive and bodily knowledge. Dreams, intuition and impulse are
privileged types of knowledge within unassisted childbirth ideology, and when
fostered with positive belief-statements and self-confidence, these types of
knowledge hold the key to making birth a “sexual and spiritual, magical and
miraculous” experience, to borrow the words from Laura Kaplan Shanley’s
Bornfree! website. Outside knowledge – that is, knowledge literally outside the
woman’s body – is not to be trusted or valued. In fact, outside knowledge such as
timing contractions and checking for dilation progress is argued to be dangerous:
such knowledge and its invasive acquisition can impede labor and increase
anxiety, resulting in an inability to relax emotionally and physically. As declared
by Bornfree!’s subtitle, “if you want the job done right… do it yourself!,”
unassisted childbirth implies that not only is the laboring woman the only one
capable of doing the job right, but also that she is only capable of doing it right by
herself.
With this emphasis on intuition and the privileging of “inside” knowledge, Shanley
attributes obstacles to an autonomously empowered childbirth experience to
three factors, as expressed on Bornfree!’s link entitled ‘We Believe’ on the “The
Shanleys” page: poverty (defined as lack of food and poor living conditions),
physical outside interference as posed by doctors or midwives, and emotional
inside interference in the form of fear, shame, or guilt. With the autonomous
childbirth approach, a laboring woman’s most significant enemy is her own fear.
This camp asserts that beliefs shape reality and that since birth is inherently
natural, it is only our belief that birth is dangerous that makes it so. An implied
principle is that the more a woman looks outside herself for help, the less inner
guidance she will be receptive to receive. If anxiety leads to tension and tension
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leads to pain, the logical answer to avoiding pain in childbirth – and to
experiencing blissful, ecstatic, or orgasmic childbirth instead – is to avoid labeling
sensation as pain or giving in to the fight-or-flight reflex and to instead turn
inward for guidance, reassurance and direction.
This self-declared feminist-driven project of the 1970s and onwards actually has
its ideological roots in three books by obstetrician and childbirth reformer Grantly
Dick-Read of England: Natural Childbirth (1933), Childbirth Without Fear – The
Principles and Practice of Natural Childbirth (1944), and The Natural Childbirth
Primer (1950). Dick-Read’s argument for childbirth without fear was not
popularized in the United States until the 1950s, alongside the popularization of
‘natural’ or prepared childbirth methods proposed by Fernand Lamaze of France
(which, following what Richard K. Reed calls the birthing revolution in the late
1960s in his book Birthing Fathers – The Transformation of Men in American
Rites of Birth, became embraced by the medical establishment as a tenable
childbirth alternative within the hospital birth setting). Dick-Read and Lamaze
offered an alternative to the common-place interventionist obstetrical practices
and highly medicated childbirth experiences of previous decades, and also
worked to decrease the social stigma and sexual taboo of pregnancy. For
example, Dick-Read’s The Natural Childbirth Primer of 1950 and its immediate
reprint in 1956 contained photographs of pregnant women performing exercises
in groups (clad only in their underwear and brassieres, but each wearing a face
mask to conceal her identity) with the purpose of educating pregnant women and
their partners. Unfortunately symptomatic of providing a class- and race-specific
imagery, these pictures depicted – as described by Sandra Matthews and Laura
Wexler in their book Pregnant Pictures (2000) – “white, middle-class, usually
stereotypically handsome couples in a classroom, home environments, or
medical facility” (155) and yet succeeded in increasing the circulation of
pregnancy imagery and societal acceptance of pregnancy as normal and healthy.
Despite the problematic ways in which “normal” and “healthy” were depicted as
particularly classed, raced, and heterosexually privileged – which regrettably
seem to extend into the unassisted birth movement, as can be seen in the many,
many nude and erotica photographs of white pregnant women in the context of
their homes or in their heterosexual relationships on Bornfree!’s website – an
important shift occurred in Dick-Read’s approach to childbirth, which, as
described by Reed, “broke from medicine’s strict mind-body separation… [by]
recognizing the powerful relation between emotion and pregnancy or birth” and
by arguing that “anxiety is the greatest cause of birth pain” (112, 109). Dick-Read
asserted that pain can be prevented through the awareness and education of
fear’s detrimental consequences on a successful labor and delivery. As
Margarete Sandelowski notes in Pain, Pleasure, and American Childbirth – From
the Twilight Sleep to the Read Method, 1914-1960 (1984), Dick-Read offered
specific instructions – from relaxation and body awareness, posture
development, and conditioning techniques during pregnancy to specific breathing
exercises, focusing techniques and pelvic floor (kegel) exercises during labor
“with which women could use their own resources to combat fear and pain” (88).
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The goal, Sandelowski continues, is the pleasure of childbirth itself: “For [Dick]Read, childbirth was not merely an event a woman could have with a minimum
of pain, but rather childbirth was as sublime and even spiritual experience” (88).
This concept of a pain-free and highly pleasurable childbirth is adapted by the
unassisted childbirth movement as the ideal childbirth experience.
It is important to acknowledge, however, that Dick-Read’s approach as embraced
by the unassisted childbirth movement relies on the continual comparison of
birthing women to birthing non-human animals, from sheep and rabbits to dogs
and cats. The argument is that to avoid outside intervention, performance anxiety
or decreased intuitive capabilities, humans should learn from other animals that
to birth in isolation is ‘natural’ and better. Referencing the ideas of Michel Odent
in The Nature of Birth and Breastfeeding (1992), Shanley endorses an idealistic
and idealized conflation and confusion of animal-mothers with human-mothers in
her book Unassisted Childbirth by echoing French physician Michel Odent’s
observation that “almost all animals seek seclusion when in labor” which allows
the mother-to-be to, as Shanely puts it, “go into an altered state of consciousness
that allows for the safe and easy delivery of the baby. When a woman feels she
is being observed, generally she is unable to do this” (108). Although we have no
idea what a non-human animal’s level of consciousness is during labor, Shanley
argues that only by “shifting into another level of consciousness” or by “fearlessly
allow[ing] themselves to experience the new and exciting shift in consciousness”
can laboring women and – if their partners are to be present – their partners have
positive birth experiences like their animal equivalents (112).
Additionally, this recurring human-animal trope by Shanley and others is
connected to the argued differences that unassisted childbirthers claim to exist
between the modern Western woman’s inability to handle birth “naturally” in the
midst of her access to technology and science as opposed to the “tribal” or nonWesternized woman’s inherent ability to birth “primitively” precisely because of
the absence of scientific knowledge and technological assistance. Shanley
reasons that “pregnancy and birth both in animals and in tribal cultures appears
to be much easier and less painful than it is in modern, technologically developed
societies” because of “the method in which the deliveries occur and the
psychological differences between animals, tribal women, and modern Western
women” (7). In suggesting that non-Western women as closer to their animal
ancestry through their “primal” birth practices – Shanley argues that “people who
have observed births in tribal cultures also describe it being similar to animal
births” (5) – the rhetoric of the unassisted childbirth movement flips the typical
“modern-as-progress” model on its head by romanticizing and essentializing the
“other” as intuitively superior both in sentiment and in practice.
In Unassisted Childbirth, Shanley states,
The tribal woman, in a sense, has a consciousness that lies between that
of the animal and that of the modern Western woman. Her births are
successful for several reasons. She has not yet developed beliefs in fear,
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shame, and guilt, and therefore is free from their devastating
consequences. In addition to this… she is generally left alone. This
privacy… allows her psychologically to reconnect with her inner self. The
inner self speaks to her – just as it does to the Western woman – through
her dreams, impulses, and intuition. The difference is, she listens. (9)
By setting up the dichotomy of modernity/technology/intervention/muteness/pain
versus primal/animal/solitary/intuitive/pleasure, there is little room for a nonessentialized birth experience. Falling into a knotty combination of the ethical
pitfalls of “the enthusiast’s infatuation” and “the curator’s exhibitionism” as
described in Dwight Conquergood’s article “Performing as a Moral Act: Ethical
Dimensions of the Ethnography of Performance” (1985), this simultaneously
essentializing and arguably degrading move would raise numerous red-flags for
most conscientious ethnographers. Although Shanley is not an ethnographer,
echoes of “the enthusiast’s infatuation” can be seen in her formulation of beliefs.
Conquergood describes the enthusiast’s infatuation as a “too facile identification
with the other coupled with enthusiastic commitment,” which accidentally results
in “naïve and glib performances marked by superficiality” (6). Indeed, Shanley
asserts that all women are alike – not because they are all animals necessarily
but because they all share an inner voice that can be either ignored or listened
to.
Additinally, while Shanley argues that fear, shame and guilt of the Westernized
woman can be combated with faith, forgiveness, hope, patience, persistence,
humility, love, and courage, she does not attribute these positive qualities to the
tribal women whom she fetishizes and imitates. Instead, these qualities seem
useful for the Westernized modern woman to embrace in her efforts to return to
her primal and animalistic self. As I will discuss shortly, this ideal of a primal and
intuitive self is also viewed as an opening or invitation for the Western woman’s
experience of her spiritually ecstatic and physically sexual self in childbirth,
although Shanley does not make the direct connection of the primal being
inherently sexual or a direct cause of enhanced sexuality in labor. Shanley
believes instead that, through the simplicity of listening to oneself, the body will
give way to pleasure. Again, unassisted childbirth rhetoric does not promote what
Conquergood calls an “honest intercultural understanding” (1985, 10) that occurs
in “dialogical performance” (i.e., a “performance that resists conclusions” [1985,
9]), but trivializes instead the practices of the other as tokens to fetishize, imitate,
and appropriate.
For Shanley, the value of the other seems to primarily reside in the other’s
difference rather than commonality, which situates her argument in the ethical
pitfall of the curator’s exhibitionism. As Conquergood maintains, this latter trap
“grows out of fascination with the exotic, primitive, culturally remote” and is
“suffused with sentimentality and romantic notions about the ‘Noble Savage’” (7).
Also called the “Wild Kingdom” approach, the curator’s exhibitionism with its
exoticizing tendencies is undeniably caught up and infatuated with “the
Difference of the other” (7). This can be seen in Shanley’s argument (not fully
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reasoned out) that “complications normally associated with pregnancy and
childbirth are usually quite uncommon in tribal societies… Phlebitis (inflammation
of a vein) only occurred after tribal women became exposed to more
‘progressive’ cultures” (7). For Shanley, complications in childbirth are a direct
result of modernity and Westernization, and the ideas and practices of
technologically advanced societies are a contaminating force that threatens the
purity and value of the other’s difference.
With the emphasis on intuition as nurtured by seclusion and as epitomized by
anti-modern birth models offered by farm animals and tribal women, the
unassisted childbirth movement incorporates and encourages sexuality in curious
ways. For example, sensuality is acknowledged and honored as part of the
laboring woman’s bodily knowledge that is to be privileged and integrated for an
optimal birthing experience. The integration of sensuality/sexuality throughout
pregnancy and labor is actually one of the key elements of the homebirth
movement that unassisted childbirthers do not reject. And yet, as women are
encouraged to labor alone, it is also unclear how their sexuality may play out in
the absence of their husbands or partners, or even what the relationship between
sensuality and sexuality necessarily is. Unsurprisingly, the ways in which the
homebirth and unassisted childbirth movements visually represent pregnancy
and labor in their photographic depictions drastically vary from each other.
A key role model within the homebirth movement is Ina May Gaskin’s midwifery
practice on The Farm, an intentional community in rural Tennessee, and her
landmark book Spiritual Midwifery (1975), which includes birth stories,
illustrations and photographs, as well as informational text and instructions for
expecting parents and midwives. With the premise that sexual intimacy assists in
labor2 (a common sentiment is that what got the baby in will also get the baby
out, or that childbirth is the final completion of the original sex act in which
conception occurred), Gaskin’s model encourages the sensualization of
childbearing in the context of the family, the community, and with the assistance
of a midwife. In Gaskin’s approach, the community is situated as an invaluable
network that supports and encourages the laboring woman and her partner to
have a sexual and spiritual birthing experience, and the role of the community is
in fact to help create the circumstances for such an experience to be possible.
The images in Spiritual Midwifery are couched in the book’s focus on the sexual
intimacy of the couple during childbirth rather than in the sexualized body of the
isolated, birthing mother-to-be. Matthews and Wexler explain how Gaskin
resexualized childbearing in the community context:
She [Gaskin] both described and visually represented how couples could
use sexual intimacy to assist in the birthing process, and she wrote about
2

Indeed, factors that help ripen the cervix and hence bring on dilation and contractions as well as an
increased sense of relaxation (which inevitably aids the progress of labor) include kissing, nipple
stimulation, and lovemaking
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the sexual qualities of birth and nursing… At the same time, the
photographs in her book are extremely modest. Although childbearing is
seen as a sexual process, the pregnant woman is not sexualized; it is the
sexuality of the couple that is pictured and discussed. Most of the
photographs concentrate on the faces of individuals (including many
pregnant women), small family groupings, and the interactions between
pregnant women and midwives. (156-157; original emphasis)
Matthews and Wexler argue that Gaskin’s book “celebrated the emotional
processes that characterize childbirth in family-centered rather than specifically
woman-centered images that are intense, positive and inclusive of community
members” (157). Hence, sexuality in this model is born from emotion, community,
and the cooperation and collaboration with the laboring woman’s husband or
partner. Women are primed to have a blissful experience that their partners can
encourage and help bring out through their love and attention (and even get high
from). Men are instructed to,
Be tantric with your partner (telepathic in the language of touch) – be
subtle enough in touch with her that when she tries to steer you, you feel it
and follow her like a good horse follows a rider. Try to do it with her
exactly as she directs on the most subtle planes. If you do that, she’ll trust
you and get you high. It’s a tasty yoga – you have to work at it, but you
can do it. It’s actually fancier than just dancing by yourself. You feel
somebody else and let them direct; and if you let them direct, they’ll tell
you what to do. (2002 [1975], 228)
Reversing the common comparison of the laboring woman to an animal, the
husband or partner in this scenario is likened to a horse; finally the laboring
woman is designated a human role (the horse’s rider) within the body-metaphors
surrounding maternity. Far from the traditional stereotypes of masculinity that
attempt to illustrate manhood by being in control and controlling, the husband’s
job is to listen carefully and then adjust. Unlike the prepared childbirth models of
Lamaze (as seen in Marjorie Karmel’s 1959 book Thank You, Dr. Lamaze) or
Robert Bradley (especially in his 1965 book Husband-Coached Childbirth), which
emphasized the husband’s role as a trainer or coach over his pregnant partner,
the homebirth movement partially takes up Dick-Read’s notion of the husband as
companion and situates his role as one in service.
As it is described by Reed, however, the homebirth movement, co-created by the
holistic health movement, “raised awareness of the emotional, spiritual, and
social aspects of birth” that the natural childbirth reformers (who tended to be
obstetricians and were undeniably embedded in the biomedical realm) were
unable to do. Reed goes on to say that “rather than divorce the body from the
mind [as childbirth reformers insisted], birth is [acknowledged as and affirmed to
be] an emotional experience; rather than distinguish the mother from her social
ties, [in the holistic model] she is seen as birthing within her social world” (107).
With the homebirth and holistic health movements’ emphasis on the social nature
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of birth, the sensuality and sexual experiences of the laboring woman are
enveloped and contained in the safe space of her family and community. Indeed,
as Reed observes, while “natural childbirth suggests the woman’s body gives
birth, the holistic birthing movement proposes that a circle of family and friends
are the fundamental unit of birthing” (107 original emphasis). Within the holistic
model, sexuality is never posited in isolation or as solely driven by the laboring
woman alone – in this context, sexuality seems to be a group project that the
laboring couple can enjoy.
In contrast to the couple-oriented and relatively modest images in Spiritual
Midwifery, the photographic depictions of pregnant women on Shanley’s
Bornfree! website focus entirely on the highly eroticized pregnant nude body:
generally alone, often in black and white, either in sharp artistic focus with an
emphasis on nipples and shadow, or in a hazy soft light that promotes fantasy,
sensual nostalgia or erotic longing. Although these images are not limited to
Bornfree!’s “Your Sensual Self” page and permeate throughout the entire
website, the most blatantly erotic images are coupled with the “Sensual
Pregnancy and Birth” articles: orgasmic childbirth (“the fun doesn’t end at
conception!”), childbirth ecstasy, the benefits of having sex in labour, fantasy – its
value in preparing for a homebirth, birth fantasies and birth erotica
Unlike the photographs in Spiritual Midwifery that arguably maintain the birthing
woman’s privacy by either fragmenting her body (from the waist up with the use
of close-ups of her face) or by incorporating her kinship and social ties (by
framing the woman’s body in its entirety as well as surrounded by her family and
friends), the photographs in Bornfree! promote a scopic or voyeuristic gaze that
undoubtedly objectifies the pregnant woman’s body as a sensual and sexual item
on display for visual consumption. Scopic looking, according Matthews and
Wexler, “gives the viewer a sense of vicarious mastery over the scene portrayed”
(xv). Although Matthews and Wexler describe the “central, defining aspect of the
scopic mode” as traditionally the presentation of “the nonpregnant female body
as an object of desire,” contemporary representations of pregnancy often
encourage scopic looking (xv). This is seen not only in the establishment of the
pregnant icon, beginning with Annie Leibovitz’s photograph of actress Demi
Moore at nine months pregnant and in the nude on the cover of Vanity Fair
Magazine in August 1991, but also by Daniel Edwards’ highly sexualized
sculpture of a birthing Britney Spears (despite the fact she had an elective
Cesarean birth) titled Monument to Pro-Life – The Birth of Sean Preston (2006).
Situated in the context of Shanley’s website as encouragement and inspiration
for women to embrace their sexuality while pregnant, these images are a thankful
far cry from the most blatantly scopic pregnant images of hard-core pregnancy
pornography. However, it is ambiguous how these artistic, private-made-public,
and erotic takes on the pregnant body function to empower women on a larger
scale, and if these images – when displaced from the container of the family
(albeit a classed, raced, or heterosexually-marked one) or community – in any
way might put women at risk. Not that the sexual depiction of pregnancy alone
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could do this (put women at risk) or work against feminism (the empowerment of
women in all their glory, including their sexuality and maternity as expressed in
body and spirit); indeed, the pregnant body as a visual subject is enormously
revealing of cultural attitudes surrounding pregnancy and importantly functions to
shape, change, inform and be informed by the women within that culture.
Taking seriously Rachel Hall’s argument in the article “‘It Can Happen to You’:
Rape Prevention in the Age of Risk Management” (2004) that rape prevention
should focus on men as would-be perpetrators rather than on women as potential
and already established rape spaces, it is perhaps unfair to wonder if these
images might in any way hearten the would-be rapist. The assertion that
pregnancy is a pleasurable and libidinized state that naturally increases sexual
desire, or that childbirth is a sexual act (as asserted by Debra Pascali-Bonaro’s
recent documentary Orgasmic Birth [2009]) is potentially dangerous in a culture
that doesn’t understand female desire or always respect women’s safety. A
question this raises is how these images might possibly address women who are
sexually assaulted during pregnancy. Perhaps, for example, these photographs
may function as self-esteem building tools to empower and encourage women to
be however they would like (including sexual) during their pregnancies. Certainly
the intention of these images on Shanley’s Bornfree! website is not to degrade
women, quite the contrary, yet one might wonder about the costs and
consequences of these scopic images. Pregnant subjects in this context do seem
to be limited to being solely sexual and sensuous creatures (and, as already
discussed, persuaded to get in touch with their animalistic or ‘tribal’ senses of
bodily intuition). Even within the “childbirth ecstasy” article, bliss is not positioned
as a beyond sexual sensation, but as an entirely embodying sexual experience.
It appears that as asserted by Bornfree!, pregnant and birthing women are “all
body” and that this body is inevitably a sexual one. This intensely sexualized take
on pregnancy as positioned by unassisted childbirthers like Shanley seems to
override the underlying spiritual aspects of intuition and what I would call
religiously-slanted “God-listening,” as is epitomized by the Christian unassisted
childbirth movement. For example, in contrast to Bornfree!’s image-heavy
website, Jeannie Baker’s Christian Unassisted Childbirth website is practically
void of pregnant imagery (there seems to be only one image of a pregnant
woman!) and instead includes articles on faith (such as what the Bible says about
birth and biblical affirmations) and parenting (from diapering, breastfeeding and
discipline to home-schooling, vaccinations and sibling rivalry).
Importantly, Baker’s discussion of unassisted childbirth consists of a wellrounded and rational approach which includes practical information (like birth
statistics, birth supplies, recommended reading and information on waterbirth),
personal anecdotes (unassisted birth stories and pregnancy journals), and even
an honest and informative conversation of birth complications (such as breech
presentations, herpes, and spontaneous rupture of membranes) as well as a
discussion of loss (including miscarriage or post-birth death). This down-to-earth
and informative approach of the Christian unassisted childbirth movement, albeit
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influenced by scientific means by which to assess potential problems in
pregnancy, may arguably be more aligned with feminist ideals and aims of
empowerment via awareness and education, despite its placement in an
organized religion that – with its general tendency to shut down critical thinking in
the face of rigid or dogmatic belief systems – is traditionally patriarchal.
A key question concerning the contrasting images as seen in Spiritual Midwifery
and Bornfree! is whether the visual rhetoric of Bornfree! functions in service to
women.3 Admittedly, there are too many women absent from these illustrations to
convince me that this is an expansive feminist project that posits unassisted
childbirth as a tenable option or that works for the benefit and empowerment of
Woman in all her incarnations (social, racial, economic, and sexual). For
example, the rare photograph of an African American woman on Shanley’s
website is unfortunately only found on the “Birth Erotica” link on the “Your
Sensual Self” page, reinforcing stereotypical connections of black women with
sexuality. Along with all the images on Bornfree’s website, this rare image of a
racially exotic pregnant subject is symptomatic of middle-class patterns of
representation. Matthews and Wexler describe such patterns of the middle-class
pregnant subject as the representation of
…a general, idealized concept of pregnancy rather than an individual’s
specific experience. In the images of these women, pregnancy is
celebrated as a private universe of personal fulfillment, premised on the
luxury of withdrawal from everyday concerns. Yet these seemingly
universal images are in fact specifically grounded in a class-based ideal of
pregnancy, that of secure, joyous domesticity. (29)
Both types of images – the community-centered down-to-earth images of
Spiritual Midwifery and the artistic and erotically slanted photographs of
Shanley’s website – exist within an undoubtedly privileged paradigm, but the
question I pose is whether community-centered birth images are more beneficial
than sexually charged pregnancy nudes. Another question this raises is whether
an increased circulation of sexualized pregnant imagery succeeds in its aim of
empowering women, and, if so, how. An important follow-up question is whether
that empowerment is shared by these women’s families and communities.
For example, it doesn’t seem to matter within the Bornfree!’s visual discourse
whether or not the photographed woman is granted a gaze – that is, whether she
addresses the viewer by looking at the camera, which has historically served as
one possible avenue for the photographed subject to maintain agency and
confront scopophilia in the act of looking itself.4 The open question that I am
asking here is how women are being inspired or encouraged, and whether these
3

Certainly not to all women, given the awesome depth of uniqueness of Woman, but at best to women who
subscribe to the tenets of the unassisted childbirth movement.
4
In some photographs, the Bornfree! subject gazes at the camera, for most her gaze is off-camera, and in
quite a few she has no possibility of a gaze for her body – occasionally clad in lace – is framed in such a
way that excludes her face entirely.
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images and discourses of the autonomous birth movement reflect a larger
feminist philosophy of women’s empowerment.
Conclusion: Imagining a Family- and Community-Involved Feminism
Ultimtely, whether or not the visual discourse of Bornfree! promotes or achieves
this in practice, the unassisted childbirth movement argues that childbirth “should
ideally reinforce a woman’s sense of power and autonomy” (xvi). Shanley goes
on to say,
I thoroughly support women in whatever way they choose to give birth. If a
woman decides to share her birth with others, however, it should be
because she chooses to – not because she feels she has to, out of fear of
pain and problems… Therefore, I present unassisted childbirth not as a
way childbirth should be done, but rather as a way it can be done.5 (xvixviii; original emphasis)
To avoid a painful childbirth that “ends up reinforcing the belief [that] she [the
laboring woman] is indeed a helpless, dependent child herself” (xvi), it is
proposed that with proper attention given to intuition and dreams, women can
actively replace fear, shame and guilt with positive self-affirmations of faith,
forgiveness, hope, patience, persistence, humility, love, and courage. This, the
unassisted childbirth movement (as expressed by Shanley) argues, can take
place in isolation as an expression of a woman’s strength and independence.
Shanley states that “a woman should obey her instincts and seek seclusion – not
out of a mistrust of others, but rather out of a trust of herself” (111). It is unclear if
a woman’s instincts will necessarily cause her to seek seclusion, or if seeking
seclusion is Shanley’s second and separate set of instructions in addition to
obeying one’s instincts.
On th most basic level, Shanley argues that solitude is beneficial for the laboring
woman because “when she has no overly concerned observers to ‘comfort’ her,
she can be free to look within herself for support and direction” (107). The larger
argument, however, entails a rejection of support, encouragement and company
as offered by family, friends and partners. The key point is that Shanley’s
reasoning problematically implies that in times of deep transformation such as
childbirth, women are drawn towards their families and communities not out of
love, appreciation, excitement, bonding, shared belief systems or common goals,
but out of fear and weakness. The crux of Shanley’s argument is in this point
alone. She describes,

5

However, as with any argument, Shanley has a hard time concealing her conviction (dare I say
arrogance?) that women would not only be better off doing it her way, but that her way is, in fact, superior.
For example, she somewhat self-consciously includes the testimony of her four children’s school teacher
“not to show the superiority of my children, but to show the superiority of following nature’s way” (143).
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When we truly accept the fact that we create our own reality, all fear of
pain or complications in childbirth vanishes. We feel comfortable giving
birth by ourselves or in the company of our mates, friends, or family. When
no fear is present, some women actually prefer to be completely alone.
(107)
Although Shanley’s wording is nuanced by the avoidance (at least in this excerpt)
of blanket generalizations, I question the (occasionally) subtle but underlying
sentiment that laboring alone is the ultimate litmus test for one’s autonomy,
independence, strength, and intuition. By rejecting outside authority (in the form
of doctors, nurses and midwives), community, and perhaps even family, the
unassisted childbirth movement posits what might be understood as an
“individualistic” feminism in contrast with the homebirth movement’s communityoriented feminism.
In my allusion to a “community-oriented” feminism, I envision women who
empower themselves through the empowerment of their communities. The focus
of community-oriented feminism appears to entail the social goal of collective
empowerment, and is displayed through the acknowledgment and transformation
of the personal (as seen in the everyday or the domestic as according to the
popular sentiment that the personal is political) as well as the overtly political (as
evident through grassroots activism, community building, social networking, or
legal goals). Whether or not community-oriented feminism succeeds – certainly
these goals are works in progress and over time will hopefully reflect a more
inclusive human experience that acknowledges and better grapples with issues
of race, class, and sexual preference – the implied ideology is that the
empowerment of one woman is not possible or desirable without the concurrent
empowerment of her friends, family and community. In the case of communitybased childbirth practices that highlight the domestic sphere and the important
role of the laboring woman’s family and friends, a positive birthing experience
relies on a network of support that benefits both the laboring woman and those
involved.
What I am understanding as an “individualistic” or self-centered feminism, on the
other hand, is entirely fueled by private transformations of the individual without
any relation to the transformation, change or empowerment of those surrounding
the individual. Each woman, in this model, is a world unto herself. This is
epitomized by the unassisted childbirth movement, as best described by Shanley
herself when she states:
When all is said and done, however, birth is still a solitary act – one
individual giving birth to another. True, we are all parts of a whole, but we
are individuals nevertheless. Only when we lovingly accept and embrace
our individuality can we truly perform miraculous acts. (112)
To return to the questions posed in the introduction of this essay, I would have to
conclude that – for now – the empowerment and change offered by an
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individualistic feminism and as expressed in the unassisted childbirth movement
unfortunately falls short of the feminist ideals I hold to be worthwhile, which
include collective awareness, collective transformation and collective
empowerment for women and their partners, their communities, and entire
societies. I am not yet convinced that the end-all answer to the human condition
– and to the multiple wrongs and injustices of oppression – is, as Shanley
believes, our individuality. If, however, the spirit of autonomous birth positively
influences and shapes family relationships and relationships to community, then
certainly individual experiences of inspiration and intuition-guided practices can
be valuable to instigating social and medical change.
Indee, we all as individuals have the enormous capacity to instigate personal
change both large and small, to inspire unique and awesome creative acts of
empowerment in our private lives. On the other hand, however, what are those
actions and transformations worth when existing in isolation? Can feminism be
feminism as we know it and wish it to be when honoring and empowering women
is limited in such a way? And yet I see the intentions of the unassisted childbirth
movement as legitimate, given that this submovement (like the homebirth
movement it has branched from) has raised vital issues concerning autonomy,
emotion, and authority with the goal of honoring and encouraging women in the
challenging transformation of childbirth. The invitation for women to have
orgasmic and blissful birthing experiences stands as a lovely invitation, and –
whether or not it is achievable or even desirable for all women – for that perhaps
it is worthwhile.
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“Not Because My Heart is Hard:” The Bondwoman’s Narrative, the Gothic, and
Companionate Marriage
by Erin Elizabeth Smith
Halfway through her novel The Bondwoman’s Narrative, Hannah Crafts states that
“marriage can only be filled with profit, and honor, and advantage by the free” (135).
While the protagonist seems to be referencing her own bondage in the Southern
institution of slavery, the idea of freedom being the key to successful marriage was not
only true for slaves in the 1850s, but women as well. In fact, many of the early women’s
rights activists used the term “marital bondage” as a way to draw parallels between
slavery and a woman’s legal rights within the marriage contract; this analogy was used
in hopes of drawing those from the strong abolitionist movement to their own cause
(Hartog 152). This notion of marriage as an oppressing force for women – black or
white, free or enslaved – continues throughout the course of Craft’s novel, where the
only strong marriages are based in love, equality, and the freedom to choose one’s
partner.
In February of 2001, editor Henry Louis Gates, Jr. bought a manuscript which he
believed to be the first novel written by a fugitive slave and possibly the first written by a
female African American slave (Gates xi). The next year was spent authenticating the
work through extensive tests on the age of the manuscript – including paper, ink, and
binding analysis – as well as exhaustive work into the identity of the supposed author,
Hannah Crafts. The former led to the revelation that the novel was indeed written in the
1850s, which would mean that if the author was a former slave then this would be a
landmark discovery. The research into the book’s author, however, proved trickier.
While census reports show no woman named Hannah Crafts of the appropriate age
living in the free states during the 1850s or 60s, Gates believed the name itself to be a
pseudonym used to protect the author’s fugitive status.
The one thing that Gates knew for sure, however, was that the author of the novel was
intimately familiar with the North Carolina statesman John Hill Wheeler and his wife
Ellen. If Crafts was indeed a slave of the Wheeler family, as Gates strongly believed,
then she would have had access to a great deal of contemporary literature.i In fact,
many of the motifs in the novel are directly pilfered from work found in Wheeler’s
extensive library, including novels by Charles Dickens, Charlotte Bronte, Walter Scott,
and Horace Walpole, the latter of which is likely the inspiration for many of the Gothic
motifs of Crafts’ work.ii
Walpole, Crafts, and The Gothic
Horace Walpole’s novel The Castle of Otranto is today considered the prototype for the
Gothic novels of the 1800s. As Fred Botting notes in his history of the Gothic novel, “it
was Walpole’s text that condensed features from old poetry, drama, and romance and
provided the model for future developments” (49). Walpole himself claims that the novel
“was an attempt to blend the two kinds of romance, the an[c]ient and the modern” (1).
In fact, Walpole’s iconic use of the portrait as a means of haunting his novel’s central
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family is seen again in Crafts’ work where the original proprietor of her home, Sir Clifford
De Vincent, hung his and his wife’s portraits in the great hall and placed a “severe
malediction” against anyone who attempted to remove them (16). iii Gates himself
argues that the Vincent home harkens back to the titular castle in Walpole’s work in that
“Lindendale seems to be exceedingly aristocratic and antique for a New World setting”
(254), and John Stauffer notes in his essay that “Crafts’s proclivity for ‘fancy pictures’
foreshadows her use of the Gothic” (56).
Yet it is less Walpole’s “spooky” motifs which resonate in Crafts’ work, but more so the
ideas and ideals of marriage as viewed through the lens of the Gothic. Since the Gothic
was a response to the Enlightenment’s progress toward reason and the purely scientific,
the natural inclination was to move to a more romantic style of narrative, one where
imagination is a salient theme and adventure drives the central conflict. As Botting puts
it, “In Gothic productions imagination and emotional effects exceed reason. Passion,
excitement and sensation transgress social proprieties and moral laws” (3). Many of
these novels are marked by this move against tradition, particularly in the use of
marriage; not for property or upward social mobility, but rather for companionate love.
Companionate Marriage in The Castle of Otranto
According to the OED, the term “companionate marriage” was actually coined to mean
“a form of marriage which provides for divorce by mutual consent and in which neither
partner has any legal responsibilities towards the other,” but most marriage historians
define it more broadly as a marriage that is chosen by the children, not the parents, and
that is typically based on romantic love (Stone 392). This is seen acutely in The Castle
of Otranto where the novel’s antagonist attempts to forcibly marry his dead son’s fiancé,
Isabella, in order to produce another male heir, despite the fact that he is already
married. In the meanwhile, he is also attempting to marry his own daughter off to
Isabella’s father as a means to strengthen the family’s political ties. The fact that the
novel heatedly villanizes these actions seems a means of eschewing the marriage
market, particularly with those of the higher classes, and moving more toward an idea of
marriage as a process based on choice rather than blind betrothal.
The Castle of Otranto opens with a marriage that has been “contracted” by the castle’s
proprietor between his ailing son Conrad and the princess Isabella, who has been
“delivered by her guardians into the hands of Manfred” (3). By the end of the first
paragraph, one can already tell that this marriage is based neither on love between the
two nor does it bear the marks of free will. The fact that Manfred has drawn up their
union as one would a contract for the sale of property implies that this exchange of
vows is on par with an exchange of goods. Sure enough we find that most of the
wedding guests
attributed this hasty wedding to the Prince’s dread of seeing accomplished
an ancient prophecy, which was said to have pronounced that the castle
and lordship of Otranto ‘should pass from the present family, whenever
the real owner should be grown too large to inhabit it’.
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Thus the reasoning for the marriage resides not in love or a commonality of goals
between Conrad and Isabella, but rather in the father’s greedy desire to maintain his
property rights and male lines of inheritance.
That Conrad is killed by the end of the second page, nullifying the opportunity for this
political and economic union, means that Manfred, who is already married, must wed
Isabella himself in order to make sure that the rules of primogeniture are held intact. It
also sets up the novel’s apparent disagreement with the idea of marriage as being used
solely as a political or economic means. In fact, Isabella muses that “she felt no
concern for the death of young Conrad, except commiseration; and she was not sorry to
be delivered from a marriage which had promised her little felicity, either from her
destined bridegroom, or the severe temper of Manfred.” Conrad’s violent death also
helps to establish Manfred’s own dehumanized sense of purpose. When staring at the
enormous helmet which crushed his son, Walpole notes that “nor could even the
bleeding mangled remains of the young Prince divert the eyes of Manfred from the
portent before him.” Here again, it is not compassion or love for his son that he is
visualizing, but rather the eventual loss of his fortune for which he sees this – correctly –
as an omen.
Manfred’s own marriage is also fraught with disaster; his wife, Hippolita, has borne him
a daughter and a sickly son, and his patriarchal lineage is now in question. Since
Hippolita appears to be out of her child-bearing years, Manfred sees his only way to
maintain his political authority is to divorce and enter into a new marriage with Isabella,
who, while ambivalent to Conrad, is downright terrified by his father.iv In fact, when
Manfred lets the princess know his intentions, Walpole notes that she is “half dead with
fright and horror.” The inequity between himself and Hippolita is likewise commented
on, particularly in Manfred’s quickness to end their relationship as a means to continue
his bloodline. In his attempts to seek divorce, he is uninterested in Hippolita’s opinions
on the matter, exclaiming to their priest that “I am sovereign here, and will allow no
meddling priest to interfere in the affairs of my domestic,” and Hippolita confirms this
hierarchy later when she states that “It is not our place to make election for ourselves:
heaven, our fathers, and our husbands must decide for us.”
Here the inequity in the relationship leads directly to the madness of Manfred, the “ruin”
of Hippolita, the eventual murder of their daughter, Matilda, and the possibility of the
coerced marriage for Isabella, which could be seen on par with rape. By representing
the feminine, as Sue Chaplin suggests, as “woman-as-chattel” (187) and disallowing
any female strength within the relationship by allowing all affairs (whether they are those
of statev or the domestic) be conducted by the man, leads to an absolute accumulation
of power; this denies the possibility of either mutual love or freedom within a
relationship. Thus it is no surprise that Manfred and Hippolita’s relationship fails
spectacularly, and that each are punished for their roles within this marital construction
by their loss of their lineage, the violent death of both of their children, the removal of
their property, and the loss of noble status.
In fact, the only relationships here that are marked by strength are those of Matilda and
Theodore and, eventually, Theodore and Isabella. What links each of these pairings is
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that they are marked by mutual respect and adoration of the other. Each, it is
eventually found, is also the social equal of the other, furthering the ideas of total
equality between the lovers; each chooses the other as their partner as opposed to
having the choice made for them by their parents. While the novel does seem to follow
the traditional Gothic tropes of a virtuous heroine in flight and the brave, if not lackluster,
man who eventually returns her to the domestic sphere, here Isabella’s flight is a form of
autonomy unto itself, releasing her from the confines of arranged marriage and allowing
the freedom of choice for what can ultimately be seen as a companionate relationship.
That Isabella’s fleeing from Manfred leads directly to her introduction to her future mate
and that in the end, those who promoted the ideas of marriage for social gain are ruined
for their push for power over affection, furthers this idea that good marriages are based
in romantic love rather than simple struggles for lines of inheritance or other economic
considerations.
The idea of companionate marriage was just becoming popular when Walpole was
composing The Castle of Otranto (Stone 404). Historian Lawrence Stone notes that in
Britain at this time it was the “wealthy professional and landed classes” which saw the
most significant changes in the way in which marriage was constructed (394). But in
the aristocracy, marriage was still controlled tightly by the parents of the couple and
“economic, social or political considerations were often still paramount” (392). Thus the
choice in partner that Theodore and Isabella exhibit seems to be largely forward
thinking, particularly in how strictly the book punishes those parents who attempt to
meddle in their children’s decision of partner.
Marriage in the pre-Civil War South
While marriage has always been a flawed institution, particularly for women, it did work
to procure its practitioners certain rights under law. In Crafts’ time period, by marrying,
one was protected
through such legal devices as joint property ownership, inheritance rights,
support rights, wrongful death and consortium benefits, and so on… [This
means that] marriage and family formation can be stimulated; interfamilial
exploitation can be minimized; families can be protected from extrafamilial
vicissitudes; and society can be protected from marital and familial
miscarriages. (O’Donnell and Jones 1)
Unlike Isabella’s case, however, the laws concerning slaves in antebellum America
were painfully restrictive toward African American woman; so much so, that marriage
between slaves was prohibited within the Southern states (Grossberg 129). This denial
of matrimony was seen as legally sound as slaves were considered the physical
property of their owners and one could not be property as well as have rights under the
law, in the same way that cattle or furniture could not. This led directly to a lack of
legitimacy in sexual encounters, as that without a contract of marriage, sex was merely
a casual connection, and thus children become property rather than “legitimate”
offspring. This, Michael Grossberg argues, allowed “southerners [to suppress] the right
of their black charges to create families as whites defined them” (130), which advanced
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the idea of Africans as being beneath the standards of civilized humanity, which only
further legitimized the Southern claim of the African race being somehow less than
human.
Legal restrictions on slave marriages were also a result of the concern of white masters
for their legitimate rule over black women. Under the law, when a woman marries her
first master was her husband, and having a split in allegiance would work to undermine
the authority of the white slave owner. Thus without marriage, “a slave wife could not
commit herself to her slave husband, nor a husband to his wife. She would never live
within his household, for a slave could have no household. He had little capacity, no
legal power, to protect her” (Hartog 93). Without legal recognition, issues of inheritance,
legitimacy of children, and fidelity were utterly void.
Despite all of this, romantic love was not unknown within slave life. Grossberg argues
that “in the little breathing space that blacks created for themselves within the peculiar
institution, marriage often became a powerful institution that softened the horrors of
bondage” (132). Still these unions were difficult to maintain in the traditional sense.
Both partners, and their children, were still property of their master and could be sold at
any time to anywhere in the country. Many marital bonds were broken through these
sales, and husband and wife never saw one another again.vi Likewise, all female slaves
were the sexual property of their masters, denying the capacity for fidelity within these
unions. These sexual encounters often led to pregnancy, thus the children the two
raised might or might not have been born of their coupling. Perhaps most importantly,
however, was the fact that neither the husband nor wife could protect the other from any
of these actions, leading to a sense of helplessness and lack of control even within
one’s own matrimonial bonds.
While the legality of slave marriage was never a question, the reality was the slave
unions were fairly commonplace and most adult slaves married (Grossberg 132). In the
1853 North Carolina case of Howard vs. Howard, the judge stated that there was “a
wide distinction between the cohabitation of slaves as man and wife, and an
indiscriminate sexual intercourse; it is recognized among slaves, for as a general rule,
they respect the exclusive rights of fellow slaves who are married” (Grossberg 131-132).
The judge went on to state that the wedding of slaves should be encouraged by slave
owners, as it promoted the happiness of their charges, which would make more
productive workers of both his slaves and their children. It was fairly commonplace, in
fact, for owners to arrange marriages between their slaves so as to promote a union.
These statements could be read as even more nefarious, however, for promoting the
weddings of slaves was also a way in which to encourage procreation and likewise an
increase in the master’s slave stock. This intrinsic connection between procreation and
marriage can be seen in the rhetoric of marital rape in the 1800s. While slaves were not
allowed to be legally married, the same notions of traditional white marriages were held
to non-authenticated unions as well. With this being the case, “marrying” two slaves
forces that female slave to be sexually active, something which both Crafts’ narrator and
Harriet Jacobs, the author of Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, attempt to avoid for the
very reason that sex often led to pregnancy. At this time, sex was seen as something
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that was only to happen during wedlock and thus was viewed as the symbol of the
union. If one were to deny the other their “right” to this act, then it was seen as an
affront on the institution of marriage (O’Donnell and Jones 9). As noted by William J.
O’Donnell and David A. Jones in their historical analysis of the institution of marriage in
the United States,
refusal to engage in spousal intercourse – the only legitimate use of sex –
might be viewed as passive profanation. Consequently, under the rubric
of sacred symbolism, if a husband imposes intercourse on an unwilling
wife, she, not he, would appear to be the offender. (9)
Even if a female slave were attempting to remain celibate in order to disengage herself
from the breeding stock of her master’s house, as Hannah continually states she is
doing, requiring the union of slaves would likewise require sexual coupling, thus
negating the woman’s attempt at infertility.
Because the law states that the children of slaves must follow the condition of the
mother, infants born of indentured woman, regardless of the legal status – or race – of
their father, were property of the mother’s owner. Thus not only was the promotion of
marriage a means of requiring intercourse, but it also lead to a proliferation of the raping
of bondwomen. This violation was not only then a means of sexual release, but also a
way to increase one’s human stock. These sexual indiscretions between male master
and female slave were actually so rampant in the South, that South Carolina actually
would not recognize divorce between whites because they were most often granted on
the grounds of adultery, and “to allow white women the freedom to divorce for male
adultery would have meant placing severe restrictions on men’s sexual behavior”
(Salmon 65). This implies that even the courts were aware of the rampant couplings of
slaves and owners and their refusal to allow women the rights of divorce for infidelity
only furthered to legally enable this institutional rape of slaves.vii
“Marital Bondage”
Marriage at the time was not just a restrictive agent for slave women, but for white
women as well. In fact, nineteenth century legislation in regards to female rights within
the bonds of matrimony led many female activists to draw parallels between slavery and
marriage. At the Seneca Falls convention of 1848, the term “marital bondage” became
part of the discourse of early feminism and “much of the rhetoric played … with an
analogy between the legal power of the husband and that of the slave master” (Hartog
152). This notion could clearly be seen in the ways in which marriage created a private
sphere away from the law of the courts, favoring instead the private law of the husband,
which created a shelter for the verbal, physical, or emotional abuse of wives (Hartog
24).
This analogy between white wives and black slaves was eloquently put in a letter that
women’s rights activist Lucy Stone wrote to her future sister-in-law Antoinette Brown
Blackwell. “It seems to me,” Stone wrote,
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that no man who deserved the name of MAN, when he knows what a
mere thing, the law makes a married woman, would ever insult a woman,
by asking her to marry. It is horrid to live without the intimate
companionship, and gentle loving influences which are the constant
attendant of a true love marriage—It is a wretchedly unnatural way of
living, but nothing is so bad as to be made a thing, as every married
woman now is, in the eye of the Law. (Lesser & Merrill 56)
This claim of wife as “thing” was another popular rhetorical tool in the fight for equality
within marriage laws. It demonstrated specifically how the law determined the identity
of women as nothing more than subservient to their husband “masters.” Hartog argues
that Stone was well aware that the “thingness of a wife was a legal metaphor, a fiction,”
but that the use of the word held such resonant implications with abolitionist rhetoric that
many proclaimed this “fiction” a “social reality” (123).
Still the laws of the nineteenth century did seem very much in line with Stone’s
assessments. Women’s desires were often seen as moot if not in line with their
husband’s. For example, men could claim legal compensation from anyone who he
believed had seduced his wife on the grounds that the wife was his property and the
adulterer was seen as a trespasser on his ground. A husband also had absolute
authority to reclaim a “runaway” wife from wherever she was being harbored regardless
of whether her flight was based in his own abuses. Economically this was also the
case, since all property belonging to the woman became the property of the man upon
marriage. Her identity was likewise erased both in the taking of the husband’s name,
but also in the fact that in the courts and in trade, the wife was always simply seen as
the agent of her husband, rather than a singular entity (Hartog 123). Here again, these
laws mirror those of the Southern slave system, as that in the eyes of the law, women
were seen as the property of their husbands and once married, were only given rights
within the context of their marital “master.”
Yet Stone’s claim is not simply that marriage serves to undermine the rights of women –
which she clearly did believe – but also that the ideal marriage would rest in one based
on “true love.” Like Walpole’s and Crafts’ novels, Stone believes in marriage rooted in
the companionate, an idea very much in vogue in the mid-nineteenth century (Stone
404). Historian Lawrence Stone argues that
Once it was doubted that affection could and would naturally develop
after marriage, decision-making power had to be transferred to the
future spouses themselves, and more and more … began to put the
prospects of emotional satisfaction before the ambition for increased
income or status. This in turn also had its effect in equalizing relationships
between husband and wife. (325)
This shift in the ideology of marriage did work to change the way in which marriages
were formed, yet the ideal of a marriage that worked to “equalize” its partners in this
time period seems less likely given the restrictive laws previously discussed. Still this
notion was perpetuated within the literary writings of the time, particularly in the Gothic
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novel, which rose to popularity almost in unison with the idea of marriage for love over
property.
Crafting the Companionate in Slave Novels
It is no surprise that in the construction of her novel, Hannah Crafts too privileges the
idea of love within marriage as a means to equality. Just as Walpole – or, after him,
Ann Radcliffe – spurned the economic portion of the institution, Crafts likewise pushes
marriage as a choice which should be made in freedom.viii Here, though, the institution
of slavery has negated this freedom, thus disallowing for her to legally marry before her
escape to the North. Hannah is also adamant that “the slave, if he or she desires to be
content, should always remain in celibacy” (135) as that by risking pregnancy one is
also working to help perpetuate the Southern institution in creating more slave stock for
the home. In Hannah’s world of slavery, companionate love is an impossible
indulgence because it does not come in conjunction with freedom.
Perhaps the best example of this is the union of the Henry slave, Charlotte, to William, a
slave of a neighboring household. While the ceremony celebrating their nuptials is
joyous and bountiful – particularly for a slave wedding – and the guests are busied with
gaieties such as music and dancing, Hannah quietly ponders the possibility for the
couple’s long term happiness:
Did the future spread before them bright and cloudless? Did they
anticipate domestic felicity and long years of wedded love: when their
lives, their limbs, their very souls were subject to the control of another’s
will; when the husband could not be at liberty to provide a home for his
wife, nor the wife be permitted to attend to the wants of her husband, and
when living apart in a state of separate bondage they could only meet
occasionally at best, and then might be decreed without a moment’s
warning to never meet again. (123)
While this marriage is based in romantic love and the choice to enter into it is made
freely by the couple without the coercion of outside forces, the economics of slavery
eventually lead to its potential ruin. In fact, it is because William is “proud of his
marriage” that his master decides to sell him to a Southern trader, which would in turn
separate the young newlyweds forever (146). Without freedom there is no way to
actually protect the bonds of matrimony, even if they are based in mutual love. As Mrs.
Henry notes, “it is only natural that [Charlotte] should wish to protect and assist her
husband” (144), but the laws of slavery directly prevent this.
Yet it is obvious that Crafts’ romantic notions of love are still intact since despite their
bondage, the couple decides to attempt elopement to the North. Although they are not
mentioned again until the final page of the book, it is eventually noted that their escape
was successful and that they were living in a “tiny white cottage half-shaded in summer
by rose-vines” with “an exquisite flower garden and … a dainty orchard of choice fruits”
(246). William has become a carpenter and Charlotte a seamstress. This picture of
domestic happiness is rooted not only in the couple’s new freedom, but in a marriage
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based in love; still, it is only in the pairing of the two – freedom and love – that a
successful marriage is possible in this novel.
The Henrys, the white family that takes Hannah in after an accident leaves her
physically injured, are one of the only other examples of a happy couple in the novel. In
her description of the two, Hannah states that “early in life, [Mr. Henry] found a partner
like himself wise, pious, and gentle” and furthers that they are a “lovely family” (128).
Much in the same way that Isabella married Theodore despite her father’s betrothal of
her to Manfred, Mrs. Henry states that she “married Mr. Henry contrary to [her father’s]
will” (130) for she was an heiress and he a lowly clergyman. This provides yet another
example of contented marriage based in companionate ideas of love, despite economic
disparity. Here the two are bonded in equality not from socioeconomic positions, but
rather their equal devotion to Christian ideology.
Mrs. Henry also illustrates her opinions on marriage in allowing Charlotte and William to
marry in the first place. While she understands the hardships of slave unions, her belief
in their devotion to one another seems to trump even her misgivings about their pairing.
After the couple flees for the North, she states to Hannah that “I ought to have foreseen
all this, and yet I did not. The language of Scripture is just as true today as it was six
thousand years ago. ‘They desire shall be they husband.’ For him Charlotte could
abandon her home, and long-tried friends” (148). In this, Mrs. Henry shows her
conviction that marriage trumps even the notions of law; by allowing her slave to run off
without recompense, she tips her hand to the principle that a husband is a wife’s first
true master, and that all others must bow to the couple’s wishes, which is strictly against
the laws of the time period. This too shows her belief in slaves as people, not property,
and her devotion to the idea of love and betrothal seems in line with Christian
philosophy, if not the traditional views of other slaveholders.ix
In Priscilla Wald’s essay “Hannah crafts,” she posits that in most abolitionist texts,
slavery ruins the marriages of both slave and slaveholder alike (227). While the Henrys
are denizens of the South and own their share of slaves, the traditional dichotomy of
slave and master is not present in their home; the pair’s Christian notions of kindness
and benevolence are noted constantly during Hannah’s stay. In fact, Hannah
comments that while she was “not considered a servant, neither was [she] treated
exactly as a guest, though with quite as much kindness and consideration. There was a
pleasant familiarity in their manner towards [her] that a visitor could scarcely have
expected” (128). This likely stems from Mrs. Henry’s promise to her dying father that
she would not traffic any further in the slave trade, vowing to neither buy nor sell any
other human being in her lifetime, and upon her death, the slaves she did own would be
both emancipated and given financial settlements as a means to enter the free world.
With this disavowal of the economics both of slavery and marriage, it is no surprise that
the Henry marriage is one of contentment. Likewise, they are the only couple in the
novel with children, showing that reproduction here is not to maintain the lines of
inheritance (their children will not inherit their parents’ expensive human property), but
rather to bring children into the world out of love of family rather than a need for lineage.
Slave Economics as a Means to Failed Marriage
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By contrast with the marriage the Henrys, however, the novel’s first marriage, while
founded in mutual love, is fraught with issues of race which prove fatal to its couple.
Like The Castle of Otranto, The Bondwoman’s Narrative begins with a wedding. Here,
Hannah’s master brings to Lindendale a new bride whose racial hybridity is
foreshadowed in Hannah’s description of her as “a small brown woman, with a profusion
of wavy curly hair, large bright eyes, and delicate features with the exception of her lips
which were too large, full, and red” (27). Upon the revelation of her concealed racial
lineage, Hannah’s mistress is forced with the decision to either live her life enslaved by
her blackmailer or to be forced into bondage; regardless, because of the miscegenation
laws of the period, if her race were made public, her marriage – despite the couple’s
love for one another – would be nullified.
Much like Walpole’s novel, it is economics again which the author shuns as impossible
to mix with good marriage. After the couple’s union, it is revealed that the only reason
the marriage was allowed to come into being was because the mistress’s blackmailer,
Mr. Trappe, hoped to gain economically through the joining of two fortunes. However,
the mistress’s inheritance has been reneged by the bank, and after the marriage,
Trappe finds that her husband’s property “has been mortgaged to its fullest extent, and
that notwithstanding his position he is in fact a poor man” (39). Much in the same way
that Manfred wanted to marry Matilda off to Frederic in order to gain from social ties,
Trappe – who also serves as the mistress’s guardian at this point – agrees to hide her
secret in order to gain economically. In fact, he bluntly states that “pecuniary interests
are too valuable to be set aside because somebody’s honor may be compromised” (40),
illustrating his desire for his own financial gain over the couple’s happiness.x Since the
mistress decides to flee her marriage instead of risk her sale into slavery, her decision
to abandon her vows are linked again to the economic.
Here again, while Crafts’ ideal for marriage is based in the companionate, the
economics of slavery prohibit this sort of marital happiness for both whites and blacks.
As Catherine Keyser comments in an essay on the novel, for Crafts “the only successful
marriage . . . is a union between two equals and two companions” (101), yet Crafts
herself states that it is not only these two things which define the ideal marriage but also
freedom. Hannah even muses at the beginning of Chapter 11 that “If it was my purpose
I could bring many reasons to substantiate this view, but plain, practical common sense
must teach every observer of mankind that any situation involving such responsibilities
as marriage can only be filled with profit, and honor, and advantage by the free” (135).
Thus in its current state, the marriage of her master and mistress is impossible within
the context of her definition. That her mistress is eventually driven insane because of
her situation and that her husband kills himself after having it revealed to him that his
wife is of mixed blood, only furthers the notion that happy marriages cannot exist under
the umbrella of slavery in the same way that marriage in Walpole’s novel could not exist
under primogeniture. Ironically, the violence which follows the dissolution of this union
also leads to the end of the Lindendale lineage in the same way that Manfred’s
patriarchy is negated through his use of marriage as economic tool.

110

MP: An Online Feminist Journal

February 2010

The marriage of the new masters of Lindendale does not fare much better. In inheriting
the estate, Mr. and Mrs. Cosgrove also seem to inherit a legacy of slavery and failed
marriage. Here the impetus for the marriage is never revealed, but because Mrs.
Cosgrove is described as “an English woman of aristocratic family and connections, and
very high” (177) one could assume that some amount of their union was based in the
financial, especially considering the pair’s aristocratic roots. Neither does this
relationship seem to be a particularly romantic one as Mr. Cosgrove seems to be more
interested in courting his female slaves than he is in spending time with his wife. Crafts
also notes that “he would have loved his wife had not her haughtiness so cruelly
repulsed him” (180), directly implying that this relationship was not based in a desire for
companionship, but rather, most likely, as a means of property exchange.
The marriage does not grow any closer after Mrs. Cosgrove’s discovery of her
husband’s infidelity. In fact her rage at being sexually rivaled by his bondwomen leads
directly to one of his mistress’s murdering her child and herself in order to escape being
traded. Despite this bloody scene, Mr. Cosgrove’s philandering does not cease, but
merely becomes more deceptive. Upon finding that he is still cavorting with their slaves,
Mrs. Cosgrove confronts him, which results, eventually, in an altercation that leaves her
an invalid. At this point, the marriage utterly dissipates except for a brief reconciliation
some time later which is quickly followed by her death.
This is another example of not only the effects of slavery on Southern marriages, but
also the ways in which marriages based in something other than companionship are
marked by failure. It is particularly curious in this case because had this marriage been
based in love, as that of the successful Henry marriage, Mr. Cosgrove might not have
been inclined toward his sexual dalliances and Mrs. Cosgrove might have been less
haughty and cruel, which pushes her husband to what seem to be more emotionally
satisfying relationships elsewhere. Not only this, but the couple bore no children
together. This, paired with the removal of the portraits of the Clifford line, marks another
end of the lineage as Hannah’s master’s death likewise did. This further illustrates how
marriage for property in these novels actually leads to the dissolution of one’s wealth
not an accumulation of it.
Hannah’s Choice
The novel’s disinterest in marriage for reasons outside of love, freedom, and equality is
furthered in Hannah’s own enforced betrothal to the Wheeler field slave. When Mrs.
Wheeler becomes irate at Hannah over a misconceived sense of betrayal, she punishes
her by promising a marriage between Hannah and a slave who Hannah reviles. She
despairs that
Had Mrs. Wheeler condemned me to the severest corporeal punishment,
or exposed me to be sold in the public slave market in Wilmington I should
probably have resigned myself with apparent composure to her cruel
behests. But she sought to force me into a compulsory union with a man
whom I could only hate and despise it seemed the rebellion would be a
virtue … nothing could be worse than what threatened my stay. (212)
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This unalterable desire for flight largely parallels Isabella, who likewise runs off at the
mention of marrying Manfred. For Hannah it is the knowledge that marriage would be
synonymous with sex because there was no such thing as marital rape; this meant that
this union would force her out of her pledge of celibacy and likely cause her to increase
the Wheeler slave stock through pregnancy. Yet for Isabella too, it is the incestuous
notions of sex with Manfred – who was nearly her father-in-law – that is one of the many
causes for her likewise virtuous escape.xi Hannah furthers that it is not from a lack of
desire for love that she has spurned marriage, but her “unalterable resolution never to
entail slavery on any human being” (213). While this statement harkens back to the
idea of procreation, it can also be seen as resonant of the feminist rhetoric of the day,
since like Lucy Stone, Hannah did not want to become a slave to not one but two
masters.
Hannah’s own eventual marriage, which does not happen until the penultimate
paragraph of the novel, ends the work on yet another companionate notion of
matrimony. She has married a free Methodist preacher whom she refers to as a
“companion” who is “a fond and affectionate husband” that sits beside her as she writes
her story (245). Like Walpole, Crafts leaves us at the close of the novel with the brief
mention of new marriage which works to restore the female heroine to the domestic
space and re-instill proper lineage to the two homes, a common trope in Gothic novels.
Yet this would seem to imply that regardless of the circumstances of the marriage, the
institution cannot escape its roots in property; thus regardless of the reasons a couple
marries, the roles of women and men cannot be thoroughly “equalized” because of the
rules of marriage are entrenched in a patriarchal government. If this is indeed the case,
then by marrying Hannah off, Crafts only further demonstrates the claims that the
women’s rights activists of Crafts’ time were making about the way in which
contemporary marriage undermines the rights of women by placing them into an
institution that is concerned only with their male counterparts.
So then why does Crafts create a character who escapes one means of slavery only to
enter into another? Hannah’s statement early on about her resolution to flee from her
arranged marriage seems to answer this question; she claims that she has “spurred
domestic ties not because [her] heart was hard,” (213) entailing that it is not the actual
institution of marriage that she denies, but rather the same types of relationships that
Walpole villanizes in The Castle of Otranto – those created solely for the means of
economic union. While Hannah fulfills her Gothic destiny as a woman to return to the
domestic, like Isabella, it is at least to a home and a man of her choosing.
The Impossibility of the Companionate
While Crafts, like Walpole, does not believe in marriage based in the economic, they
both do still fundamentally believe that the institution can be reformed to help equalize
the positions of husband and wife. In the move to companionate marriages over those
made for economic and political gains, it was hoped, as Lawrence Stone posited, that
marriage would help to balance the roles within the family unit. Still the laws of the era
made this very notion idyllic; in the eyes of the law, a woman was still considered
subordinate to her husband and once married, her identity was more or less stripped
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away. While both novels work to push freedom in the choice to whom one bequeaths
themselves – with Crafts’ use of this potentially inspired directly by Walpole’s novel – it
is still a romantic notion of marriage, which ushers women into a system that ultimately
works to betray them. Yet the avoidance of this social rite of passage is unavoidable for
both Isabella and Hannah, whose entry into the “cult of true womanhood” cannot be
complete without this final act of matrimony.
While this push for a marriage of companions is central to both these novels, as well as
any other number of Gothic texts of the day, it was ultimately an unrealistic idea for
marital felicity because the law undermined the fundamental notions of a companionate
marriage, and slavery totally nullified them. While pushing for marriages based in love
and freedom of choice, these two novels are indeed attempting to progress the ideas of
matrimony, but without subsequent changes in the patriarchal arrangement of
government, which functioned to advance the white man first and foremost, their notions
are merely philosophical. Thus, the most that either of these novels can do is to allow a
woman the right to choose to whom they must legally subordinate themselves.
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Notes
i

For the purpose of this paper, I will refer to the author of The Bondwoman’s Narrative
as “Hannah Crafts” or simply “Crafts,” while I will refer to the narrator as “Hannah.”
ii
Dickens and Bronte both employed the Gothic in their novels as well, though neither
quite as blatantly as Walpole who is considered the father of the genre, whereas the
former two are known more for their “literary” rather than “gothic” qualities.
iii
In fact this curse does come to be when Mr. Cosgrove takes over the halls of
Lindendale.
iv
On page four, Isabella laments that Manfred had “imprinted her mind with terror, from
his causeless rigour to such amiable princesses as Hippolita and Matilda.”
v
Manfred states explicitly that the “affairs of the state” are “not within a woman’s
province.”
vi
After the end of the Civil War, many former slaves “used all available means to reunite
and maintain their families. Although some blacks deserted slave marriages, many
others wandered across the South searching for lost family members” (Grossberg 133).
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vii

Salmon furthers, “That South Carolina more than Maryland or Virginia accepted the
inevitability of male sexual license and refused to control it through the possibility of
legislative (if not judicial) divorce is consistent with what historians know about the
diverse cultures of southern slave societies. In White over Black, Winthrop D. Jordan
pointed to the unusual prevalence of miscegenation in South Carolina during the
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries” (65).
viii
Ann Radcliff’s The Italian also villanizes those who seek to use marriage as an
economic means; in that novel, the protagonists are kept apart by the wealthier man’s
mother, who does not want to see her son marry a woman of a lower socioeconomic
class. The novel closes with the happy marriage of the two and the destruction of those
whom sought to separate them.
ix
Of course this is still problematized by the notion that the husband here is still her
“master,” continuing the conflation of marriage and slavery.
x
Again, too, it is the male who is in control of the marriage market. While in Otranto, it
is Manfred and Frederic who manage the marital affairs of their daughters, in The
Bondwoman’s Narrative, it is never directly the father who seeks to set up the
marriages, but rather the actual or default white master who works to seek economic or
political gain through the marriages of their subjects.
xi
Many authors believe this issue of incest key in the dissolution of Manfred’s power.
Sue Chaplin comments in her essay on Law and The Castle of Otranto that “This
incestuous design, it might be argued, constitutes one of the greatest sources of anxiety
within the text for, if realized, it would constitute an act more fundamentally improper
than Manfred's illegitimate occupation of the throne” (187).
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“Where No Human Aid is Possible”, Or Is It?: How the Temperance
Movement and Suffrage Movement Changed the Family
“How the little courtesies of life on the surface of society, deemed so important
from man towards woman, fade into utter insignificance in view of the deeper
tragedies in which she must play her part alone, where no human aid is
possible…” – Elizabeth Cady Stanton1
“Susan B. Anthony
Forever haunting me
Owned raped sold thrown
A woman was never her own
They cried freedom rise up for me.
I want i want i want freedom…” – The Distillers2
That freedom isn’t simply prescribed by law is a lesson that Americans learned
the hard way through the arduous and still continuing process toward racial
equality that began with the outlawing of slavery following the Civil War.
For women of the 19th century, freedom meant many things. For some, it meant
freedom from tyranny within the home, where drunken or otherwise useless men
economically, emotionally or physically abused women who were dependent
upon them for their support. For some it meant freedom from oppressive laws
that disenfranchised women from voting or participating in representative
government. For some it meant changing the culture to uphold standards that
would allow women to be the “angel in the house” she was “meant” to be. These
seemingly conflicting ideals, undergirded by religious belief, cultural expectations,
political theory, or sometimes simply an instinctual thirst, intersected in the 19th
century as reform movements such as the Women’s Suffrage movement and the
Temperance movement.
By exposing some of the serious social problems created by drunkenness, the
Temperance movement developed cultural capital in its development of ideology
that changed prevailing viewpoints about male dominance and private vs. public
matters, and this newly developed capital was harnessed by Suffragists for their
cause. This paper will examine how the Temperance narrative of the failed or
fallen man helped to develop a cultural paradigm that would undermine some of
the theories that gave male-only voting its legitimacy. Further, it will explore how
the issue of domestic violence, as interrogated by the Temperance movement,
also created a culture in which previously private matters became a public
concern. The paper will then show how this enabled the Women’s Suffrage
movement to gain validity as a public expression of private needs as law
1

Elizabeth Cady Stanton, “Solitude of Self” Address in Women’s Rights in the
United States: A Documentary History, ed. Winston E. Langley and Vivian C. Fox
(Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1994), 169.
2
The Distillers, “Seneca Falls”, Sing Sing Death House Album, 2002.
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attempted to grapple with the newly perceived need for public intervention in the
domestic sphere. Finally, it will show the historical link between the two
movements that enabled ideology and cultural capital to flow freely between
them.
Adam at the Apple: The Temperance Narrative of the Fallen Man
Because the Temperance movement was not strictly a women’s movement, it
gained significant support among the preachers and other cultural leaders of the
19th century, who unwittingly contributed to changes in Americans view of men
and agency that would set the stage for women’s suffrage. Through the
development of a new cultural paradigm that in some ways preempted the
Biblical view of women as tempters and men as the morally superior force, this
narrative, in conjunction with other social forces, helped to reconfigure the role of
women to that of morally correcting force. With the reinforcement of this new role
for women, it seemed more suitable that women should have a vote, have
political power, and have more social influence than ever before in order to
reform a society soaking in the failures of fallen men.
For example, Ten Nights in a Bar-room by T.S. Arthur, a popular drunken
redemption narrative published in 1854, was available not only as a novel, but
was reworked into a play that was staged all over the nation3. By showing the
downfall of an entire town as well as several of the individuals and families in it,
Arthur provides strong argument for the moral necessity of prohibition and
temperance, reminding us through the mouth of Joe Morgan, the repentant
drunkard4 that no one “in fact, has any right to sow disease and death in our
community? The liberty, under sufferance, to do so, wrongs the individual who
uses it, as well as those who become his victims.”5

3

The Literature Network, “T.S. Arthur” http://www.online-literature.com/ts-arthur/
Last accessed March 19, 2008. T.S. Arthur aka Timothy Shay Arthur (18091855), was a Christian temperance reformer who wrote hundreds of short stories
and several novels utilizing the drunken narrative.
4
Joe Morgan only repents after his child has been killed by a blow to the head
trying to retrieve him from the bar, his wife has been placed in a mental
institution, and his son has been put in prison for the murder of the tavern owner.
5
T.S. Arthur Ten Nights in a Barroom. (Bedford, MA: Applewood Books, 2000),
288. The original publication date is 1854. The full text is also available online
at http://infomotions.com/etexts/gutenberg/dirs/etext03/tnngh10.htm.
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Engraving based on Ten Nights in a Bar-room
In fact, so convinced is Joe and his town of Cederville of the evils that drinking
can cause, that they pass a town ordinance disallowing the sale of alcohol within
its borders. Joe presents the suggested ordinance with a speech:
The accursed traffic must cease among us. You must cut off
fountain, if you would dry up the stream. If you would save
young, the weak and the innocent—on you God has laid
solemn duty of their protection—you must cover them from
tempter….To this end I offer these resolutions:

the
the
the
the

Be it resolved by the inhabitants of Cedarville, That from this day
henceforth, no more intoxicating drink shall be sold within the limits
of the corporation…6
The reasoning is clear: women and children must be protected from the beasts
that men become when they are consumed with alcohol and begin their descent
into moral decay. This was the reasoning behind the argument for many

6

Ibid 289.
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reformers and tractitions that produced innumerable variations on the drunken
narrative and the fallen man.
Elaine Frantz Parsons, in her book Manhood Lost: Fallen Drunkards and
Redeeming Women in Nineteenth-Century United States, outlines six aspects of
the drunkard narrative that plays out in countless retellings:
There are six key aspects of the classic nineteenth-century
drunkard narrative. First, the drinker, before his first drink, is a
particularly promising young man. Second, the drinker falls largely
or entirely because of external influences. Third, if the story blames
the drinker for contributing to his own fall, his weakness is a desire
either for excitement or to please his ill-chosen friends. Fourth, after
he begins to drink, the desire to drink overcome all of his other
motivations. Fifth, he loses control over his family, his economic
life, and/or his own body. Sixth, if the drinker is redeemed it is
through a powerful external influence.7
Significantly, the fallen man in the drunkard narrative seems to require extreme
external circumstances in order to be able to exercise his will to get off the
alcohol: the addiction to the drink is so powerful that it meets its match in only
the most dire of prompts. For example, in T. S. Arthur’s short story “The Broken

7

Parsons gives some more specific examples of these aspects, writing,
Drunkard narratives…generally began with a young man on the brink of
adulthood. Longing to exercise the privileges of adulthood and yearning
for excitement, he allows himself to be lured into a saloon, usually by a
“fast” young man. His entry into the saloon and his subsequent ‘fatal first
drink’ launch him into the downward spiral of the chronic inebriate. After
describing the first drink, the story often jumps forward a few years, and
we see the young man well along the road to ruin. His wife and children
are suffering from hunger, cold and his abuse. His parents have often
gone to an early grave out of sorrow. He has drunk and gambled away
any property that he has accumulated and everything that has been built
up by his ancestors and passed along to his family. Ultimately, after a
dramatic bout of delirium tremens, the drunkard usually either dies or is
reformed through some external power or the sudden death of a loved
one.
Elaine Frantz Parsons, Manhood Lost: Fallen Drunkards and Redeeming Women
of the 19th Century United States. (MD: John Hopkins University Press, 2003),
11.
For an interesting look at some of the narratives, see John W. Crowley (ed.),
Drunkard’s Progress: Narratives of Addiction, Despair and Recovery. (MD: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1999).
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Pledge”, Mr. Marshall is a reformed, temperance pledge-signing teetotaler who
believes that “the obligations of my pledge are perpetual."8

A temperance pledge9
8

T.S. Arthur. Broken Pledge. Online at
http://www.readbookonline.net/readOnLine/2594/ accessed March 23, 2008.
The Temperance pledge was a popular method of pressuring men to avoid drink.
Pledges were included in many family Bibles, for instance.
9
This commonly used temperance pledge includes 12 reasons for signing,
including “5. The drinking habit is the cause of the larger portion of the misery,
poverty and crime in our land” and “12. Intemperance obstructs civilization,
education, religion and every useful reform.
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His friends try to convince him that the pledge was foolish and that once he had
broken the appetite for too much drink he had fulfilled his promise and no longer
needed to avoid all alcohol. He begins to rationalize to himself and finally
concludes,
I consider this binding of a man to perpetual total-abstinence, as an
unnecessary infringement of individual liberty. As I look upon it, the
use of the pledge is to enable a man, by the power of an external
restraint, to gain the mastery over an appetite that has mastered
him. When that is accomplished, all that is wanted is obtained: of
what use is the pledge after that?10
He further argues that he was duped into signing the pledge because at the time
he didn’t know there was any other way of becoming free from the habitual
effects of drink.
Nevertheless, one friend argues:
…when a man gives to any pledge or contract a fullness and a
confirmation by the act of subscribing his name to it, and then
deliberately violates that pledge or contract, he necessarily
separates himself still further from the saving power of good
principles and influences than in the other case, and comes more
fully under the power of evil principles and evil influences. After
such an act, that man's state is worse, far worse than it was before.
Despite this warning, of course, Marshall caves and goes to a tavern where he
drinks himself into a stupor. On his way home he falls and cracks his head on the
pavement. Brought home to his suffering wife, he awakes in the morning
convinced that he is damned and that there is no returning to the happiness he
found in abstinence. He goes out again immediately to drink. Mrs. Marshall
seeks him out and finds him lying on the pavement drunk and covered in blood
as some vehicle had run him over. Both of his legs are broken and he spends a
long time in convalescence, still arguing that he can never return to the
happiness of an unbroken promise again. Yet, Mrs. Marshall, a brilliant example
of woman’s influence, perseveres until finally Marshall signs a second pledge.
How did she achieve such a feat? Well, much like Joe Morgan in Ten Nights in a
Barroom the salve to his intemperance is the love of a child:
‘Come with me a moment,’ Mrs. Marshall said, after a thoughtful
pause Her husband followed, as she led the way to an adjoining
room, where two or three bright-eyed children were playing in the
happiest mood.

10
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‘For their sakes, if not for mine, Jonas, sign the pledge again,’ she
said while her voice trembled and then became choked, as she
leaned her head upon his shoulder. ‘You have conquered! I will
sign!” he whispered in her ear.
Despite the fact that T.S. Arthur doesn’t even choose to be specific in the number
of children in the room (two or three?), he is clear that their innocence and need
for protection is a powerful motivator for Jonas Marshall to return to temperance,
without excuses this time. It did take two broken legs, a smashed head, and a
persistent wife to get him back though, proof positive that once liquor gets a hold
of a man, he can’t easily escape.
So if men are so easily enslaved by drink, what of the notion of the free white
man as independent, in charge, and efficiently representing the interests of his
family that forms the foundation of the view of suffrage that disenfranchises
women? Or, to put it succinctly, Parsons argues:
The Founding fathers had constructed the United States’
democratic government around the belief that adult, propertied,
usually white men, unlike other people, were in a position to make
independent political decisions. . . . To imagine voting men as mere
parts of a social organism lacking individual responsibility for their
decisions was to pose a radical challenge to the democratic
system, especially the privileged position of white men within it.
Ultimately, the drink debate did just that. 11
If men had fallen in their moral status, women were elevated. The cult of
domesticity placed women at the center of home life and assigned them the
burden of moral development of children and moral correction of wayward
husbands. This idea didn’t disrupt the status quo overmuch: women were still in
the home, not competing with men for work or social power beyond the
homestead walls. Women were unsullied by that outside world, were pure.12 .
Elizabeth Pleck argues that:
Men, who carried the heavy burden of providing for the family,
wanted the home to serve as a refuge from cut-throat competition.
Thus the ‘empire of the mother’ served not only as a response to
11

Elaine Frantz Parsons, Manhood Lost: Fallen Drunkards and Redeeming
Women of the 19th Century United States. (MD: John Hopkins University Press,
2003), 21.
Parsons boils the drink debate down to “largely a conflict between one group of
people that was more willing and another that was less willing to entertain the
notion that individuals lacked moral responsibility for their actions.” 20.
12
Elizabeth Pleck, Domestic Tyranny: The Making of American Social Policy
against Family Violence from Colonial Times to the Present. (Chicago: University
of Illinois Press, 2004).
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the political vagaries of the post-Revolutionary period, but to
economic instability as well…13 .
Further, she states that
The division of the world into two spheres and the
assignment of each sex to its separate sphere has been
referred to as the ideology of domesticity. This ideology
promoted the view that women had the power to reform the
morals of fathers, sons and brothers...[but] women were to
use their influence only in their own homes, rather than
acting collectively.14
As women moved outside the walls of the home to public charities and
organizations, they discovered the power of this moral agency was significant
when they worked together for a common cause. For example, what we
moderns would call “peer pressure” was commonly used by female temperance
activists who wielded the sword of their sexuality to convince men to give up the
drink. Much like the women of Aristophanes’ play Lysistrata who eschewed
sexual congress with the men of Athens until they agreed to stop the War with
Sparta, the women committed to temperance took up the banner “Lips That
Touch Liquor Shall Never Touch Mine!” Several popular songs and poems were
developed on this theme. For example, this temperance song by Sam Booth and
Geo. T. Evans was published in 1874:

13

14

Ibid 40.
Ibid 52.
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The first verse is a call to action for women to take control over the temperance
of men by denying affection if “the Demon of Rum” is not tamed:
The Demon of Rum is abroad in the land
His victims are falling on every hand
The wise and the simple, the brave and the fair
No station too high for his vengeance to spare
Oh, women the sorrow and pain is with you
And so be the joy and the victory too
With this for your motto and succor divine
The lips that touch liquor shall never touch mine
The lips that touch liquor shall never touch mine.15
15

Geo T. Evans and Sam Booth. “Lips That Touch Liquor Will Never Touch
Mine.”
Sheet Music. http://memory.loc.gov/cgibin/ampage?collId=mussm&fileName=sm/sm1874/05100/05123/mussm05123.d
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The second verse continues on this theme, but now it goes a little further, putting
the ultimate responsibility for temperance on women:
Wives, maidens and mothers to you it is giv’n
To rescue the fallen and point them to heav’n
With God for your guide you shall win by this sign,
The lips that touch liquor shall never touch mine. 16
Not only is there now peer pressure leading the men away from alcohol, but this
song invokes a powerful pressure for women to take the responsibility for
temperance reform entirely upon their own shoulders. Even if they were not
drinking, one would imagine that the intemperance of their mates may also be a
cause for their accountability. For them it is “giv’n to rescue the fallen and point
them to heav’n”, which is an immense responsibility for a woman who, in the 19th
century, has little formal power and can only achieve “mastery” over a man
through affectional ties. The taste of this power, and the yoke of this
responsibility, would linger, and women would begin to seek other means to
assert their moral authority: formal, political means.
None of Your Business: Recasting Domestic Violence from a Private Problem to
Public Concern
The temperance debate unwittingly dragged the dirty little secret of wife abuse
into the public arena. Pleck writes that prior to the temperance debate “the public
had not grasped the extent of women’s suffering, the reformers argued because
family privacy concealed it from public view.”17 The family was sacrosanct and
the rule of the father absolute. Yet now, with a new understanding of the potential
weaknesses of the father, the safety of the innocents under his domination
became a matter of public concern. If some men could not be trusted to refrain
from drink and moral decay, their will over their wives and children, especially
when it turned violent, could also not be trusted.
David Peterson, in his article, “Wife Beating: An American Tradition” offers
evidence of the public nature of domestic violence in the late 19th century when
he quotes a study of Oregon divorce cases that showed that “courts friends,
neighbors and relations sometimes intervened against violent husbands… [and]
most of the violent husbands seem to have internalized the belief that striking
b&recNum=0&itemLink=S?ammem/mussm:@OR(@field(TITLE+@od1(The+Lips
+that+touch+liquor,+shall+never+touch+mine++))+@field(ALTTITLE+@od1(The
+Lips+that+touch+liquor,+shall+never+touch+mine++)))&linkText=0 Accessed
March 20, 2008.
16
Ibid.
17
Elizabeth Pleck, Domestic Tyranny: The Making of American Social Policy
against Family Violence from Colonial Times to the Present. (Chicago: University
of Illinois Press, 2004), 53.
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women was wrong.”18 The husband’s absolute authority could be undone should
he overstep it.
One of the forces that co-evolved with the Temperance movement that also
helped to move the issue of domestic violence from a private to a public cause
was the development of the Social Gospel theology.19 Social Gospel theology
perpetuated the belief that individual conversion was not sufficient: the entire
culture had to change to become the kind of culture that supports the believer.
Therefore, temperance laws would enable communities to support Christian
conversion. Laws against violence in the home would also be a way of enabling
communities to heal and to pledge themselves to proper devotion to the gospel.
The goal was to bring God’s kingdom to earth.20
None of this replaced the family ideal of the “angel in the house” stewarding over
the education and care of youth and husband, whose job it was to go out into the
world and provide for the family financially. Instead, it created a greater stake in
the community of the success of that model and, in fact, gave reformers
permission to alter the laws and mores of the community to suit that ultimate end.
Changing the Laws to Protect the “Angel in the House”
As the Temperance movement continued to point out the urgent needs of women
and children in homes wracked by violence and despair due to intemperance, the
law scrambled to respond to these needs in a way that attempted to walk a line
between maintaining the privacy of the home while still protecting the home’s
occupants.
One of the earliest legal methods of protecting the “angel in the house” was
through civil damage laws. Civil damage laws spread through the states
beginning in the early 19th century and by 1890, 21 states had enacted them.21
Although their breadth and content varied from state to state, the main idea of the
civil damage laws was to allow saloonkeepers or even saloonkeepers landlords
to be held liable for damage that drunken men did to others, including their
families. 22 Legislatures, buying the drunkard narrative explanation that men
18

David Peterson. “Wife Beating: An American Tradition”. Journal of
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under the affect of alcohol lacked volition, had no trouble punishing the
saloonkeepers who they felt may have been in a better position to decide
whether it was safe to serve someone. Civil damage laws, therefore, disrupted
the traditional tort conception of proximate cause, because the drinker himself
was not held as responsible as the seller.23 Civil damage laws allowed women
who had been victimized physically or economically by their drunken husbands to
receive some restitution from the saloonkeepers who served the men, however it
offered the women no protection from continued violence.
Some temperance and suffrage reformers worked to change divorce laws so that
women in perilous circumstances due to domestic violence could get out of them.
Indeed, the Seneca Falls Convention produced the Declaration of Human
Sentiments which decried the current state of divorce law:
He has so framed the laws of divorce, as to what shall be the
proper causes and, in case of separation, to whom the guardianship
of the children shall be given, as to be wholly regardless of the
happiness of the women -- the law, in all cases, going upon a false
supposition of the supremacy of man and giving all power into his
hands.24
One suffragist newspaper, the Lily, which was established by Amelia Bloomer in
1849, frequently printed editorials demanding divorce law changes that would
allow drunkard’s wives to get free of their husbands. It was even posed that it
might be a requirement of the law that women leave drunken husbands for the
protection of her children.25 These were not issues without contest, however.
State statutes at the time varied. Some permitted divorce in cases of cruelty.
Others permitted only a legal separation. The definition of cruelty varied
significantly from state to state. Between 1867 and 1871, a study showed that
only 13 percent of divorces were given on the grounds of cruelty. However,

“When legislatures considered these acts, they explicitly evoked the
language of the drunkard narrative. Take the temporarily successful but
hotly contested struggle in the Wisconsin legislature in 1872. Members
who endorsed the act submitted an impassioned and lengthy supporting
statement. Intemperance, they explained, was a ‘monster vice’ carrying
‘misery’ into the ‘very heart of otherwise happy families’. Ibid.
23
In fact, sometimes the civil damage act itself would spell this out clearly, such
as in the case of the Illinois Act which stated “that ‘a person selling or giving
intoxicating liquors” could ‘cause the intoxication’ of the drinker.” Ibid 39-40.
24
Seneca Falls Convention. Declaration of Human Sentiments. Available online
at http://www.closeup.org/sentimnt.htm Last accessed March 20, 2008.
25
Elizabeth Pleck, Domestic Tyranny: The Making of American Social Policy
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drunkenness was also a possible ground for divorce, and nearly twice as many
divorces were granted on that.26
Reformers differed on how liberal the divorce laws should be. Elizabeth Cady
Stanton worked tirelessly to change New York divorce laws. 27 Speaking before
the New York State Women’s Temperance Society in 1852, Stanton attempted to
get support for a divorce bill that was about to go before the New York Senate.
She used the familiar drunkard’s narrative to remind these women why such a bill
was needed. She argued that although it was women who were the innocent
victims of the intemperance of their men, they lacked the political power and the
vote to change policy. She urged them to use the tools they had, much like the
“Lips that Touch Liquor Shall Never Touch Mine” song:
1. Let no woman remain in the relation of wife with the confirmed
drunkard. Let no drunkard be the father of her children. Let no
woman form an alliance with any man who has been suspected
ever of the vice of intemperance; for the taste once acquired can
never, never be eradicated. Be not misled by any pledges,
resolved, promises, prayers or tears. You cannot rely on the word of
a man who is, or has been the victim of such an overpowering
appetite.28
But Stanton doesn’t stop there. She goes beyond the personal control women
can exhibit over individual men to:
2. Let us petition State governments so as to modify the laws
affecting marriage, and the custody of children, that the drunkard
shall have no claims on either wife or child. 29[ emphasis added]
As docile a suggestion as this sounds to modern ears, Stanton’s audience likely
contained many members who thought this was extremely radical. Stanton and
Susan B. Anthony would continue their efforts to push this controversial issue
and even bring it before the 1860 Women’s Rights Convention, causing some

26

Ibid 55-56.
Joyce W. Warren. Women, Money and the Law. (Iowa City: University of Iowa,
2005). Warren writes,
“[Stanton] maintained that marriage was a “contract’ and that if the
husband did not fulfill the terms of the contract (e.g. he was a drunkard or
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controversy. They even lost the support of some supporters, such as Wendell
Phillips who wrote to Anthony,
I note what you say about "Marriage & Divorce" & have read what
Mrs. Stanton says--of course it is no right & no wish of mine to
dictate what shall be our platform... [but] whatever it is understood
that the platform will include these questions I shall have nothing to
do with the Convention - & wish my name wholly disconnected
therefrom.30
Outside the movement, divorce reform met with even more opposition. For
example, Horace Greeley, editor of the New York Tribune, editorialized that
marriage was sacred and that liberal divorce might make people selfish, egoistic
and immoral. He argued that in the case of truly bad behavior on the part of the
husband, a wife might procure a legal separation only, rather than a divorce
which could permit more freedom and access to support. Divorce, according to
Greeley and so much of society, would undermine the family unit and wreck
civilization.31
Despite the tireless efforts of Stanton and Anthony, New York’s divorce reform
bills failed. In New York, the only legal ground for absolute divorce remained
adultery.32 Throughout the nation, divorce reform had limited success in the late
19th century. It simply was too much of a break with traditional values, even in
light of the harm the Temperance narratives demonstrated. The frustration of
women reformers led to many, though not all, being moved to support Women’s
Suffrage just to be able to change laws affecting downtrodden women. This
support was invaluable to the ultimate success of suffrage.
Although the Temperance and Suffrage movements had a strong impact on the
development of awareness of domestic violence, there was minimal success in
creating laws that would combat it. More successful were the attempts to change
public perception and, in fact, to turn the perception of the issue from a private,
family matter to a public concern. Ultimately, laying this foundation enabled
reformers in the mid-twentieth century (now buffered by the woman’s vote, as
30
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Movement. Available online at
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well) to begin the process of changing the laws, long after the Temperance
movement had lost its steam and the Suffrage movement had won its victory.
The Historical Connection Between Temperance and Suffrage
The connection between the Temperance and Suffrage movements was not just
the philosophical one thus far examined in this paper.33 Many of the same
women spearheaded both, including Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucy Stone and
Susan B. Anthony.34
Susan B. Anthony, for example, began her career as a temperance reformer and
promoted many of the values intrinsic to the temperance narrative. For example,
at an 1853 Temperance convention, Anthony
…made a statement of the objects of the women’s State
Temperance Society. Women had discovered that there were other
duties for her besides picking up the drunkard, who had sunk low in
moral depravity, ministering to his wants. She said that she would
work in removing the root of the evil. On this consideration, the
Temperance Society was formed in Rochester, for this State, and
they had four women as lecturers. There was another method by
which great good could be done to those who could not come
33

Joseph R. Gusfeld, Symbolic Crusade: Status Politics and The American
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within the reach of their lecturers. This could only be done by
means of issuing tracts….After speaking of the failure of men to
advance the cause of temperance, and the necessity for women to
take that work upon herself, Miss Anthony read the Constitution of
the Women’s State Temperance Society and announce that a
committee would collect the names of any persons who wished to
join…35
In this short section of a newspaper piece from the period, it is evident that
Anthony was espousing the ideology of the Temperance movement, an ideology
she took with her to her work in Suffrage. She spoke of the evils of relying on
fallen men and the harm it does to women and society, the failure of men to
“advance the cause of temperance”, and the need of women to take up that
cause…even to suffrage, so that her voice may be made powerful enough to
affect real change.
Beginning in the early 1850’s, around the time Anthony made the speech above,
Temperance reformers were moving from trying to reform individual drunkards to
seeking prohibition of the sale of liquor. They had some success with the Maine
Law, adopted by Maine in 1853, which ended the sale of liquor by the glass in
that state and effectively closed saloons. 36 Efforts such as this would require the
vote, many argued, in order to elect politicians who backed the Temperance
movement’s values. Not coincidentally, it was in the 1850’s that Susan B.
Anthony became involved in Women’s Suffrage as well, and she would become
one of its most stalwart leaders. 37 She, and others, would maintain a link
between the two movements, their zeitgeist, and their goals even in the wake of
division between different factions within each movement.
Although the Temperance movement began as a series of local temperance
societies and actions, in 1874 an organization called the Women’s Christian
Temperance Union emerged to become the face of the Temperance movement
in America. In 1879, with Frances Willard at the helm as president, the WCTU
adopted the “do everything” policy, which meant that they felt “that all reform was
interconnected and social problems could not be separated.” 38

35

Temperance and Women’s Rights. New York Daily Times, Feb. 8 1853, p8.
Janet Zollinger Giele. Two Paths to Women’s Equality: Temperance and
Suffrage. (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1995). 64-65.
37
New York Times. Miss Susan B. Anthony Died This Morning. Obituary, March
13, 1906. Online at
http://www.nytimes.com/learning/general/onthisday/bday/0215.html. Last
accessed April 15, 2008.
38
Women’s Christian Temperance Union. Early History.
http://www.wctu.org/earlyhistory.html. Last accessed April 10, 2008.
36

131

MP: An Online Feminist Journal

February 2010

Despite some early disputes about the role that suffrage would play in the
organization’s platform, they formally adopted suffrage as part of their vision and
goal in 1894, securing the support of many women and women’s organizations to
the suffrage movement. Their adoption of suffrage was under the “home
protection” program which was born out of concern for the women and children
who were victimized by drunkard husbands and fathers.39
These two movements became inexorably linked by their shared goals of
increasing women’s power, even though for the Temperance movement the
purpose of gaining this power was only to implement reform. The Suffrage
movement clamped hold of the enthusiasm for change, the concern for the
destitute, and the urge for reform that Temperance organizers continually stirred
in the wake of their efforts, and used it to gain the support needed to get women
the vote.
Conclusion
The Temperance movement, by developing paradigms and cultural perceptions
that questioned the male-dominated status-quo, made a path for the
development of Women’s Suffrage. The infallibility of the male was exploded by
the temperance narrative. The usefulness of retaining total privacy over the
home was debunked by the movement’s examination of domestic violence and
the destitution of women yoked to drunkards. The frustration created by the
law’s attempt to grapple with these issues created sympathy among many
women for the Suffrage movement. All these important cultural changes created
by the Temperance movement, combined with the sharing of resources, leaders
and goals with the Suffrage movement were invaluable in allowing the Women’s
Suffrage movement to make real headway in getting the vote for women.
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Men’s Familial Colonies and Empires: its Border and Legacy
(Focusing on the Private Issues Which Occur in Nuclear Filipino Families –
Domestic Violence in Barangay UP Campus)
by Judy Gonzales Malundo
“How can I say it? That we are women from the start. That we don’t need to
be produced by them, named by them, made sacred or profane by them. That
this has always already happened, without their labors. And that their history
constitutes the locus of our exile. It’s not have that we have our own territory,
but that their nation, family, home, and the discourse imprison us in
enclosures where we can no longer move-or live as “we”. Their property is our
exile. Their enclosures, the death of our love. Their words, the gag upon our
lips.” - Luce Irigaray (74)
1. Abstract
This paper is inspired by the real stories of women who were victims of violence and
abuse in the home. Women, abused either by their male partners, male friends, male
neighbor, or in some incest instances by their fathers, brothers, or by any male blood
family member. This study will talk about how heterosexism and violence is attached
to men’s oppression and domination as a form of institutionalized colonialism. The
situation of women in a heterosexual relationship as presented in the data from the
period of May-August of 2009 divulged the reality of how women are being treated in
their private lives. These data are composed of two categories: complaints filed with
Barangay Protection Order (BPO) and those who had no BPO but underwent
counseling from Family and Community Healing Center (FCHC). The office of FCHC
works as a women’s desk for the Barangay UP Campus. My discussion utilizes the
concepts of postcolonial, third world, radical, and post-modern feminism as equated
to the creation of nuclear family which is evident and prospers in heterosexual
relationships (male – female relationships). By building a patriarchal family under a
man’s leadership, the rest of the members’ lives are now confined under his power.
Expanding clans by imposing heterosexuality is a major requirement for male
dominance and women subjugation to flourish. Besides, the adaptation of
heteronormative assumptions and authoritative rules from our colonizers (men)
prevent not only women but also non-heterosexuals to be empowered. The
systematization and homogenization of male supremacy in public and private
structures in the society are forms of colonization and imperialism that exclude other
diversities of human beings; as well as to be discriminated by coercing them to be
obedient to men (colonizers). This paper struggles to come up with concrete
evidence of violence and discrimination in all facets of public and private life that
impinge on women and the marginalized individuals.
2. Introduction
This paper is done to give a concrete image of how disadvantaged, difficult and
marginalized the status of women in our society is. Also, it conveys how essential the
existence of women’s desks is like FCHC in Local Government Units (LGUs) in
reinforcing the rights of women and to protect women and children from violence and
abuses in a phallocratic society. Where women and other marginalized gender are
not seen as productive, independent, normal and noble but rather are constructed to
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be docile, servile, unproductive, incapable of rationality, and obedient to the
demands of men.
FCHC is part of Barangay UP Campus, which works as a women’s desk for the
Barangay. It actively performs services for the 18 pook (sub-communities) by giving
attention to women’s issues specifically on violence against women and children. It
was late 1999 when the Department of Social Work and Community Development of
the University of the Philippines (CSWCD) linked with Barangay UP Campus to
make a program that used community-based strategies to eliminate VAWC and
promote peaceful ways of resolving conflicts in the community (Guerrero b, 3).
Therefore through the effort of the CSWCD fieldwork instruction students and
supervisors (Prof. Sylvia H. Guerrero and Prof. Rosario del Rosario), FCHC was
established (Guerrero b, 5). It was March 11, 2000 when FCHC commenced through
the effort of CSWCD in coordination with the Samahan ng Kababaihan para sa
Kaunlaran of the University of the Philippines Campus, and the officers and officials
of the said barangay (Guerrero b, 5). The theme, “Malusog at Panatag na Tahanan
Tungo sa Maunlad at Tahimik na Pamayanan" (Healthy and Stable Family Towards
a Progressive and Peaceful Community) is the source of inspiration and at the same
time a witness of how FCHC faithfully obliged to the commitment to assist the people
especially the women in the community to have a place to seek courage and justice.
The role of FCHC in the community is vital to the empowering of women. Guerrero
stated,
“As the FCHC report stressed: while access to programs and services is
important, what is critical in the long run is women’s empowerment-by
empowering women, we help build stable families and peaceful communities “
(a, 116).
There are still some cynicism about the efficacy of the help provided by FCHC to the
lives of women, and children in the community. Some of these are: “Why does
violence among women and children (VAWC) continue to rise in quantity even when
FCHC exists?”, “Why is VAWC a never ending crisis in the community despite of
FCHC’s involvement?”, “Why can’t many battered women get out in an abusive
relationship right away?” (It took years to come out and finally decide), and so on.
These statements imply nothing else but normative heterosexual mentality that is
acceptable by the supremacists who are men. My point in the idea of “colonization”
as a form of men’s oppression is supported by this definition; “it is a practice of
domination, which involves the subjugation of one people to another” (Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, “Colonialism”). As such, male domination and as being
“universal colonizers”, by engaging in heterosexual relationships build and maintain
their position to be the authority and the source of “truth” in their respective family
(territory). This extends through heterosexual partnering that established kinship
(empires). Sinead Caslin stated, “Imperialism, like patriarchy, is after all a
phallocentric, supremacist ideology that subjugates and dominates its subjects. The
oppressed woman is in this sense akin to the colonized subject”
(http://www.qub.ac.uk/schools/SchoolofEnglish/imperial/key-concepts/feminism-andpostcolonialism.htm).
This familial colonization is being legitimized by a patriarchal nuclear family in the
Philippines. No matter how wrathful men act, they are still perceived as dignified and
are still being sympathized upon. This reality is contrasted to how the status of
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women is perceived in our society. Women, irrelevant of the gravity of their situation,
are not given compassion and are still treated coldly. Our colonizers (men) eradicate
women in the social structures that distort justice, welfare, equality and freedom to its
colonized (women). Despising women’s welfare and rights in the society would tell
us how serious phallocracy1 is in our culture, politics, laws, values, beliefs, etcetera.
This arrangement is tolerated in fact not just by men; but by the colonized. Women’s
docility is also an element that strengthens and perpetuates the viciousness of the
castigating arrogant tyranny of men. The majority of our ambiguous laws and social
structures have never been friendly to women. This alienation that women
experience, disempower them and oblige them to dependency and passivity. Thus,
any arrangement that does not accept the authority and the “standardized” system
by the colonizers will never be perceived as right, acceptable, moral, and
normal/natural. In this instance, men as the colonizers appear as superior, active,
productive, rational, and enjoy privileges that women cannot benefit from.
This paper will attempt to theorize the situations and experiences of women in a
small Barangay in the Philippines; to come up with alternative ways and actions to
offset the universal private “colonization” strategy of men that Filipino women
experience. These oppressive structures continue to evolve and be legitimized
through compulsory heterosexuality2 evoked by religions, government and by society
even in communities under the influence of a women’s institution like FCHC. Mchugh
cited Barrett and McIntosh in her book, “…the social model of the family covers the
actual life inside the family; it distorts the reality which permits violence and abuse in
the home” (10).
The application of the concept of colonialism in the modern period as manifested in a
nuclear Filipino family that is obviously acknowledged as the mainstream will be
discussed in this paper. This private application of imperialism and colonialism are
very strategic in the construction of hegemonic structures that dominate and control
the lives of the colonized women in a patriarchal nuclear Filipino family structure.
3. Tables and Interpretations
The data that are presented and included in this study are the following:
3.1 Barangay UP Campus Population As of Available Statistics
3.2 Number of Household in Barangay UP Campus by Pook/Sub-communities
3.3 List of Complaints for the Second Quarter (Month of May, June, July, and
August) with Barangay Protection Order3 (BPO)
1

Literally means power of the phallus, it is a cultural system symbolized by the
image of the male reproductive organ in permanent erection, the phallus (Women in
World History, “The Reign of Phallocracy”).
2
Refers to the idea that heterosexuality, as a default sexual orientation, can be
adopted by people regardless of their personal sexual preferences. Compulsory
means “mandatory”, “obligatory”, or “required”. A person’s heterosexuality is
generally assumed until proven otherwise; by both one’s self and those around her
(A Feminist Theory Dictionary, “Compulsory Heterosexuality”).
3
It is an order issued for the purpose of preventing further acts of violence against a
woman or her child specified in R.A. 9262 (physical, sexual, and psychological
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3.4 List of Walk-in Complaints for the Second Quarter (Month of May, June, July,
and August) without (BPO) *Underwent counseling from FCHC
The data reflected here are based on the records of FCHC and Barangay UP
Campus. These are official documents that are considered confidential and therefore
anonymity of the individuals are highly respected and valued. These facts are
encounters and experiences of women in their homes that are essential in studying
the prevalence of domestic violence among women.
The files from FCHC are categorized among complaints with the issuance of BPO
and without BPO. The individual files were compiled by date with attached statement
made by the FCHC staff or by the complainant during the filing. The statements
attached for each files were written in Tagalog; thus, I read each and every file to
come up with an accurate translation of each case and complaint.
Aside from that, I asked for substantial narration from FCHC staff while reading the
files. This is to substantiate some unclear information and scenario that were
described by them or by the complainants. I also witnessed some of the cases and
personally talked with them.
3.1 Table: Barangay UP Campus Population as of Available Statistics

Sub-communities
CP Garcia
Amorsolo
Libis
Malinis
Pook Sikatuna Bliss
Daan Tubo
Area 11

Others
TOTAL
Heterosexual Homosexual uncategorized Household
HH
HH
F
F
400
400
1,205
NR
NR
1,205
233
NR
NR
233
317
NR
NR
317
61
NR
NR
61
NR
NR
NR
NR
438
NR
NR
438
98
NR
NR
98
86
86
344
344
NR
NR

Aguinaldo
Harden
ng
Rosas/Bougainvillea NR
258
352
Area 14/17
Village A
NR
Village B
NR
Village C
NR
Arboretum
300

NR

NR

NR
NR
NR
NR
NR

NR
NR
NR
NR
NR

NR
258
352
NR
NR
NR
300

Total
Populat
ion

2,733
2,547
2,354
435
NR
3,523
348
442
NR
1,218
1,952
978
396
2,039

violence, and economic abuse) and granting other necessary relief (Sec. 8, R.A.
9262) PURPOSE: safeguarding the victim from further harm, minimizing any
disruption in the victim's daily life, and facilitating the opportunity and ability of the
victim to independently regain control over her life (Family and Community Healing
Center, “Barangay Protection Order”).
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Palares
Ricarte
Area 2
Dagohoy
TOTAL
Different Household
Models:

1,254
NR
124
126
NR
NR
2,315
3,281

February 2010

NR

NR

NR
NR
NR

NR
NR
NR

1,254
NR
124
126
NR
NR
2,315
3,281

1,502
1,199
NR
2,412
24,078

Legend:
NR-No
Records
Available
HHHousehold
F-Family

Heterosexual
Homosexual
others
uncategorized

Quezon City Assessors
Office Records:
Year 2007
34,119
3.2 Table: Number of Household in Barangay UP
communities
Female
Male
Intersex
Pook
(subcommunities)
CP Garcia
NR
NR
NR
Amorsolo
NR
NR
NR
Libis
NR
NR
NR
Malinis
NR
NR
NR
Pook Sikatuna Bliss NR
NR
NR
Daan Tubo
NR
NR
NR
Area 11
NR
NR
NR
Aguinaldo
NR
NR
NR
Harden
ng
Rosas/Bougainvillea NR
NR
NR
Area 14/17
NR
NR
NR
Village A
NR
NR
NR
Village B
NR
NR
NR
Village C
NR
NR
NR
Arboretum
NR
NR
NR
Palares
NR
NR
NR
Ricarte
NR
NR
NR
Area 2
NR
NR
NR
Dagohoy
NR
NR
NR
TOTAL
Sex Categories:

Campus by Pook/SubTOTAL
2,733
2,547
2,354
435
NR
3,523
348
442
NR
1,218
1,952
978
396
2,039
1,502
1,199
NR
2,412
24,078

Legend:
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Intersex
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NR-No
Available

Records

Quezon
City
Assessors
Office
Records:
Year
2007
34,119

The data in table 3.1 and 3.2 are provided by the Office of the Barangay UP Campus
and the Office of the Barangay Health Council. Apart from the partial figures
provided by them; notions of household and family came out to be foggy. I looked at
every file available and noticed that the results and figures assigned for family and
household are unclear. I asked few people from the Barangay office to explain to me
how it was defined. From their answers, the common assumptions on these two
terms are always with the presence of a father, mother, and children (i.e. the nuclear
family). The difference between these two terms based from them is that a family is
counted per getting hold of a woman by man whether they are married or not and a
household is counted per acquisition of a house structure by a man. The consistent
exposition of male figure in these terminologies is concrete evidence of male settlers
exercising full privilege and recognition in public structures. The meaning of these
assumptions is in fact hazy; nonetheless, influence the social familiarity of these
concepts. Suzanne Bergeron, a feminist economist, mentioned that academicians
are also interchangeably using these terminologies; in fact, these slippages assume
heterosexual relationship in the field of economics.
The effects of these lapses in this particular instance cannot be quantified. The
continuous negation of other relationships and sexes will isolate many individuals as
subjects for colonization. This exclusivity for heterosexual function and
categorization survived through government intrusion.
I included in table 3.1 and 3.2 the non-heterosexual categories; therefore, it turned
out as “not available” in their records. I categorized sex according to the following;
female, male, and intersex.4 The other non-heterosexual categorization I included
under the household models are categories like; homosexual5, and other
uncategorized. By putting these classifications in the context, heterosexual
assumptions are now challenged as the only acceptable and normal/natural. As
such, other classifications not included and acknowledged by the heterosexual value
system ought to now be included. These non-heterosexual arrangements could be a
defying arrangement that will prompt these classifications to be considered as valid
and natural.
The figure given from the Quezon City Assessors Office is not verifiable knowing that
the barangay itself cannot provide an exact figure of its population. However, these
inconsistencies and assigned figures are very important in demonstrating how the
4

Intersexuals, formerly called hermaphrodites, have been around as long as humans
have, though until recently few felt comfortable enough to "come out" about their
conditions (NOVA Online, “Two Sexes Are Not Enough”).
5
A Person having sexual and emotional relations with a member of the same
gender/sex (Feminist Stylistics, “Homosexual”).
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masculine system created distortions in the information that sustain their
hegemonies. The narrowing of choices and the homogenizing of knowledge are
ways for the oppressors to distort the reality.
3.3 Table: List of Complaints for the Second Quarter (Month of May, June, July, and
August) with Barangay Protection Order (BPO)
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Remarks
physical abuse and was sent out by her live-in partner, May
physical abuse (hit by a piece of wood in the body and arms by her live-in
partner), threatened, May
2
3
physical abuse done by her live-in partner, May
physical abuse (pulled the hair and hit by a towel and broom by her live-in
4
partner), June
5
physical abuse (by her husband), June
6
physical abuse (frequent when drunk by her live-in partner), June
emotional and psychological abuse (explicitly said that he came from his
mistress and threatened by her husband), June
7
physical abuse (flogged, hit by pan and flashlight and was poked by his
finger on face by her husband), June
8
9
physical abuse (slapped by her husband), June
physical and verbal abuse (frequently called whore, forcibly undressed, and
10 threatened by her live-in partner), June
11 physical and verbal abuse (by her husband when intoxicated ) July
12 physical abuse (strangulated by her husband), June
physical abuse (punched in the eye and body, and scrabbled by her
13 husband), June
verbal abuse (insulted, threatened and called whore, evil, etc. by her son14 inlaw), her daughter who is the wife do the complain, June
physical abuse (pointed with a knife and threatened by her intoxicated
15 husband), July
physical and verbal abuse (flogged, hit by a hard object in the head and told
16 that she was an addict by her live-in partner), July
physical abuse (flogged, hit in post of the house, hit by a chair and pulled her
17 hair by her live-in partner), July
physical abuse and was sent out from their house (slapped, punched, kicked
18 and strangulated by her live-in partner), June
19 physical abuse (by her husband), July
20 physical abuse (frequently slapped and punched by her husband), August
21 physical abuse (strangulated, and kicked by her live-in partner), August
22 physical abuse (slapped by her husband), August
23 physical abuse (by her husband), August
physical abuse (strangulated and striked on the nape by her live-in partner),
24 August
25 physical abuse (punched in the arms and legs by her live-in partner), August
physical abuse (punched in the eye because she did not follow the wish of
26 her husband to sell the appliances), August
27 physical abuse (by her husband), August
physical and verbal abuse (threatened, slapped twice, punched, and
28 scandalized by her husband that caused her stroke), August
29 physical abuise (extreme), August
30 physical abuse (due to not taking care of her live-in partner's son), August
May
June
July
August
Total
Total
3
11
5
11
30
1
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The facts presented were violence and abuses experienced by women in this small
community for four months. Since these are family-based in nature, these kinds of
oppressions are unseen and not considered as crimes for many long years. Thus, for
centuries, women tolerated and naturalized the agony and distress oppression
caused. These different kinds of abuses and violations that women experience from
their colonizers (men) are still raging up to now.
Complaints filed with BPO are primarily under the Republic Act 9262, “The antiviolence against women and their children Act of 2004”. Securing BPO is necessary
to protect further harm from their intimate partners. The law covers physical, sexual,
psychological and economic abuse. For the period of 4 months, 30 cases were
brought to FCHC that were issued BPO. The filling of BPO is made by the
complainant and assisted by FCHC. There were 3 cases filed in the month of May,
11 in June, 5 in July and 11 in August. The data shows that these incidences all
come from a heterosexual relationship. These facts are intensified by providing
specific information of the victims’ experiences. Out of the 30 cases; 28 suffered
from physical abuse, and the rest bear from the pain of verbal, psychological and
emotional abuse. Women who were violated and reported their cases for legal action
separated from their partners. There are victims who are minors: 15 and 17 year old
women who lived with men who are in the age of majority. The oldest victim was 54
years old, and was abused by a 32 year old male intimate offender.
These incidents are common. In fact sending out a wife; flogging them by a piece of
wood, or a chair, a broom, a pan, a towel, a flashlight, a knife, or any hard object;
punching them, slapping their faces, pulling their hair, kicking them; poking them by
a finger; calling them whore, evil and addict; undressing them forcibly in front of
anyone; scratching them; hitting their head on the post; strangulating them by your
hand or by a piece of cloth; scandalizing them in front of their children; insulting them
in the public; explicitly telling the wife that he just came from his mistress; and
threatening her that he can take her life just so easily are experiences of the 30
women, from 30 men, in 4 months, in a small Barangay, with 18 sub-communities
which has an active women’s desk.
Table 4: List of Walk-in Complaints for the Second Quarter (Month
July, and August) without (BPO) *Underwent counseling from FCHC
Service
Household
SubSex
of
by FCHC Model
communities Complainant Age
1 Counsel
Heterosexual Village A
Male
27
2 Counsel
Heterosexual Area 17
Female
32
3 Counsel
Heterosexual Arboretum
Female
48
4 Counsel
Heterosexual Arboretum
Female
56
Sikatuna
5 Counsel
Heterosexual Bliss
Female
35
6 Counsel
Heterosexual Arboretum
Female
56
7 Counsel
Heterosexual Area 17
Female
38
Househelp
8 Protection Not known
Daan Tubo
Female
23
9 Counsel
Heterosexual Area 11
Female
23
Sikatuna
10 Counsel
Heterosexual Bliss
Female
27

of May, June,
Sex of
Offender
Female
Male
Male
Male

Age
26
34
34
56

Male
Male
Male

53
56
45

Male
Male

29
17

Male

26
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11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19

Counsel
Counsel
Counsel
Counsel
Counsel
Counsel
Counsel
Counsel
Counsel

20 Counsel
21 Counsel
22 Counsel

Heterosexual
Heterosexual
Heterosexual
Heterosexual
Heterosexual
Heterosexual
Heterosexual
Heterosexual
Heterosexual

Arboretum
CP Garcia
Libis
Area !7
Pook Libis
Area 17
Daan Tubo
Daan Tubo
Area 17
41 Sito Gubat
Heterosexual Proj. 8
Heterosexual Aboretum
Heterosexual Daan Tubo

February 2010
Female
Female
Female
Female
Male
Female
Female
Female
Female

48
30
21
54
26
54
27
31
17

Male
Male
Male
Male
Female
Male
Male
Male
Male

34
26
26
60
21
60
28
37
24

Female
Female
Female

17
33
31

Male
Male
Male

24
32
37

Remarks
publicly humiliated or scandalized by her wife infront of many people while
1 drinking, May
2 her husband is womanizing, May
3 threatened by her husband, May, 1st attempt
4 her husband is womanizing, May
5 physically abused by her husband, May
6 her husband is womanizing, May
7 publicly humiliated by her husband, July
8 was not paid by the home owner, July
9 physically abused by her husband, July
10 threatened by her husband, July
11 threatened by her husband, July, 2nd attempt
12 physically abused and harrassed by her husband, July
13 was abandoned by her husband, August
14 physically abused by her husband, August
15 Abadoned the husband and children (live-in partner), August
16 physically abused by her husband, August
17 physically abused, August
18 raped by the intoxicated nieghbor, August
physically abused by her live-in partner (due to tong-8s the entire afternoon),
19 August
20 physically abused, August
21 physically abused, August
22 raped by the intoxicated nieghbor, August
May
June
July
August
Total
Total
6
0
6
10
22
The data presented above are complaints filed without BPO. Non-issuance of BPO
in these cases was determined by the complainants. Other complainants ask for
counseling for advice or for their intimate offenders to be warned. Usually, chances
are given by the complainants to resolve the issues by mending through a counselor.
This is the service that FCHC renders to its constituents. However, in most cases
this results to the recurrence of the offense by their intimate offenders.
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This is a consolidated data from the period of May, 2009 up to the month of August
of the same year. For 4 months there were 22 cases recorded. These circumstances
happened mostly in heterosexual relationships, aside from a case reported by a
house help asking for the settling of her wage. Among the 22 complaints filed, 20
complaints were filed by females and the other 2 were filed by males. The two male
complainants reported their female partners scandalizing them while they were
drinking with friends in the public, and the other one is abandonment of the family.
In contrast, women filed for public humiliation, scandalizing, womanizing,
threatening, physical abuse, not paying the wage, harassment, abandoning, and
rape. The occurrence of rape case was clarified. Rape cases are right away
forwarded by FCHC to the police. In this case, due to the ambiguous result of the
medico legal, the woman hesitantly decided not to file the rape case against the
intoxicated neighbor. Because of the lack of physical evidence, lack of knowledge
and the lack of legal support for the victim, it ended up not favorable to the woman.
The victim decided to settle it through counseling and warned the man not to do it
again. For the month of May there were 6 complaints recorded, zero for June, 6
complaints for July, and 10 complaints were recorded for the month of August.
To sum up, in four months there are 52 cases recorded and filed. All in all, there
were only 2 cases recorded against women and 50 cases are filed against men.
Therefore, the percentage of women and men are far from comparison. The
outcome in percentile shows that 96% of the cases filed were against men and only
4% of the cases filed were against women. In addition to that, 98% of these cases
occurred in heterosexual relationships and the remaining 2% is unknown (the case
fall under the house help protection bill). The percentage of cases per month came
out; 17.32% for the month of May, 21.15% for June, 21.15% for July, and 40.38% on
the month of August. And to highlight the gravity of the case, 90% of these cases are
domestic violence.
4. Discussion
4.1 The Filipino Family an Overview
Being colonized by countries like Arabia6, Spain, America and Japan for more than
600 years, most Filipinos can hardly tell what we are authentically, apart from the
ethnic minorities who preserved their authenticity and thus can tell who they are
originally. Nonetheless, we know what made us Islam, Spanish, American, and
Japanese. If we look at the Philippine archipelago, the 3 major parts of our country
were dominated by these prominent colonizers.
Since family was being made as the basic unit of analysis for any discipline and of
society, family became the center of knowledge and the source of truth for Filipinos.
Because of the collective assumption that human beings should “belong” for selfsecurity, we created a system that asserts belongingness and dependability. This
constituted the idea of starting a family not only as a requirement but fulfilling a
6

In 1380 Karim ul' Makhdum the first Arabian Islamic missionary reach the Sulu
Archipelago and Jolo in the Philippines and established Islam in the country
(Wikipedia, "Islam in the Philippines”).
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legacy for Filipinos. Basically, Filipino family is monogamous (i.e., only one
considered legal spouse). However, for some Filipino Moslem and non-Christian
groups, a polygamous (many considered legal wives) family is also practiced and
legitimized. The Filipino family is based on patrilineality7 and therefore by default,
male is considered as the head of the family. This hierarchical representation of
Filipino family is acknowledged not only by immediate and extended family but the
public realm as well. This phallocratic reality in private and public life demonstrated
the extreme domination made by men. These practices are institutionalized by
Filipinos in public and private life. As Belen Medina stated, “the Filipino family, for
instance, plays a critical role in the social, political, economic, educational, and
religious life of the people” (42).
Distinctions between men and women in the family are highly observed by Filipinos.
In fact, these are tolerated and are bases of morality, beauty, and dignity for
Filipinos. These claims are based on the encounters I had with the women and men
of Barangay UP Campus:
Women
Housewife (do the reproductive work)
Passive
Protector
Fragile (mahina)
Submissive
Slender
Long and straight hair
Servant (alipin)
Preserved virginity for marriage
Subjective/Sensitive (emosyunal)
Domesticated
Low earner
Conservative/bound to nature
and prayerful
Compassionate
Docile
Dependent
Not allowed to have recreation
Not allowed to talk about sex
Not allowed to masturbate
Wait for the right man
Like to go with their children
their wives
Love to watch romantic movies
(telenovela)

Men
Breadwinner (do the productive work)
Active
Protected
Strong (macho)
Aggressive
Massive
Short hair
Master/Head
Trained to conquest women by
encouraging having as many
sex exploits
Objective/Intelligible (marunong)
Allowed to go out with barkada
High earner
Activist/Modern
Authoritarian
Dominant
Independent
Allowed to engage in vices
Can talk about sex
Engage in masturbation
Allowed to court
Like to go with friends than
Love to watch pornographic movies

7

(a.k.a. agnatic kinship)It is a system in which one belongs to one's father's lineage;
it generally involves the inheritance of property, names or titles through the male line
as well (Wikipedia, “Patrilineality”).
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These two opposing terms best illustrate the position of Filipino women and men in
private and public life. This construction of terms supports the masculinity and the
dominance of male in Filipino society. This shows that the private and public life of
Filipinos have common assumptions on femininity and masculinity. This strategic
phallocratic arrangement of terms in the family and in the state stops women to
mobilize from the status and situation that dominate them. This is the reason why
many Filipino women are still silent and helpless about their oppressive situations.
This is in accordance to Sinead Caslin’s point on colonialism, “…colonialism
perpetuates itself; instilling fear into its subjects through vicious beatings, the
castigation
of
women
and
the
repression
of
sexual
freedom”
(http://www.qub.ac.uk/schools/SchoolofEnglish/imperial/key-concepts/feminism-andpostcolonialism.htm). Disengagement from men generally, created a progression of
stigma, and prejudice to women. The demands of the state deprived separated
women from gaining back the life, happiness and dignity once broken. In reality,
Filipino separated women constantly suffer from the traces of previous unhealthy
relationships.
What about the children in the Filipino family? Filipino married men always demand
for children. Their demand for having a son as their heir is another exploitative
Filipino culture to women’s body. Having many children in the Philippines is an ideal
practice. So far, these huge families are common to poor families with hostile male
partners/fathers, and/or with irresponsible and profligate partners/fathers. This is the
majority of Filipino families. The National Statistical Coordination Board of the
Philippines affirmed the economic status of children and women in their data,
“Children, women, and urban poor accounted for the largest number of poor
population at 14.4, 12.8, and 6.9 million in 2006” (Castro).
The hegemonic structure in the Filipino family is also reflected in the children.
Apparently, the daughter is the least privileged member who suffers from repression
at the same vested with greater domestic responsibility compared to that of a son.
Children also suffer from domination of the father in a family. In fact, “…the
overriding ideologies of power, greed, and imperialism push children aside.
However, the role of a child as a laborer, interpreter, or conduit of colonialism is
highly significant to all aspects of life in the colonized world “ (Page 110). This
practice of familial colonialism generated a lot of intrinsic problem to
children most especially to daughters; consequently, "...these children struggled with
their identity” (Page 111). Colonized members are treated as labor resources; but
8

1582, abbreviation of mistress (q.v.), originally in all uses of that word. The
pl. Mmes. is an abbreviation of Fr. mesdames, pl. of madame. Pronunciation "missis"
was considered vulgar at least into 18c. The Mrs. "one's wife" is from 1920. (Online
Etymology Dictionary, “Mrs.”).
9
"The term of honour to a young girl" [Johnson], shortened form of mistress. Earliest
use (1645) is for "prostitute, concubine;" sense of "title for a young unmarried
woman, girl" first recorded 1666. (Online Etymology Dictionary, “Miss”).
10
1447, abbreviation of master (q.v.). Used from 1814 with a following noun or adj.,
to denote "the exemplar or embodiment of that quality” (Online Etymology Dictionary,
“Mr.”).
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unlike the son who will be the ascendant to his father’s ownership, name, lineage,
and property. In this case, the values of the family that the father imposed on the rest
of the colonized members will be promulgated with lesser or no choice on the part of
the colonized.
4.2 Filipino Family versus Filipino Household
These concepts are often interpreted similarly. In fact, in the data above these terms
are unclearly recognized. Nevertheless, I will show some important point that will
help us make some distinction between the two terms. This distinction will be
essential in perceiving other forms of relationships that are not recognized and
therefore debarred from analysis in our society. The term household is commonly
used; and yet, non-heterosexual household is not technically counted as one. This
results to the discrimination of other form of gender and relationships beyond what is
normal in the recent Filipino family development.
Family has different meanings according to how it is associated. Family is a haven
where all members share mutual love, have peace, happiness and respect for the
differences of each one. This is my Family; my life partner, me and my children.
However, the ideals of society reject diversities of family arrangement where my
family or maybe your family is thrown out and rejected. Based on the morality of the
Filipino, “family is composed of married couple and their children (Ofreneo, 110).”
However, this definition is confined to one the many kinds of family arrangements in
the entire archipelago. The nuclear family is a form of compulsory heterosexuality
that prohibits other forms of relationships in our country. It rejects, dissolves, and
demoralizes non-normative families. This social construction of family leads to
another form of oppression which is heterosexism11. If family for Filipinos is confined
to the idea of a nuclear family; a household, according to Medina, “is defined as a
group persons living under one roof and sharing the same kitchen and housekeeping
arrangements” (13).
The lack of religious approval for common law/cohabitating couple does not stop the
proliferation and acknowledgement of this kind of heterosexual relationships. The
point is, no matter how disgusting, exploitative, oppressive and abusive to their
women partners, men still find ways to include all forms of heterosexual
arrangements in the public realm. Household is a camouflage category for
heterosexual relationships outside the Filipino moral definition of family.
The familial colonization pattern of men resides in their consciousness in acquiring a
family or a household of its own by rejecting other forms of relationships outside the
heterosexual relationship. The bottom-line is what really accounts for family and
household structure is the male figure in these arrangements. The haziness of its
definition is twisted for a specific bias of not acknowledging other forms of
relationships. The lack of exposition for example of homosexual and intersex, and

11

Is a term that applies to negative attitudes, bias, and discrimination in favor of
opposite-sex sexuality and relationships. It can include the presumption that
everyone is heterosexual or that opposite-sex attractions and relationships are
the norm and therefore superior (Wikipedia, “Heterosexism”).
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the lack of precise naming of other household arrangements from the barangay
would determine how men despise other sexualities.
The Kinship Border and the Imperial Expansion
Filipinos love to trace their family. Our surnames are the way to locate and identify
our lineage. That’s the reason why family reunions for Filipino families are often
celebrated events. These family gatherings like reunions, weddings, birthdays,
bereavements, etc. are most likely a form of reassuring your belongingness to a
family. Instilling the values and inheriting religions are part of the cultural practices
that reject differences and other choices. All of these are ways to preserve the
male’s authority, property, name, values, power, etc. Anything outside these
heterosexual arrangements are considered threats.
Filipino women by default carry men's surname. At birth, the surname assigned to us
is our father’s surname. Even single mothers are not free from this since they carry
their fathers’ surnames. Your mother’s surname is obviously your father’s surname
or her father’s surname, so on and so forth. Upon entering marriage, ignorant that
our law allows women to choose to carry either her father’s surname (her maiden
surname) or that of her husband’s, women change right away from their father's
surname to that of their husband's surname. In most cases, women are ignorant of
the law and as such are victimized.
4.2 The Segmentary Patrilineage (Cooper, 2005)

Cooper stated that, “Children belong to the lineage of their fathers, and while
relationships with the mother’s kin are not ignored, they are not part of the descent
system (78).” It is a very organized and continuous arrangement of private
colonization. Caslin also stated that “we must recognize that imperialism is also
essentially a form of patriarchy that diminishes any opportunity for identity formation
in
its
subjects”
((http://www.qub.ac.uk/schools/SchoolofEnglish/imperial/keyconcepts/feminism-and-postcolonialism.htm). As subjects to be colonized, our
individuality which is vital for both our intrinsic and extrinsic development are not
formed; but rather constructed as how men will benefit from women.
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The public life of colonized individuals therefore will be invisible and non existent for
a wider range in public arrangement. As such, women are not in the position that
men are entitled to in a “Colonialism”;
“In the masculinized process of colonization, women were both agents and
victims, participants and recipients. Colonization was a primarily patriarchal
venture invented and implemented by men for the benefit of their imperial
societies in which women were perceived as only occupying the invisible
space of the private, domestic sphere” (Page, 655).
4.4 The Strengthening of Familial Colonialism Encourages Domestic Violence on
Women
Based on UNICEF statistics, “20% to 50% of women experience domestic violence
from their intimate partners or family members (2).” Also, based from the statistics of
FCHC, 90% of the cases filed are domestic violence done by their intimate
offenders. According to UNICEF,
“Male control of family wealth inevitably places decision-making authority in
male hands, leading to male dominance and proprietary rights over women
and girls. The concept of ownership, in turn, legitimizes control over women’s
sexuality, which in many law codes has been deemed essential to ensure
patrilineal inheritance. Women’s sexuality is also tied to the concept of family
honor in many societies (2). “
The privacy of domestic violence in women’s life is used to maintain male
dominance. Who would think that their home are still a haven for women who were
sent out; flogged by a piece of wood, chair, broom, pan, towel, flashlight, knife, etc.;
punched, slapped, pulled their hair, kicked; poked by finger; called them whore and
other demeaning names; forcibly undressed them; scratched; hit their head on the
post; strangulated; scandalized them in presence of their children; insulted; and
threatened?
How could we defend ourselves from men, if they obviously have the control and
power. According to Marilyn Fyre,
“A woman may continue to live with the man who batters her, but the
choice to remain is not a free one; it is a choice among evils in a
severely constrained situation, and she has not chosen that situation.
The oppression of women is something consisting of and accomplished
by a network of institutions and material and ideological forces which
press women into the service of men. Women are not simply free to walk
away from this servitude at will. But also. it is clear that there has always
been resistance to female servitude, taking different shapes in different
places and times” (215).
Sinead Caslin laid parallel relationship in the male-female sexuality as to colonizercolonized relationship. She cited that, “…obvious parallels here between sexual and
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colonial oppression which Jean Genet12 has called the colonial or feminine mentality
of interiorized repression”
(http://www.qub.ac.uk/schools/SchoolofEnglish/imperial/key-concepts/feminism-andpostcolonialism.htm). This “double colonization”13 that women suffered in their own
family bear out the conviction of being an exploited wife and a colonized battered
entity.
Our oppression is like an inheritance that resides within a man and a woman; within
the colonizer and the colonized. The rationalization of the causality of oppression
from the different feminists is a strong objection from male dominance. What brings
coercion, repression, control, violation, and denial to the individuality of women;
where he could also rest, live, and love in the hands of his colonized. The
construction of our femininity and womanliness keeps Filipino women’s sexuality for
their colonizer’s own consumption.
5. Conclusion
The moral heterosexual Filipino family which is normalized and imposed by Filipino
culture is in fact another form of colonization which I termed "familial colonization".
The institutionalization of familial colonization through religious rights, and/or by the
state is in fact a survival maintaining strategy of male domination to keep women as
subjects to be colonized. The household, family, and kinship are representations of
male colonies and empires which spread out through patrilineal lineage. Our
surnames are ways for the colonizers to determine how vast they preserved their
legacy. Given that colonization is vicious and oppressive, women and children will
obviously be exoticized and othered. A woman to be colonized in her own home
either/both by her father or by another man (intimate offender) is in fact a customary
subjugation, slavery and inferiority in the form of domestic violence. The "double
colonization" which was originally applied to ethnic women is no doubt applicable,
too, to the colonized Filipino women. Thus, in all circumstances colonized women do
not exist but rather are constructed relative to men; and by expanding active
women’s desks like FCHC in the Philippines, women will be protected from the
oppressive familial colonization that reveals outraging violence of their intimate
offenders.

12

French novelist, playwright and poet Jean Genet was born in Paris on December
19, 1910. Abandoned by his parents, he spent much of his youth in an institution for
juvenile delinquents. At the age of ten, he was accused of stealing. Although
innocent of the charge, having been described as a thief, the young boy resolved
to be a thief. "Thus," wrote Genet, "I decisively repudiated a world that had
repudiated me (Moonstruck Drama Bookstore, “Genet Jean”).
13
The term refers to the observation that women are subjected to both the colonial
domination of empire and the male domination of patriarchy. In this respect empire
and patriarchy act as analogous to each other and both exert control over female
colonial subjects, who are, thus, doubly colonized by imperial/patriarchal power.
Feminist theory has propounded that women have been marginalized by patriarchal
society and consequently the history and concerns of feminist theory have paralleled
developments in post-colonial theory which foregrounds the marginalization of the
colonial subject (Post-colonial Studies, “Double Colonization”).
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