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CHIEF EDITOR’'S INTRODUCTION

FEMINIST ENCOUNTERS: A JOURNAL OF CRITICAL STUDIES IN CULTURE
AND POLITICS

Founded in 2017, Feminist Encounters is a journal committed to argument and debate, in the tradition of
historical feminist movements.

In the wake of the growing rise of the Right across the world, openly neo-fascist national sentiments, and rising
conservative populism, we feminists all over the world are needing to remobilise our energies to protect and
advance gender rights.

Feminist Encounters provides a forum for feminist theorists, scholars, and activists to communicate with each
other, to better educate ourselves on international issues and thus promote more global understanding, and to
enhance our critical tools for fighting for human rights.

Feminism is an intellectual apparatus, a political agenda, and a programme for social change. Critical analysis
of how gender discourses produce cultural identities and social practices within diverse lived realities is key to this
change. We need to think more sharply in order to strategise well: as the discourses of conservatism renew and
invigorate themselves, so we as feminist scholars need to be refining our amazonic swords in order not just to
respond effectively but also to innovate our own ideas for equality and social justice.

We are, of course, committed to intersectionality, a vital lens through which to see the contours of
race/ethnicity, class, sexuality, age/ability, and explore how gendered scripts get lived, and filtered through these
specificities of cultural organisation. Lived experience is never codified in terms of gender alone, and so our
research will always be sensitive to the nexus of lived oppressions.

The journal has a large editorial board and journal team, consisting of over forty scholars in twenty countries.
This is deliberately inclusive in order that we can promote diversity and engage with different concerns from across
the world. Our aim is not to simply talk to ourselves, reconfirming our localised assumptions, but to generate
feminist encounters across regions, even if this is sometimes uncomfortable. Globalisation has been a triumph of
neoliberalism, but digital technologies have also flattened and reduced the distance between us in dramatic ways,
so that now we can talk to each other with unanticipated ease.

This new access to each others’ voices has also brought challenges to the way we think and do things, so that
being a feminist today might be quite a different prospect to a person living in China, Iran, Norway, South Africa
or the UK. Second Wave Feminism used the idea of ‘sisterhood’ to invoke solidarity between women. I’ve always
rather liked Andrea Dworkin’s claim, though, that: “Feminism is a political practice of fighting male supremacy in
behalf of women as a class, including all the women you don’t like, including all the women you don’t want to be
around, including all the women who used to be your best friends whom you don’t want anything to do with
anymore.” The notion of sisterhood was challenged by Black feminists in the 1980s as being too conceptually
white, thus bell hooks’ trenchant critique that: “the idea of ‘common oppression’ was a false and corrupt platform
disguising and mystifying the true nature of women’s varied and complex social reality”. In the 1990s and 2000s it
has been fair to say that feminist theory and Feminist Studies since have engaged more intentionally and deliberately
with intersectionality - though Jennifer Baumgardner did caution us that: “Sisterhood was never about everybody
agreeing ....”.

For our journal, sisterhood must expand and embrace our transgender allies and our men friends, reminding
us that sibling relationships are rarely straightforward or inevitably blessed by golden moments of total affinity.
Thus, Feminist Encounters welcomes the opportunity for new kinds of international discussions in the spirit of
collaboration and critical intellectual enquiry. We hope for productive agreement and disagreement, and the shared
struggle of fighting gender oppression, with our minds, hearts, and bodies, as the times demand.

Sally R Munt, University of Sussex
Founding Editor
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Editorial

Motherhood and 21** Century Feminism: Reaching out Across the Divide
Charlotte Beyer 1*
Published: September 10, 2019

There is a compelling need to address 215t century feminism’s relationship to motherhood; however, this
endeavour is complicated by decades of divisions within feminism in regards to mothers. The purpose of this
special issue of Feminist Encounters: A Journal of Critical Studies in Culture and Politics is to reach out across these
divisions, in order to explore and reimagine the relationship between mothering and 215 century feminism.

The history of feminist encounters with motherhood and mothers is long and complicated, and the narrative
about these encounters has often been framed in negative terms (O’Reilly, 2016:Ch.4). The subjects of mothers
and motherhood have presented vital yet complex, even problematic issues for feminists and feminist theory alike
(Hallstein, 2010: 280). From second-wave feminism through to the fourth wave, feminist debates on mothers and
motherhood have shifted in emphasis and evolved over time but continue to cause disagreements and conflicts
among feminist critics, as well as also produce new and compelling insights (Palmer, 1989; O’Reilly, 2016; Gibson,
2014). However, as Amber E. Kinser (2010: 161) states: ‘the terrain of motherhood [...] is still difficult ground for
most women to navigate [...] despite feminist effort and accomplishment, women still are largely thought of first
in terms of maternal capacity’ (see also Bueskens, 2018; Nelson and Robertson eds., 2019). One of the fundamental
reasons for this is the enduring connection between mothering and lesser social status, according to critic Wendy
Chavkin who has it that,

motherhood is one of the most intimate and essential of human connections and therefore of concern
to all; and female biological reproductive capacity and social assignment for childcaring and the
maintenance of domestic life have been centrally connected with women’s subordinate status across
many cultures and historic eras. (Chavkin, 2010: 4)

For critics and scholars, further analysis of motherhood is crucial because of the connections between the
creation of gender codes and intersecting categories of oppression such as race and class (Mack, 2018). The
identification of motherhood with female biology has resulted in a degree of matrophobia which has contributed
to a reluctance in feminist debates to engage thoroughly with mothering and mothers (Mack, 2018). Defined as
the fear of becoming one’s mother (Kinser, 2008:33), matrophobia has impeded feminist engagements with
mothering and created damaging divisions within feminism itself. Amber E. Kinser explains how feminist
daughters’ anxieties over retaining the undesirable and oppressed aspects of their mothers and their mothers’ lives
have led to generational divisions. Thus, “a fear of becoming one’s literal mother, or figurative ‘mother’, is [...] a
common theme in feminist living and writing” (Kinser, 2008:33). Lynn O’Brien Hallstein’s book, White Feminists
and Contemporary Maternity (2010) also presents a compelling investigation of the notion of matrophobia, its causes,
and the damage this idea has caused to feminism’s engagement with mothers and mothering, as well as the divisions
matrophobia has generated within feminism itself. These divisions are further compounded by simplistic
definitions and perceptions of motherhood as aligned with class- and social privilege, compulsory heterosexuality,
and gender role conformity (see examples given in O’Reilly, 2016: Ch.4). Hallstein advocates a series of strategies
for ‘purging’ feminism of matrophobia, thereby generating a fuller understanding of the relationship between
feminism and mothering (Hallstein, 2010: 132). Extending these efforts, this special issue aims to shift the narrative
of 21+ century feminist encounters with motherhood to a more realistic and enabling account. The articles featured
here participate in and contribute to these important attempts to move debates around feminism and motherhood
on from matrophobia and notions of essentialism to a recognition of constructive diversity and common grounds.

" University of Gloucestershire, UK
*Corresponding Author: cheyer@glos.ac.uk
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This special issue forms part of re-energised feminist efforts to engage with motherhood, mothers and
mothering in both popular culture and academia.! In her article, “Looking Back 2018: Motherhood and Other
Stories” for the online magazine Frieze, commentator Carmen Winant describes the rising preoccupation with
motherhood and mothers’ experiences in popular culture. She says of 2018 that it was, ‘a remarkable year for texts
on [motherhood], so long ghettoised by artists and writers alike” (Winant, 2018). Winant describes the significance
of reading these books on mothers as a shock of recognition — ‘like holding up a mirror to a face that didn’t know
it had a reflection’ (Winant, 2018). Similarly, “Is Motherhood the Unfinished Work of Feminism?”, Amy
Westervelt’s eloquent 2018 article in The Guardian, also highlights the currency of motherhood as a feminist issue.
Westervelt argues that a dichotomy has arisen, between the proliferation of material on motherhood and mothers’
experience, and the reluctance shown by some feminist critics to include examinations of motherhood in
discussions of the fourth wave, leading to the perception that ‘discussion of motherhood in feminist theory is [...]
verboten’ (Westervelt, 2018). Westervelt’s argument that motherhood is seen as such a problematic issue by some
feminist critics that it is best avoided or glossed over in debates can be seen in some recent publications on fourth-
wave feminism which minimise discussions of motherhood (see for example Cochrane, 2013; Frances-White,
2018). However, in affirming the validity of feminist engagement with motherhood, Westervelt adds that, “What
some theorists forget [...] is that ideas and expectations around mothering impact all women, whether they have
children or not” (Westervelt, 2018). This point is central to discussions in this special issue; it marks a significant
shift in thinking and takes the debate around motherhood beyond biological essence and heterosexual mothers, to
suggest that all women are impacted by social and cultural constructions and expectations of mothers whether they
are mothers or not, and whether they are cisgender or not. These important changes in critical emphasis have
helped move debates around motherhood, and important shifts in motherhood studies are changing the focus of
feminist debates ‘from noun to verb’ (O’Reilly, 2010: 379) (see also Rye et. al., 2017). These and other questions
are examined in this special issue of Fewinist Encounters: A Jounrnal of Critical Studies in Culture and Politics, which is
dedicated to the critical analysis of contemporary mothering and its glocal representations and manifestations. In
this interdisciplinary special issue, critics and scholars from a wide range of academic fields contribute to these
important debates through a series of feminist encounters with motherhood, offering original and compelling
examinations of how we might rethink, revise and re-present mothers, mothering and feminism in the 215 century.

Several of the articles in this special issue explore topics or case studies related to, broadly speaking, the politics
of feminist engagements with mothering, mothers and motherhood in popular culture and representation. In her
2014 book, Queering Motherbood: Narrative and Theoretical Perspectives, the critic Margaret Gibson argues that in order
to engage with motherhood, feminist scholars and commentators have needed inclusive and wide-ranging critical
approaches which break down the boundaries between popular culture and the academy. She puts it thus: “[i]n
taking motherhood seriously, scholars of motherhood and mothering have already challenged the very divisions
between ‘high theory’, low theory’, and real life” (Gibson, 2018: 9). In this special issue, several articles examine
the relationship between popular cultural representations of mothers and feminism. Lisa Tsaliki’s article, “The
Exoticisation of Motherhood: The Body Politics of Pregnant Femininity through the Lens of Celebrity
Motherhood,” reflects feminism’s concern with popular cultural representations of mothers and motherhood.
Using public figures such as Kim Kardashian and Beyoncé as case studies for her investigation into the politics of
representation, Tsaliki contextualises their ‘celebrity motherhood’ within racial, sexual, and postfeminist critical
discussions. Tsaliki argues that the public nature of these women’s embodiment and experience of motherhood
adds an educational and pedagogical dimension to their identities as mothers. In her article “Glocalised
Motherhood: Sociality and Affect in Migrant Mothers’ Online Communities,” Leah Williams Veazey explores the
important role and function of online communities for migrant mothers in Australia. Drawing on analysis of
interviews with mothers from a range of ethnic groups and migrant communities, Veazey looks at the extent to
which online communities can bridge the gap/rupture expetienced by migrant mothers. These articles thus
demonstrate how feminist analyses highlight intersecting categories of oppression in representations of mothers
and motherhood in contemporaty social media and popular culture.

Unsurprisingly, a number of articles in this special issue concern themselves with the politics of representation,
and investigate the significance of feminist theory in analysing maternal portrayals in various art forms. This
preoccupation with art and representation can also be seen in Adalgisa Giorgio, Gill Rye, Victoria Browne, Emily
Jeremiah, and Abigail Lee Six’s (2017) edited book Motherhood in Literature and Culture: Interdisciplinary Perspectives from
Eurgpe which examines recent debates and explorations of motherhood and its representation. The literary, filmic
and artistic representations of mothers and mothering encountered in this issue’s articles are multi-dimensional
and complex, and open to a variety of meanings and interpretations (see also Rye et.al, 8). In their article, “Curating
‘Creative Dystocia’ Exhibiting the Relationship between Artists, Identity and Motherhood in Twenty-first Century
Australian Art,” Courtney Pedersen and Rachael Haynes explore the complexities and links between artists,

I These renewed efforts have also been noted by Rye et.al., in their insightful essay collection Motherhood in Literature and Culture: Interdisciplinary
Perspectives from Eurgpe (2017)
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artwork, identities and motherhood. In their article, Pedersen and Haynes examine the relationship between 215
century feminism and motherhood, arguing that contemporary artists are keen to avoid the essentialism associated
with some second-wave feminist art, instead opening the subject of mothering up to diverse and innovative
investigations, representations and audiences. Examining visual and artistic representations of mothers and
mothering, Clare Nicholson explores the impact of medical drawings and models on cultural understandings of
mothers, maternal bodies, in light of social class and other life circumstances. Her article, “Speculative Obstetric
Models: Remaking Historical Anatomical Models to Visualise Epigenetic Agency,” explores the possibilities
engendered through innovative representational strategies for challenging normative institutional constructions of
motherhood and corporeality through new ways of visualisation. Feminist engagements with motherhood have
also interrogated affective dimensions in relation to representation and cultural norms and expectations of mothers.
On Mother’s Day 2019 (315t March), BBC Radio4 offered a feature by historian Professor Emma Griffin, entitled
An Alternative History of Mothering (Griffin, 2019). The programme explored the widely held notion that
maternal love is natural. Relating the clichés regulatly circulated on Mothet’s Day, Griffin turns to history to debunk
what she calls ‘the motherhood myth’, a set of feelings and behaviours defined as essential to mothers and
according to which all women are judged. These persistent ideas about and constructions of mothers continue to
impact on women and 21C feminism’s engagement with motherhood, as several articles in this special issue
illustrate. In her article, “Enacting Motherhood Online: How Facebook and Mommy Blogs Reinforce White
Ideologies of the New Momism”, Charity L. Gibson examines the opportunities provided by social media and
blogs for mothers to express themselves, but also cautions against the reaffirmation of patriarchal ideology through
such representations. Charity L. Gibson’s article investigates the significance of the ‘momosphere’ in constructing
maternal identities and modes of self-representation. Through analysis of the ‘momosphere’ and the mothering
styles depicted through these channels, Gibson investigates the extent to which online identities have the potential
to interrogate or deconstruct dominant ideological constructions of maternal identities. Amanda Konkle’s article,
“Mothering by the Book: Horror and Maternal Ambivalence in The Babadook (2014),” explores representations of
horror and maternal ambivalence in the 2014 film The Babadook. Konkle’s incisive reading of the film focuses on
the harmful effects of the neoliberal ideology of ‘intensive mothering’ vis-a-vis the blurring of boundaries between
mother and child in attachment parenting. These articles’ discussions of the politics of representing mothers
present compelling arguments for the necessity of reimagining motherhood.

Several articles in this special issue engage with important aspects of feminism and motherhood from global
perspectives, challenging issues such as inequality between the West and the Global South and East, transnational
surrogacy and adoption, race/ethnicity, migration, to name but a few. Black and postcolonial feminist critics have
foregrounded the various inequities between the West and the Global South, arguing that, ‘examining motherhood
as if there is a universal maternal subject who is oppressed by the institution of motherhood in homogenous ways
is problematic’ (Mack, 2018). Amber E. Kinser (2010: 161) adds that: “Expectations for what mothering should
look like also are often based on middle-class or upper-middle-class life for white people.” Wendy Chavkin draws
attention to the complications and complexities of global motherhood — ‘a world in flux about the most intimate
of human connections, a world wide open to a host of possibilities for reconfiguring family and parenthood, and
perhaps of liberating women from the constraints of reproductive biology’ (Chavkin, 2010: 3). Research on
feminism and motherhood in relation to reproductive rights, gestational surrogacy and adoption problematised by
transnational relations and global inequality is one of the subjects featured in this special issue. In their article, “The
Role of Culture in Negotiating Reproductive Rights of Diaspora Heterosexual Nigerian Women,” Ezinne Lynda
Anizoba and Samantha Davis examine the contexts and relationships which maintain specific cultural practices
cultural practices that shape and influence the reproductive rights of Nigerian women in Britain. The contradictions
between Nigerian women’s rights in Nigeria and those of Nigerian diaspora women are analysed, in order to
interrogate the enduring gendered social hierarchy that continues to affect Nigerian women in Britain in regards
to their reproductive rights. Through the analysis of written memoirs, Eva-Sabine Zehelein’s article, ““India is our
Twins’ Motherland:” Transnational Cross-Racial Gestational Surrogacy and the Maternal Body in “IP Memoirs,””
investigates the systemic inequities and other issues associated with affluent women from the global north using
gestational hosts (surrogate mothers) from the global south. Zehelein’s study examines the postcolonial and
feminist contexts for these representations of mothering identities and their problematic relationship to global
inequity.

Investigations of global motherhood and crime furthermore challenge gender stereotypes and representations
of criminality in relation to mothers as victims and perpetrators. In her article, “How Could a Mother Do That to
Her Children?”: Filicide and Maternal Ambivalence in Croatian Media and Online Discourse”, Barbara Plei¢ Tomi¢
investigates representations of filicide in Croatian popular print and online media such as internet forums. Through
analysis of the contradictory representations of mothers in these texts, Tomi¢ highligchts the constructions of
maternal monstrosity and otherness generated by those texts through her analysis of depictions of filicide, maternal
agency and violence. The significance of popular culture in resisting and combatting racialised state violence against

© 2019 by Authot/s 3/6



Beyer | Motherhood and 21+ Century Feminism: Reaching out Across the Divide

marginalised groups in the USA is the topic of Michelle Hite’s article “Beyoncé, Black Motherhood, and the Return
of Wrenching Times.” Hite explores Beyoncé’s role in reclaiming black parenting and overcoming police violence
against and killing of black children, thus recuperating and empowering black mothers. Such important
interventions from global and culturally marginal feminisms draw attention to the ways in which the patriarchal
institution of motherhood is used to underpin race and gender inequities, and the role and function of
representation in resisting that dominance (Mack, 2018).

A focus on global motherhood draws attention to inequality in work and employment contexts, issues which
are central to feminism. Critic Petra Bueskens argues that motherhood, rather than gender, is the key differentiating
factor between men and women causing pay inequality, lack of opportunities, and lack of career progression
(Bueskens, 2018). Several of the articles in this special issue explore connections between motherhood, class, race,
global locations, inequity and work, through a feminist lens. Drawing on the findings from a 2016-7 research
project undertaken by the Women’s Studies and Development Centre, University of Delhi, India Ridhima Tewari
and Manjeet Bhatia’s article, “Mothers at the Malls: A Study of Glocal Aspirations and Mothering from Delhi,”
explores the class inequities and complexities confronting mothers who work and shop in the mall, and the
contradictions between private domains and aspirational globalisation. These issues are vital to feminism, because,
as Chavkin points out, ‘the association of women with biologic and social reproduction remains the determinative
factor underlying job segregation by gender and the gender wage gap in developed economies; and is still associated
with female mortality and deprivation in developing ones’ (Chavkin 2010:4). Dena Aufseeser’s article, “Mothering
in the Context of Poverty: Disciplining Peruvian Mothers through Children’s Rights,” examines Peruvian class
contexts and discourses, and their implications for the construction and definition of motherhood and social class.
Aufseeser focuses on the construction of the perception of ‘bad’ mothering caused by the cultural tradition of
children working alongside adults. Gina Crivello, Jo Boyden and Alula Pankhurst’s article ““Motherhood in
Childhood’: Generational Change in Ethiopia” provides a compelling analysis of the changing role and function
of motherhood in the lives of girls and young women in Ethiopia, through a fifteen-year study of a group of young
females living in poverty. Marriage and motherhood in childhood was regarded as the norm in previous
generations, and the conflict between past expectations and present-day norms for girls continues to complicate
the picture. This research gives a detailed insight into the changing priorities and options regarding motherhood
for girls and women in the global south, demonstrating how motherhood scholarship can throw new light on
important feminist questions regarding gender inequality and privilege.

Feminist debates around gender, sexuality and mothering are a vital point of engagement in several articles and
features in this special issue, and have also been examined in the news media. Ashley Noel Mack defines the term
motherhood as ‘both a complex set of experiences individuals embody and a symbolic social institution that has
been used to regulate human behavior through cultural norms and social scripts that are discursively struggled over
across history’ (2018, n.p.) (see also O’Reilly 2016; Bueskens, 2018). The difficulty of navigating the contradictions
between these two points has been central to feminism’s engagement with motherhood since the second wave, as
is the continued questioning of social and cultural stereotypes in light of the experiences and realities of non-binary
and lesbian mothers. This work is all the more important, since popular cultural constructions of mothering and
motherwork remain stubbornly normative, as a recent example illustrates. In March 2019, the ITV television
programme Good Morning Britain featured a discussion of whether men can be mothers with critic Amy Nickell. In
the programme, Nickell was mocked by the presenter who insisted that mothering can only be done by women,
whereas Nickell made the point that men can and do perform mothering work and assume mothering roles. The
ensuing argument, and the reactionary attitudes espoused by the presenter during the argument, reflect Kinser’s
assertion that:

An image of a heterosexual, two-parent household that is wholly financially independent and has one
parent whose time and energy are available for home care and child rearing still shapes what “gets to
count” as a family in social and institutional policy. (Kinser, 2010: 161)

The fact that the Good Morning Britain debate centred on essentialism versus social conditioning demonstrates
why further critical work on decolonising mothers and motherhood is so pertinent for 215t century feminists.
Recent feminist debates support these efforts. Scholar Andrea O’Reilly argues that the category of mother is
distinct from the category of woman, and that the marginalisation and oppression mothers face is caused by their
social and psychological work as mothers. In other words, feminist criticism needs to separate the experience and
practice of mothering from the identity of the mother (O’Reilly, 2016).

Other recent aspects of popular debate highlight feminist problematisations of mothering, gender, and
sexualities. In January 2019, American-based commentator and executive producer of the parenting podcast, The
Longest Shortest Time, Hillary Frank, produced a list of what she considered to be the eight most pertinent and
important books on motherhood. In compiling the list, Frank consulted journalist Amy Westervelt who
commented on the need for feminist discussions of motherhood to expand parameters and question normative
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assumptions. Westervelt argues that, ‘like so much of feminism in general, discussions about motherhood in
America far too often center straight, cis-gendered, white, middle-class women, a fact that [...] perpetuates the
marginalization of other types of mothers’ (cited in Frank, 2019). The need to question and resist dominant
constructions of motherhood and to explore multiple dimensions of mothering, including representations and
experiences of non-binary and lesbian mothers, is examined in detail in this special issue. Mollie Ann Kervick’s
article, “Embracing Maternal Eroticism: Queer Experiences of Pleasure in Maggie Nelson’s The Argonaunts,”
explores Maggie Nelson’s 2015 novel The Argonants, focusing on the erotics of motherhood, and the significance
of sexualities for mothering and mothers. Drawing on Audre Lorde’s discussions of the erotic, Kervick argues
that, through its representations of maternal sexuality, The Argonants seeks to transgress patriarchal containment of
mothers to the private sphere. Margaret F. Gibson’s 2014 book Queering Motherhood: Narrative and Theoretical
Perspectives explores the opportunities as well as challenges of opening up motherhood to disruption, thereby
destabilising normative mainstream dominant discourses and social/cultural institutions. Gibson points out that a
number of works have been published in recent years focusing on queer pregnancy, adoption and family-building
— these works often straddle genres, between popular, literary, autoethnographical, academic — in order to explore
alternate dimensions of mothering (2014: 7). She demonstrates that queering, rather than being an individual
undertaking, also involves relationships, communities, and definitions, and that challenges to normativity can take
a number of different forms. Gibson argues that motherhood as a term and a category can be profoundly
destabilised and problematised by queering — ‘pulled outside of expectation’ (Gibson, 2014: 1-2). Thus, Gibson
concludes, ‘queering motherhood becomes a truly expansive project, an endeavor that might profoundly destabilise
existing social relations, institutions, and discourses’ (2014:2). I was delighted to have the opportunity to interview
Roisin Ryan-Flood about her work on lesbian motherhood and concepts of kinship. Ryan-Flood’s 2009 book
Lesbian Motherbood: Gender, Families and Sexual Citizenship argues for a new way of looking at lesbian motherhood
which sees it as part of a continuum of kinship relations, rather than a transgression of heteronormative definitions
and relationships. Using specific case studies and comparative analytical methods, Ryan-Flood’s critical
engagement with motherhood studies contributes new and important dimensions to feminist debates. This
interview with Roéisin Ryan-Flood explores her academic research into lesbian motherhood and issues around
family construction and social/cultural change, taking her book as its statting-point for a discussion of diverse
mothers, lesbian and non-binary mothers in the context of ideas about and discussions around kinship and its
changing definitions. Gibson has made the important point that both political debates and academic literature
frequently marginalise or leave out those whose lives do not conform to mainstream norms and expectations
(Gibson, 2010:4). However, as we see in the articles presented in this special issue, popular culture and literature
play a vital role in representing non-binary, lesbian and queer mothering.

In this special issue, the terms motherhood, mothering, and mother are used interchangeably, recognising the
benefits of avoiding a single, potentially reductive term, and instead opening debates and investigations up to multi-
dimensionality (see also Rye, G., Browne, V., Giorgio, A., Jeremiah, E., Six, A.E., 2017, who utilise a similar
approach to motherhood terminology). As Andrea Liss (2004: 25) states,

Feminists today no longer need to accommodate themselves to divisionist debates that create an
either/or dogmatism between feminist and mother. Indeed, if the mother is no longer placed in
opposition to feminism, that is, held in contempt of feminism, a redefined field of possibilities opens up
to cultural theory, art history, art practice and the lived material experiences of women for rethinking
the representation of motherhood as more than a sign of codified femininity or as a muted allegory.

The special issue thus presents a number of feminist encounters with mothering, motherhood, and mothers
which refute the association of gender essentialism with mothering (O’Reilly, 2016) and underline the continued
significance of scholarship on motherhood (Gibson, 2014: 7) as a “redefined field of possibilities” (Liss, 2004: 25).
To echo Amy Westervelt’s question as to whether motherhood is the unfinished work of feminism: the diversity
of feminist voices and perspectives in this special issue suggest that, far from being verboten, the subjects of
mothering and motherhood are compellingly and keenly engaged with. Reaching out across the divide, the
investigations in this special issue engender constructive and productive encounters between 21t century feminism
and motherhood.
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First of all, thank you, Réisin, for generously sharing your ideas and thoughts on the subject of 215t century
feminism and lesbian motherhood.

Roéisin is a Senior Lecturer in Sociology and Director of the Centre for Intimate and Sexual Citizenship (CISC)
at the University of Essex. Her research interests include gender, sexuality, citizenship, kinship and migration and
she has published widely in these areas. She also has a longstanding interest in feminist epistemology and
methodology. Her book Lesbian Motherbood: Gender, Families and Sexual Citizenship was published by Palgrave in 2009
and remains the only monograph to explore lesbian parenting in a comparative context. She is co-editor of Silence
and Secrecy in the Research Process: Feminist Reflections (Routledge, 2009) and Transnationalising Reproduction: Third Party
Coneeption in a Globalised World (Routledge, 2018). She has been co-editor of the journal Sexualities: Studies in Culture
and Society (Sage) since 2012. She is currently working on a monograph about gender and intimacy in the digital era.

Motherhood has presented feminist critics and scholars with complex questions surrounding agency and
identity. In her 2013 book, Mothering Queerly, Queering Motherhood: Resisting Monomaternalism in Adoptive, Lesbian,
Blended, and Polygamouns Families, the critic Shelley M. Park comments on these questions, stating that,

The family is a point at which the axes of feminism, postcolonialism and queer theory frequently diverge.
During the 1970s and 1980s, feminists critiqued the family as a site of patriarchal oppression. In
response, women of color and critical race theorists pointed out that families of color were a critically
important site of resistance to racism and colonization. As feminism began to develop more
intersectional analyses of gender as inflected by race, class, nation (and other variables), more nuanced
analyses of the family slowly began to emerge, resulting in what is now a prolific field of motherhood
studies that provides one important (if albeit still underdeveloped) point of contact for postcolonial and
feminist theorists. (Park, 2013:17)

In this Feminist Encounters special issue, we are investigating the relationship between feminism and 21st
Century motherhood. This includes examining diverse family configurations, evolving feminist positions, and
discussions in relation to these important topics.

Charlotte Beyer: Réisin, I’d like to start by discussing your book on lesbian motherhood. It is a really
compelling book which raises pertinent questions in relation to motherhood, parenthood and sexuality, some of
which are echoed in the articles featured in this special issue.

What are the main themes and questions you investigated in your book Lesbian Motherhood: Gender, Families and
Sexnal Citizenship?

Réisin Ryan-Flood: The book explored the experiences of lesbians who have children after coming out, in
the context of an openly lesbian lifestyle. While lesbians have always been mothers, previous generations typically
became mothers in the context of a heterosexual relationship or encounter and came out subsequently. There is
now a well-established ‘lesbian and gay baby boom’ or ‘gayby boom’. My book was one of the first monographs
to look at this group. I have long been interested in questions of gender, sexuality and citizenship. Lesbian
motherhood seemed like an interesting topic to explore those intersections and reflected my wider interests in
gender, kinship and subjectivity. When I began reading on the topic, I was struck by how many studies focused on
the children in these families, treating lesbian parents as a ‘needs satisfying other’, in a way that completely obscured
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lesbian parents’ own subjectivities and experiences. I was curious about how this relatively new demographic —
lesbians who have children after coming out — understand their experiences. How did they narrate their
reproductive decision making, including choices about donors? What was it like to be a lesbian in fertility and
maternity care contexts? Or at the school gate? How did lesbian parents navigate the everyday spaces of parenting?
What about the experiences of couples who have children together — how is biological ‘difference’ understood?
Was it a power imbalance in lesbian couples where one woman was the biological (and legal) mother and the other
was not? How are these experiences mediated by sexual citizenship and state contexts? Finally, I was also interested
in negotiations of shared care in these families and how this was navigated in same sex relationships.

The book was also the first to explore lesbian motherhood in a comparative context, drawing on my
comparative research in two European countries, Sweden and Ireland. At the time they seemed to be very different
in relation to LGBT rights. Sweden had a reputation for social progressiveness and was one of the first countries
to introduce legal recognition of same sex partnerships in the form of registered partnerships in 1995. Yet that
same legislation expressly prohibited all parenting possibilities for lesbian and gay people, including access to
adoption, assisted reproduction and fostering. So you could have your relationship with your same sex partner
recognised by law, but there were clear prohibitions on lesbian and gay parenting. This subsequently became a key
terrain for queer equality rights and a high-profile issue in a Swedish context. In contrast, there was no public
discussion of lesbian and gay parenting in Ireland or even same sex partnership rights. However, one private clinic
advertised their donor insemination services to lesbian women. The invisibility of lesbian parents in Ireland meant
that they were less regulated and the private sector could offer opportunities that were not available to their Swedish
counterparts. Local health boards in Ireland also placed adverts for foster carers in LGBT publications. This was
not because they were strong advocates of LGBT rights, but rather the chronic shortage of foster carers meant
they had to expand their criteria. So, while the assumption was that lesbian parents would have an easier time in
Sweden than in Ireland, the reality was more complex when you looked at the situation more closely. I was
interested to see how these two contrasting social contexts affected lesbian women’s reproductive choices and
experiences.

I am a strong believer in and advocate of original research on queer lives in diverse geographical contexts. There
is still so much that we don’t know about queer histories and experiences. This is a source of constant frustration
to me but also ignites my passion for my work. The lack of knowledge about so many queer lives is a reflection of
its marginalisation by mainstream scholars and sends a message that queer lives don’t matter, or matter less. At a
time when we are seeing many positive changes in relation to sexual citizenship in many parts of the globe —
including in relation to lesbian parenting — it is more imperative, not less, that we document queer lives. These
histories risk being lost forever if they are not recorded.

Charlotte Beyer: I think these topics and problems that you’ve just outlined are incredibly important. They
have rarely been looked at in this way before, particular with regards to the specific Irish and Swedish case studies
you examine. As a Danish woman myself, I found your discussion of Swedish lesbian motherhood and
Scandinavian contexts in general really fascinating. The feminist work of documenting lives and histories is an
ongoing effort, and I think you are right to highlight the need for continued effort to research and discuss sexual
citizenship.

What are the shortcomings and blind spots in feminist debates around mothers and parenthood as you see
them?

Roéisin Ryan-Flood: Well, firstly I think there is lots of amazing work on motherhood. Much early feminist
work in this field was critical of the prevailing narratives of motherhood, which implied that women should seek
sole satisfaction and subjecthood through mothering. (I would argue that to a considerable extent this remains a
part of popular culture discourses of motherhood today!). Understandably, feminists rejected this narrative, which
obscured women’s frustrations around motherhood and limited their possibilities. However, feminists also
highlighted the fact that although they loved their children, they hated the constraining circumstances of maternal
roles that relegated women to the home. Black feminists and others importantly highlighted the significance of
motherhood in terms of community and resistance. Later feminist work also pointed out the pleasures that women
derived from maternity, without idealising it. So feminist debates about motherhood have always been situated
within the context and history within which they take place. It has been difficult and ground-breaking for feminists
to highlight the frustrations of conventional motherhood expectations.

The second key terrain of motherhood literature concerns rights regarding reproductive control but also the
conditions within which motherhood takes place. It is still the case that state subsidised childcare is far from a
reality in most countries for example. Feminists are still fighting for workplaces to treat care responsibilities as
something that employers should accommodate rather than assume that they should behave as if they don’t have
any. I think much of today’s work on motherhood still addresses many of the traditional concerns about managing
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the balance of work and care. This is still seen as something that affects women more than men, because of the
unequal division of care labour and because of sexist assumptions in the workplace about mothers as employees.

Both of these literatures reflect interconnecting concerns about the lived realities of parenting. I don’t see this
as a blind spot, but I do see it as a reflection of the fact that women have a long, long way to go to achieve equality!
Here we are in 2019 and still arguing for basic rights like subsidised childcare and a degree of flexible working. The
world has changed and women are now present in paid employment in ever greater numbers after having children.
Yet the expectation is still that women should change, and not the workplace. It is still expected that both women
and men should behave as if they ate devoid of care responsibilities.

It is also the case that heterosexual women are often pitied if they do not have children, but also under pressure
to conform to particular motherhood norms if they do. I would argue that openly lesbian women are under less
pressure to have children. Until recently it was assumed that being lesbian meant that you wouldn’t become a
mother, but now that even Jodie Foster has come out as a lesbian mom it is no longer seen as a ‘contradiction in
terms’, which is how someone described it when I told them my research topic many years ago. I think that lesbians
have to both fight more to become mothers, but also face more acceptance if they choose 707 to, compared to
heterosexual women.

The third area of motherhood literature addresses the physical realities of motherhood. Some of this work
overlaps with the first two categories — breastfeeding in the workplace for example. It is still the case that women’s
bodies are treated as outside the norm and as problematic or offensive — witness our cultural silence around
menstruation and menopause for example. Any discursive intervention that challenges that and addresses women’s
expetiences, is therefore inherently valuable.

I particularly welcome some of the recent work on donor conception families that explores the experiences of
donors, and donor conceived people and their parents. This is a fascinating field that continues to require more
attention. It applies to many queer families, but not exclusively so — many heterosexual parent families are created
through donor conception.

So on the one hand, I think that the emphasis on these areas in most motherhood research, is important and
necessary. On the other hand, I think it would also be helpful to look beyond this in terms of social theory and
empirical work. In my book, in exploring the experiences of queer mothers, I considered what it was like to inhabit
a profoundly entrenched social norm in a different way. I wanted to see how they understood their experiences
and came to make the choices they had. What was it like for them, to become a parent outside of heterosexuality?
The experiences of minorities are always so marginalised in research and assumed to be irrelevant to everyone else,
yet we have so much to learn from them. This is something that I feel very strongly about. I am currently writing
a book chapter called ‘Queer Lives Matter’ that expands on this point — the epistemological and ontological
importance of queer lives for wider social research, in a context where they are increasingly seen to matter politically
on some level, but less so in social research.

Charlotte Beyer: In your book you make the compelling point that “academic research on lesbian and gay
parent families has largely centred around questions of sameness and difference — to what extent these families are
either ‘ordinary’ or ‘unique™. This point links back to the issues you touched on eatlier, regarding the significance
of documenting matginalised and/or unreported perspectives in relation to sexual citizenship, including lesbian
motherhood.

Could you say a bit more about this issue, and the possibilities offered in your book for resisting binaries such
as ‘ordinary’ and ‘unique’?

Roéisin Ryan-Flood: When I first developed an interest in this field, I was taken aback to discover that lesbian
(and gay) parent families were always, always considered in terms of their relationship to so-called norms. The
overwhelming emphasis in research was on the impact of their parents’ sexuality on the children. This was realised
in social research that emphasised the children’s inherent sameness compared to their peers raised by heterosexual
parents. There was a general obsession with how these children turned out — were they more likely to be gay
themselves? (No). Was being a lesbian or gay person somehow incompatible with being an effective parent? (No).
These questions reflect very homophobic assumptions of course about the inherent “wrongness’ of being queer
and having children at all. Nonetheless, this focus on developmental outcomes for children has been really
important in challenging homophobic assumptions in the courts. It used to be the case that if you came out as gay
you would automatically lose custody of your children. In many parts of the world, this hasn’t changed, but certainly
things have improved dramatically in the UK for example. Legislative change that facilitates access to assisted
reproduction by lesbians is another positive result that stems partly from this research. So while I find it frustrating
that so often research has been focused on refuting homophobic assumptions, I understand that it has been
necessary and believe that we owe a debt to those researchers.
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Another trend that emerged was one that emphasised positive differences. This is an important development,
because for so long difference was assumed to be inherently negative in relation to these families. Stacey & Biblarz
(2001) made an important epistemological point when they highlighted how researchers assumed that any
difference on the part of lesbian and gay parents would be bad, so they emphasised their overwhelming sameness
to heterosexual parents and did not consider any possibility of positive differences. Yet authors highlighted how
the children of lesbian and gay parents may see themselves as more open minded and aware of diversity in a
positive way for example. Gill Dunne’s (1998) work suggested that lesbians share childcare and domestic labour
more equitably and come up with creative new ways to achieve this. These are important findings. Yet inevitably,
a presentation of lesbian and gay parent families as inherently different in a positive way, just creates an essentialist
norm that again not everyone will live up to. It also means that these families are judged differently and must
conform to a higher standard in order to be accepted. Ultimately, any essentialist claims of good or bad parenting
based solely on sexual identity — whether heterosexual or gay — is nonsense. Good and bad parents are found in
every social group. Being straight or gay does not predispose you to performing better or worse parenting practices.
However, homophobic assumptions suggest that heterosexuals are better parents and that queers should not parent
at all. So the emphasis in theory and research on ways in which queer parents can do parenting ‘well’ or ‘better’, is
understandable. It represents a challenge to constructions of a queer identity and parenting as inherently
incompatible. I also think this rush to embrace positive difference, echoes what Sally R. Munt (1998) refers to as
the ‘pride/shame’ dichotomy that haunts queer subjectivities and expetience. The experience of being despised as
Other means that people resist by refuting that position of shame and proclaim a positive sense of their identity.
To me, this was echoed in some of the sameness/difference debates that haunt queer parenting research.

When anything is understood as ‘different’, it is always considered in relation to its otherness. But research that
looks at these families solely in terms of the extent to which they are either the same as, or different from, a
heteronormative standard (which many heterosexual parent families do not conform to either), is inevitably
limiting. We have to be free to look at these families in all their complexity. T'o me, this is an important development
that allows us to go beyond questions of how queer parents ‘perform’ and their children develop and opens up
much more interesting questions about wider configurations of kinship, gender, normativity, queerness, and
citizenship.

It is this effort to engage with questions beyond a binary opposition of sameness and difference that were at
the heart of my book. So I asked about the experiences of co-parents and how differences in relation to biological
parenthood were experienced and enacted within these families. How did they navigate sometimes powerful
notions of inequality — for example where only one parent is recognised legally in relation to the child she raises
equally from birth with her partner. I explored how social norms were experienced and engaged with within these
families, through their everyday experiences.

Charlotte Beyer: The critic Shelley M. Park in her book Mothering queerly, Queering Motherbood, asks “What does
it mean to mother queerly? And how might such practices |[...] queer the study of motherhood?” These questions
got me thinking about the symbolic and real aspects of motherhood and its representations.

Do debates around what constitutes a ‘real mother’ over-focus on biological aspects such as pregnancy, giving
birth, breastfeeding?

Roéisin Ryan-Flood: I think this is an important question. There are two things I would like to say about this.
Firstly, queer theory has always emphasised transgression and challenging normativity. There is a strand of queer
theory that is sceptical of what is called ‘the family turn’ in studies of LGBTQI lives. It sees the emphasis in
research on the turn to formal recognition of same sex relationships through marriage or civil partnership and the
‘gayby boom’ as problematic, because it is concerned with assimilation, or homonormativity, whereby there is a
new construction of the ‘good gay’ who is typically white, in a stable monogamous relationship and implicit in
conventional modes of capitalism. While I share a critique of homonormativity, I think it is problematic to assume
that all lesbian and gay parents are homonormative, or to simply assess to what extent they are or not. As I have
pointed out in my work, it creates a binary between the revolutionary queer and the heteronormative mother, with
lesbian moms stuck in the middle and apparently inhabiting neither space. Yet being a lesbian mother can be a
profoundly queer experience. Challenging heteronormativity at every stage of becoming a parent — whether at the
fertility clinic or adoption process, at the hospital, nursery and school — is a part of that experience. As a lesbian
parent, you have to stand up for your family as a way of protecting your child against ridicule and homophobia
directed at their family. This means coming out about your family form so that your child doesn’t have to. That
can certainly be experienced as a queering of everyday spaces in a productive way.

Secondly, the ability to transgress can be a signifier of privilege. In my research, this was often classed. Middle
class parents were able to inhabit space as queer parents more easily, because they could be ‘rich eccentrics’, or
access a liberal enclave through gentrification and affluence. So as I have argued in my book, queer theory is often
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unwittingly endorsing of queer privilege through the emphasis on transgression. Dismissing lesbian parents as ‘not
queer enough’, or simply assimilating to homonormativity or heteronormative social forms, ovetrlooks the
complexities of their experiences and the constraints faced by many.

Finally, it is the case that lesbian patrents are usually both queer and normative in complex ways. But rather than
resort to a binary understanding of their lives, I think we need to address what their experiences reveal about wider
social norms and build new theories that way. So once again, we’re back to the criticism of the binary that inhabits
so much work on these families. Therefore, while I welcome Parks’ question about how to mother queetly, I think
this cannot be the only way in which these families are of interest. Otherwise, they are set up to fail as either too
assimilative and not queer enough, or acceptable only to the extent to which they performatively produce new
queer relationalities that conform to a particular queer standard. Mostly, these are just parents trying to juggle care
and work and raise their children in a world that is still often hostile. But this does not mean that the question of
what it is to mother ‘queerly’ is redundant, just that it should not be the only yardstick by which these families are
measured. I think in my work I highlighted many interesting and provocative moments in queering kinship that
emerged from lesbian parents’ narratives. So for example, lesbian parents talking about how they saw the wider
gay community as a positive resource for challenging gender norms seemed profoundly queer to me.

In terms of defining motherhood, I think that on the one hand, anti-essentialist thinking — to which I subscribe!
— challenges the idea that there is one way of experiencing and understanding biological motherhood. We know
for example that while some women plan and welcome parenthood, many women find themselves in situations
where they do not. I think that feminist work has been important in challenging normative assumptions about
what a mother is and should be. In my own work, I presented cases of unplanned motherhood among my
participants — a young lesbian who gave birth to a child conceived through rape, and another self-identified lesbian
who had a consensual one night stand with a man and then had a child as a result. Their experiences of motherhood
were affected by the unplanned nature of it, although both did bond with their children eventually. It was also the
case that co-parents felt a tremendous bond and connection with the children that they had no biological or genetic
tie to. This is of course unsurprising as it is something that we know from adoptive parents for example. People
create family bonds with those whom they have no genetic connection. This has long been established as a queer
family practice, as Weston (1991) pointed out in her classic work on ‘families we choose’. But it is not exclusive to
queers, as adoptive parents have long illustrated. Weston’s work highlighted queer creativity in this regard — as
many LGBTQI people experience rejection or distancing from their families of origin, they create new kinship
communities based on love or friendship — families of choice. This notion of chosen kin has continued to be an
important insight in wider family and kinship studies.

My research with Swedish lesbian parents also highlighted the history of camaraderie and kinship between
lesbians and gay men. Many Swedish participants chose to co-parent with men, usually a gay male friend or couple.
This reflected a wider Swedish cultural norm of participatory fatherhood, whereby men are expected to be involved
parents rather than more removed breadwinners for example. This social norm became incorporated into Swedish
lesbians’ reproductive narratives, as they chose to have involved donors. Swedish participants often talked about
the queer community as a positive resource for progressive gender norms — with men who cooked and cleaned,
and women who fixed cars and did DIY. They saw this as beneficial to children, who would experience a range of
positive gender role models and grow up believing that women and men did not have to conform to traditional
gender norms.

Irish women were confident in their ability to create loving supportive families without involved donors. While
lesbians in both countries expressed a preference for a known donor — often referring to adopted children’s need
to know their biological origins - they achieved this differently. So in Ireland, lesbian parents chose to have a friend
or acquaintance as a donor so that they could convey his identity to a child when they were grown up, but he was
rarely an involved parent and in fact often his identity was kept secret (although would be disclosed to the child
when they were of age). This dramatic cross-national difference represented wider cultural norms about gender
and parenting. The fact that this was realised in lesbian women’s reproductive choices was a surprise to me, as
nothing had been written about this before. To me, this remains an important finding because it shows how
lesbians are not simply Other, but very much a product of the cultures and citizenship contexts in which they live.
Too often in social theory and empirical research, queer lives are treated as interesting only in relation to their
Otherness. We forget how much queers are also a product of particular cultures and societies and both inhabit and
repudiate wider social norms.

Charlotte Beyer: In your book you make the powerful assertion that “lesbian mothers often occupy an
uncomfortable place in academic work, torn between the pressure to be ‘normal’ in order to challenge homophobic
critics, and the subversive imperative of queer theory.” The issue of conformity in relation to sexual citizenship
and lesbian motherhood still looms large, both in individual lives and on a collective level.
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Could you expand on the important point you made, regarding the “uncomfortable place” occupied by lesbian
mothers?

Réisin Ryan-Flood: While there have been important changes in relation to family courts in some countries,
it would be a mistake to assume that there is now full equality and that lesbian and gay parents do not face particular
challenges. There is still enormous injustice and inequality in terms of ignorance that these families exist, as well as
outright homophobia. Recent protests in the UK around incorporating a mild recognition that LGBT people exist
in relation to sexuality and relationships education illustrates this. So work that continues to emphasise that the
children within these families are no different in terms of development outcomes remains important. That is why
I refuse to dismiss this work as simply a response to homophobia. It has made a difference and we owe it a debt,
even though I think that the question — to what extent these children and families are the same as or different from
a heteronormative family model - is problematic at best and downright homophobic and offensive at worst.

The lived experiences of these families indicate that it takes strength and courage to assert your identity and
protect your child. It is not as simple as just assimilating. As I highlighted in my book, lesbian parents often went
to great lengths to support their child and ensure that teachers and other parents knew about their family form so
that the child did not have to ‘come out’ about it. A recurrent theme was having to educate well intentioned nursery
and school staff about the needs of their particular families. I would say that this remains the case today. As I noted
eatlier, the ability to transgress is often a sign of privilege and much facilitated by particular gender, race and class
identities.

Some authors have argued that lesbian and gay parenting is part of a normative impulse in society. Yet they
ignore how non-normative it can feel to be a lesbian parent in daily life — at the school gate, or a playgroup for
example. However, it is also the case that LGBTQI people can feel the same pull to become a parent through
entrenched social norms that construct this as the most meaningful life path.

Charlotte Beyer: Your research in Lesbian Motherbood: Gender, Families and Sexual Citizenship compares and
contrasts attitudes to mothering and parenting among Swedish and Irish lesbian couples.

Could you briefly outline the biggest and/or most striking distinctions and differences you identified among
couples from these two countries, and the context behind those differences?

Roéisin Ryan-Flood: The biggest cross-national difference definitely centred around ideas about donors and
fatherhood. Lesbian parents in both countries usually preferred to have a known donor, because they thought that
this would be beneficial to children. The need for some adoptive children to know their origins was often cited in
support of this. In the UK, any child born through donor gametes or embryos can track down their donors when
they turn 18. This is also the case in Sweden and echoes this argument about the rights of adults to know their
biological heritage. It contrasts with countries like Spain, that emphasise secrecy and not disclosing a donor
conception as in the best interests of the child. So the point is that these are cultural constructions, rather than
pragmatic facts. The ethics around donor conception are complex and involve different sets of rights and actors —
donor conceived people, donors and social parents.

But while lesbian parents in Sweden and Ireland preferred a known donor, Irish women were content for him
to play a donor role with no involvement. However, Swedish lesbians also expected him to be an involved parent.
It was assumed that if a man donated sperm, he would also be an active father. At the time, it was not possible for
lesbians to access fertility treatment, including sperm donation, in Sweden. So they had the choice to go to
neighbouring Denmark for example, where it was also against the law for doctors to help lesbians with assisted
reproduction. However, a Danish midwife got around a loophole in the law and was able to offer sperm donation
because she was a midwife, not a doctor. So lots of lesbians from Sweden and Denmark travelled to her clinic for
insemination by anonymous Danish donor sperm. One couple I interviewed from Sweden used her services, but
opted to import sperm from the Sperm Bank of California (SBC), because it allowed them to use donor identity
release sperm, whereby the child could access the donor’s identity when they turned eighteen. This shows some of
the lengths that these women had to go to in order to create their families in a hugely unsupportive political and
social context. Most Swedish lesbian parents however chose to co-parent with a gay male friend or couple who
was also an active father. So the children grew up with three or four parents and sets of grandparents from birth.

On a practical level, this kinship arrangement meant that these children were surrounded by extensive family
networks. It was also often hugely complicated for the adults involved to navigate! For lesbians, co-parenting with
gay men who they may not have known well prior to having a child together presented some difficult challenges.
One participant described it as a process of becoming closer to one another over time, unlike in heterosexual
parent families where the couple is the starting point. This had some advantages — more people to love and care
of a child, personal growth in terms of communication — but also disadvantages. If a couple split up, then a child
had to navigate moving between three or even four homes, which was difficult for the child but also the adults
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who had less contact due to more shared time. It was also the case that in Swedish law only two parents are formally
recognised. So if a lesbian couple co-parented with a gay man or gay male couple, then the non-biological co-
parents were very vulnerable in the case of a relationship breakup or death. I interviewed women who experienced
these situations and sometimes things were resolved amicably, but sometimes co-parents were marginalised and
excluded and felt relatively powerless. This also relates to Butler’s (2002) important question: ‘Is &inship always
already heterosexnal”’ 1 would argue that the construction within the law of families as only consisting of two parents
reflects a heteronormative bias that overlooks the lived realities of queer families, at least in a Swedish context.

Charlotte Beyer: Your emphasis on kinship (rather than transgression) in in your book is really interesting,
because it presents an alternative model for representing and thinking about parenthood.
Could you explain this idea, in light of some examples from your research?

Roéisin Ryan-Flood: The fact that much prevailing work at the time focused solely on developmental outcomes
for children, meant that the subjective experiences of lesbian parents themselves were often ignored or overlooked.
If lesbian parents were considered, it was always in relation to how they either conformed to or challenged a
heteronormative standard. I really wanted to challenge these paradigms and ask different questions about these
families. This was because I felt that much of the prevailing work at the time — which was still interesting and
important — unwittingly reinforced this binary of sameness and difference. To me, these were simply not what was
interesting about these pioneering families. I attempted to redress this balance by asking lesbians about
reproductive decision-making, expetiences of co-parenting, and the everyday experiences of parenting outside of
heteronormativity.

At this point, I also want to highlight how brave and innovative this group was in choosing parenthood at a
time when certainly the law and wider society was profoundly unsupportive of them. It took a lot of courage to
choose to parent outside of heteronormative family forms. I would argue it still does, although there is certainly a
bigger infrastructure in place today and even visible role models in popular culture, which did not exist when I was
doing this research.

Moving beyond the binatry of transgression/assimilation meant asking different types of questions. I was
interested in how lesbians inhabit a cultural norm like motherhood and navigate it in their daily lives. The fact that
they were so invisible in popular culture perhaps gave them a certain freedom to be more experimental with their
family formation. There was definitely a sense of this being a pioneering group. At times I was awestruck in
interviews at how hard these women fought to have their families and to protect their children from homophobia
and ignorance.

In focusing on their lived experiences, and how they were situated as sexual citizens, parents and lesbians, it
was possible to move beyond binaries to explore the complexity of their narratives in relation to different issues.
So it became evident through discourses around choosing donors for example, that lesbians are also situated within
wider cultural discourses and social norms. Yet as lesbians, we are so constructed in much academic theory and
research as Other, that the ways in which we inhabit (and repudiate) particular social norms is often overlooked.
This is an important point, because it means that looking at queer lives teaches us about far more than queer lives!
So lesbian reproductive decision making is revealing of wider cultural discourses of fatherhood for example. The
fact that Swedish lesbians often chose known donors illuminates how entrenched the notion of participatory
fatherhood is within Swedish culture more broadly. Too often, the expectation is that studying queer lives will only
reveal insights applicable to queer lives, and that these insights are only interesting in terms of their exceptionalism.
This is the reinforcement of Otherness at an epistemological level. I believe that it is important to challenge this
and highlight how queer experiences reveal insights that are applicable to wider social theory and research.
Otherwise, queerness just becomes ever more marginalised even while we make concrete gains in terms of social
rights.

Charlotte Beyer: Shelley M. Park critiques the normative assumption that a child can only have one real mother
as the assumption of what she terms ‘monomaternalism’. She states that, “what is at stake in our claims about ‘real’
mothers is the notion that children must have on¢ and only one mother. Heteronormative power cannot countenance
polymaternal families and practices of childrearing.”

This critique seems to me to chime with your work?

Réisin Ryan-Flood: Yes absolutely, I think this is an important and interesting point. As I have mentioned
already, the legal framework in Sweden (and elsewhere) only recognises the possibility of two legal parents. Yet the
lived reality for many of the children growing up in these families in a Swedish context (and elsewhere) was that
they had three or even four parents. Dominant heterornormative discourses of kinship are centrally based around
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the ‘one mother, one father’ family form, even though different types of kinship — including the role of extended
families — exist throughout history.

The focus on monomaternalism relates to the role of biological motherhood in culture and normative
understandings of kinship. Lesbian couples who co-parented challenged this norm by having two mother figures
involved in a child’s life from birth. Of course this happens already with step parents for example, but I think that
there is something interesting about lesbian couples who parent together because they share parenthood with
another woman who is also their intimate partner. This matters, because another way in which lesbians are treated
problematically in academic theory and research on these families, is that they are often studied solely in relation
to their child’s needs and effectively desexualised as a result. Yet their status as erotic subjects co-parenting with
their lover is also meaningful. When I embarked on this research, I was curious about the experiences of co-parents
— the non birth-giving mother. I anticipated that this might be a sensitive topic among couples and wondered if I
should interview partners separately. What soon became apparent however, was that this was a topic that was
openly discussed and acknowledged within couple relationships. This was precisely because of their presence in
each other’s lives as partners and lovers. So far from being a taboo topic, it was very much something that women
felt comfortable being open about. This opened up a range of interesting discussions about gender, biology and
parenting. The findings of course revealed that biology does not determine parenting and that bonding can take
place in the absence of a biological relationship, or may take time to develop even when there is one. These complex
narratives of maternity are perhaps unsurprising and echo other work on biology and kinship.

Yet what was novel was navigating this situation in a context where co-parents at that time had no legal rights.
While this was not a problem when couples were happily together, it did make co-parents very vulnerable in the
context of a relationship ending, or their partner dying. In addition, the biological mother was not only the legal
parent, she was also more easily socially acknowledged as a mother. This was openly discussed and navigated
among participants and biological mothers often asserted their support for their partner’s motherhood status. Yet
it remained a power imbalance. The happily egalitarian narrative that informs the transformative/subversive binary
construction of these families overlooks the possibilities for inequalities that are built into these families when they
are not formally recognised by law in all of their complexity.

However, I also do not think that equality is simply built around ‘sameness’ and it is the case that for some
women, the biological relationship of motherhood was meaningful, especially when children were very young. 1
do not think it is necessary to ignore or denigrate those narratives of maternity, but it is important not to essentialise
them and recognise the diversity of experiences. Moving beyond binaries meant exploring these women’s
experiences and asking difficult questions of my participants about what it means to parent with and without a
genetic or biological relationship, and in the context of social and legal inequalities between partners.

Charlotte Beyer: Stories and experiences by LGBTQ+ parents and children contribute vitally to adding a
sense of complexity to social constructions of motherhood, family, and community, and importantly, documenting
histories of kinship.

A recent book that struck me as very interesting in this regard is the edited collection Spawning Generations: Rants
and Reflections on Growing Up with LGBTQO+ Parents (Demeter Press), edited by Sadie Epstein-Fine and Mazeda Zook.
In the Introduction, the editors state that the purpose of the book was to, “carv|e] out a space for our voices. It is
an attempt to create space for our stories without the pressures of having to conform to a narrative that demands
perfection.” This links with the rejection of essentialist identities which you mention, and which is so important
for feminism in evolving its discourses around mothers and motherhood.

Could you say a bit about gender flexibility as a dimension of your argument to ‘move beyond the binaties’
which I think sounds really fruitful for feminism, and also for motherhood scholars?

Réisin Ryan-Flood: During the late “90s, there was a brief flurry of excitement in the field of queer kinship
theory at the idea that lesbians and gay parents might parent differently in a positive way. So for example, Dunne
(1998) argued that lesbian couples found creative ways of sharing childcare and housework more equally. This was
often misinterpreted to assume that she was making an essentialist point about lesbian parenthood. In fact, she
argued that some lesbian couples may be freer from some of the constraints of dichotomous gender roles and that
this enables them to navigate parenting responsibilities differently. Her point about gender being played out
differently in queer communities intrigued me. Ultimately all essentialist identities are ridiculous and play into the
tired binary of sameness and difference, but nonetheless I think there is a lot more we need to understand about
how queers do gender. So for example butch/femme relationships play out in complex ways in relation to gender
that are both part of an erotic dynamic but also to do with subjectivities and identities and this is not necessarily
simply an emulation of heteronormativity or part of an unequal power relationship.

I explored the question of queer genders in relation to parenting in my book. Participants usually claimed to
share housework and childcare equally and that they felt it was easier to do this as women because they did not
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necessarily fall into prescribed roles, being capable at both traditionally feminine and masculine tasks for example.
Swedish lesbian parents also referred to gay fathers in the same way. They highlighted that the wider queer
community was a source of diversity in terms of gender performativity and felt that their children benefitted from
this. Recently, the notion of queer genders is something that I find myself returning to again and hope to explore
in future research on same sex couples, dating and intimacy.

Charlotte Beyer: Thank you so much, Réisin, for this really compelling discussion, and for providing so much
material for further reflection and research.
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ABSTRACT

This article contends that Beyoncé Knowles stages several spectacles in tribute to the mothers of slain Black
sons as an homage to Mamie Till-Mobley, the mother of 14-year-old Emmett Till, and interrogates the role
Beyoncé plays in supporting Black mothers in rescuing their dead children’s fate from the banlienes of racist
logic, and thus the normalising of Black children dying out of sequence. Knowles’s effectiveness results
from the appeals she makes to Black collective memory of the staggering offence the U.S. nation-state has
perpetuated against Black children. This article asserts that the relationship Knowles has forged with highly
visible Black mothers of murdered sons enacts what Daphne A. Brooks has defined as ‘Black feminist
surrogation,” which is ‘an embodied performance that recycles palpable forms of Black female sociopolitical
grief and loss as well as spirited dissent and dissonance.” To this end, Knowles, recuperates Mrs. Till-Mobley
as an icon of grief and in doing so, helps to define the Mamie Till-Mobley narrative of Black motherhood
as that which expresses the will to overcome the continued denigration of the integrity of Black parenting
as well as the sustained assault against Black mothers’ pursuit of justice for their children since 2012.

Keywords: celebrity, Beyoncé, Black Motherhood, Emmett Till, Mamie Till-Mobley

INTRODUCTION

Scholar Daphne A. Brooks draws on a reading of African American pop stars Beyoncé Knowles and Mary J.
Blige to define ‘Black feminist surrogation’ as ‘an embodied performance that recycles palpable forms of
sociopolitical grief and loss as well as spirited dissent and dissonance’ (Brooks, 2008: 180). For Brooks, such
surrogacy is effected through singing, which ‘marks a new era of protest singing that sonically resists, revises, and
reinvents the politics of Black female hypervisibility in the American cultural imaginary’ (Brooks, 2008: 180). This
article extends Brooks’s theory by using Beyoncé’s political interventions following the devastation wrought by
Hurricane Katrina in 2005, to argue that the singer has continued to deepen and expand the work of recycling
‘palpable forms of Black female sociopolitical grief and loss’ through the lens of Black motherhood. Thus,
alongside the resistance, revision, and reinvention that Brooks first identified, Beyoncé now recuperates a specific
narrative of Black maternal grief by recalling the experience and suffering of iconic Black activist, Mamie Till-
Mobley.

Mamie Till-Mobley emerged as a critical voice in American culture after her 14-year-old son, Emmett Till, was
found dead in the Tallahatchie River on August 28, 1955. Young Till left his home in Chicago, Illinois to visit
relatives in Money, Mississippi. Emmett had very little first-hand experience of either the customs or the laws
stipulating racial segregation that were strictly enforced in the American South. His ignorance proved tragic when
he entered Bryant’s Grocery and Meat Market and fatefully encountered Carolyn Bryant, the storeowner’s wife.
Mrs. Bryant claimed that while they were alone together in the store, Emmett accosted her. Acting on this claim,
her husband Roy Bryant and his half-brother, J.W. Milam stunned Emmett’s uncle Moses Wright and the other
members of his home when they showed up late at night armed and demanding to see the boy who had
dishonoured Mrs. Bryant. Fearing the harm that could come to his nephew, Wright pleaded with Bryant and Milam
to take him instead but only Emmett would satisfy the pair. Mrs. Till-Mobley was soon notified that her son had
been kidnapped at gunpoint.
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Ruth Feldstein’s scholarship on Mrs. Till-Mobley provides essential reading on her importance as an African
American woman, mother, and principal author of the politicisation of Emmett’s murder during the 1950s.!
Examining representations of Mrs. Till-Mobley in the White and Black news print media, Feldstein demonstrates
that ‘motherhood itself was a battleground on which the meaning of [Emmett| Till’s death was fought’ (Feldstein,
2000: 265). Using Mamie Till-Mobley as a prism, Feldstein emphasizes the ways that race problematizes the ways
that motherhood had been established as a site for claiming moral authority over children, for identifying their
remains, evoking sympathy for their loss, or secking justice in their names. Such an insight regarding race and
motherhood matters, given that Black mothers have repeatedly stood as witnesses to lethal, race-based violence.
As Karla Holloway contends, the ‘death of children should be unexpected events in the life-death cycle’ and yet
Black children’s experience of meeting an untimely death in the United States ‘had become familiar — and even
anticipated’ (Holloway, 2003: 131); this fact remains. Therefore, this article seeks to expand the scope of Mrs. Till-
Mobley’s role in politicising her son’s death, through a consideration of Beyoncé’s role in staging ‘Black feminist
surrogation’ and so demanding justice for murdered Black children through a revised and stylised presentation of
their mothers.

Thus, this article locates its interest in the role that Black mothers have played in rescuing their dead children’s
fate from the banlienes of racist logic and the normalising of Black children dying out of sequence.? I contend that
while the racist and patriarchal logic that denigrated Mamie Till-Mobley and sought to undermine her moral
authority as a mother surely proved challenging, she has emerged the victor on the battleground of memory. So,
as Mississippi tried to erase the brutal imprint of the marks it left on young Emmett’s body by first attempting to
bury him and then claiming he simply walked away (Whitaker 1988: 22, 41); as media reports tried to ease the
horror of this crime by making the boy a monster and his living accuser, Carolyn Bryant, an ethereal beauty (Tyson,
2017: 1), Black people who saw that boy laying brutalised and bloated in a glass-top casket or pictured ugly in ez
magazine remembered what they saw and recalled the courage of the woman who extended them their invitation
to look. As Ralph Ellison posited about Black American memory:

Negro American consciousness is not a product (as so often seems true of so many American groups)
of a will to historical forgetfulness. It is a product of our memory, sustained and constantly reinforced
by events, by our watchful waiting, and by our hopeful suspension of final judgment also to the meaning
of our grievances. (1995: 124)

Since 1955, the mobilising of Black motherhood as a marker of righteousness and fitness for exposing crimes
against Black children has been an exercise in Black collective memory. To that end, this article expands Brooks’s
articulation of ‘Black feminist surrogation’ through the figure and deliberate efforts of Beyoncé to consider her
current recuperation of Mamie Till-Mobley as an icon of grief. I assert that Beyoncé helps to define the Mamie
Till-Mobley narrative of Black motherhood as that which expresses the will to overcome the continued denigration
of the integrity of Black parenting (especially at the site of grief), the legitimacy of Black maternal grief, and the
sustained assault against Black mothers’ pursuit of justice for their children since 2012.

AESTHETICS OF GRIEF

The invitation Beyoncé extended to four Black mothers of slain sons to attend the MTV Video Music Awards
(VMA) at Madison Square Garden on August 28, 2016 sets in relief her clear recognition of the role that Black
mothers have historically played in demanding that the world look at the brutal, if not lethal, handling of Black
children at the hands of the state. Thus, 58-years to the day that Emmett Till was killed and thus in the aftermath
of his mother’s demand for witnesses to look upon the gruesome mess white supremacy made of her child,
Beyoncé invited a new generation of Black mothers whose children have been added to the nation’s dishonoured

I As this article engages extensively with the Jim Crow past that described race relations in the United States when Emmett Till was
murdered, and as his mother pursued justice for him, it insists on acknowledging the aspects of respectability that mattered to its key
subjects. To that end, I refer to Mamie Till-Mobley as Mrs. Till-Mobley throughout the article as Black women were routinely denied
courtesy titles at a time when they were commonly used in referring to or in addressing adults. In fact, Black women often used their
husbands’ first and last names along with a courtesy title to prevent white people from addressing them using their first names and so in a
way that suggests familiarity. Spike Lee provides an excellent case of this in 4 Ltk Girls (1997), his documentary film about the bombing
of the 16th Street Baptist Church on September 15, 1963. In the film, Mrs. McNair rails against a white nurse in the morgue who insists on
calling her ‘Maxine.” In her grief, Mrs. McNair corrects the woman’s racist presumption and boldly identifies herself as ‘Mrs. Chris McNair.”
2 In referring to the ‘banlienes of racist logic’ I aim to draw attention to the French term for the circle of suburbs surrounding a city, which
have become predominantly places of high rise public housing where ethnic minorities, and the poor, have been placed. These suburbs,
often the place of public riots, have seen state violence against racial and ethnic citizens, including police dragging pregnant Black women
on the ground, sometimes with their bare backed infant children on the cement in order to stop them from protesting their eviction from
apartments in the Seine-Saint-Denis suburb of Paris in 2010. See further: “Video of Forced eviction in Paris Suburb Prompts Shock,” France
24. https:/ /www.france24.com/en/20100730-video-forced-evacuation-patis-suburb-provokes-shock-tent-women-police-children
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roll to echo Mamie Till-Mobley’s demand to /e #he people see it (quoted in Whitfield, 1991 23). Beyoncé’s publicity
website Beyoncé.com shows the singet’s awareness of the VMAs coinciding with the date of Emmett Till’s death; it
features Moveon.org’s, Hactnowd Trayvon, which frames its narrative between the death dates of both sons and in doing
so it exemplifies the critically engaged memory that Ralph Ellison associates with Black American consciousness
(1995: 124).

The explicit call for activism expressed in the online petition mirrors the political activism of previous
generations in the wake of Emmett Till’'s murder. Thus, the message that Beyoncé posted on her website accepts
the call to make Trayvon Martin’s murder a rallying cry and her awards show guest list takes up that charge. Lezley
McSpadden, Gwen Carr, Wanda Johnson, and Sybrina Fulton attended the 2016 VMAs as Beyoncé’s guests. These
mothers, like Mamie Till-Mobley before them, became recognizable through the deaths of their sons. Like Mrs.
Till-Mobley, the mothers that invited as her guests made their critique of racism and power explicit. In previous
generations, as seen through the lens of Mrs. Till-Mobley, civil rights groups like the NAACP extended the witness
of a grieving mother to mobilize the public towards protest. Beyoncé’s online petition works in similar fashion.
Thus, the message that Beyoncé posted on her website accepts the call to make Trayvon Martin’s murder a rallying
cry and her award’s show guest list takes up that charge. Lezley McSpadden, Gwen Carr, Wanda Johnson, and
Sybrina Fulton attended the 2016 VMAs as Beyoncé’s guests. Each of their son’s deaths have shaped the visual
field of police brutality and racial violence that has led many to query the relationship between past atrocity and
contemporary horror.

Cell phone video taken from citizen journalists, police dash-cam video, and public surveillance video have
routinely captured instances of excessive force as well as lethal instances of police brutality being used against Black
people since the death of Trayvon Martin and the exoneration of his killer, George Zimmerman, on July 13, 2013.
These visual records document longstanding African American grievances concerning police brutality (Kelley,
2000: 24, 49). While the circulation of these visual records through social media has guaranteed a broader public
audience beyond Black communities, the list of Black victims of police brutality continued to grow. In many
communities across the United States outrage turned into protests.

One of the eatliest protests occurred in New York on July 17, 2014 when cell phone video showed 43-year-old
Eric Garner uttering “I can’t breathe” eleven times while officer Daniel Pantaleo held him in an illegal chokehold
(Lowery, 2019). Less than a month later, police officer Darren Wilson shot and killed 18-year-old Michael Brown
on August 9, 2014 in Ferguson, Missouri. Wilson fired the first shots after alleging that the unarmed Brown
attacked him through the window of his police SUV (Somashekhar and Kelly, 2014). According to Wilson, he fired
the lethal shots at Brown because he felt threatened when the injured Brown initiated a forward motion that he
interpreted as an aggressive charge (Somashekhar and Kelly, 2014). Making matters worse, the police left Brown’s
exposed, bullet riddled body in the middle of the street where he was shot for at least four hours (Bosman and
Goldstein, 2014).

The scene of Brown’s death provided an occasion for the mobilisation of grassroots activists who organised
themselves through the lens of #BlackLivesMatter, a hashtag which originated from a Facebook post that Alicia
Garza made after the acquittal of George Zimmerman in 2013 (Cobb, 2016). Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal
Tometi drew on their skills as organisers and activists, their identity as queer women of colour, and their deep
sadness and anger over the Zimmerman verdict to inform what became the Black Lives Matter movement (BLM).
BLM draws on the rootedness of its membership in their own local communities to respond to and disrupt
systemic violence against Black flourishing. BLM website frames its work as a movement through its “ideological
and political intervention” (Herstory, n.d.). Brown’s death carried the BLM message through the hashtag
#blacklivesmatter.

By the time Beyoncé appears at the VMAs with the mothers of the victims of police brutality and vigilante
violence, #blacklivesmatter identified and reclaimed even the dead who came before its genesis as falling within
its scope. For example, cell phone video captured on the Bay Area Rapid Transit platform on January 1, 2009
showed police officer Johannes Mehsetle shooting Oscar Grant I1I while he lay prone with his hands tied behind
his back (McKinley, 2010). The outrage and protests following Mehserle’s conviction on a lesser charge matched
the outcry at the sense of injustice experienced following similar verdicts in the BLM era.

Contemporary social media commentary, popular news articles, and classroom discussions have invested time
and attention on Michael Brown’s prone body, Oscar Grant’s open execution, Eric Garner’s pleas to breathe, and
Trayvon Martin’s ostensibly ominous hooded sweatshirt; these separate representations are often associated with
the powerful symbol of Emmett Till’s brutalised face. Mainstream media has voiced the association between past
and present horrors in thoughtful editorials from artists, journalists, and scholars including Claudia Rankine, Isabel
Wilkerson, and Elijah Anderson. Wilkerson’s reflections on Tamir Rice, the 12-year-old victim of Cleveland Police
Officer Timothy Loechmann’s quick trigger, destabilises certain claims about the progress the nation has made
towards racial justice. In 2014, Loehmann shot Rice within seconds of arriving on the scene of the boy playing
with a toy gun and did not stand trial for his actions. As Wilkerson notes in her New York Times article, ‘Emmett
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Till’s killers were acquitted by an all-white jury, but at least they had gone to trial,” (Wilkerson, 2016) and thus the
boy who symbolises the impoverishment of criminal justice for Black Americans appears the beneficiary of a
largess compared to Black Americans killed by police shootings during the 21st century. Anderson’s article for the
Washington Monthly (Anderson, 2013) accepts that there are similarities between Till and Martin, but urges greater
consideration for the nuances of contemporary articulations of race thus writing that, ‘these killings must be
understood as the result of very different strains of racial tensions in America’ (Anderson, 2013). According to
Anderson, Martin lived during a time that evidenced great tension between the extreme displacement of Black
Americans into urban ghettos and the incorporation of the largest Black middle class in American history. For
him, racism has greater complexity today than in Till’s time. In the face of what might be contemporary nuance,
the fact remains, for Rankine, that a fundamental experience of Black life in America has long been a permanent
‘condition of mourning’ within the daily outrage of untimely death and dying (Rankine, 2015).

Rankine’s characterisation of untimely death and horror as daily experiences for Black people in the United
States evokes Mamie Till-Mobley’s activism; in a similar way Deborah McDowell also grounds Mrs. Till-Mobley’s
political significance. As McDowell contends, Mrs. Till-Mobley established a ‘tradition’ of curating sites of witness
for dead Black children. Such a ‘tradition’ involves ‘[seizing] the political stage [and] refusing to be relegated to
roles as passive mourners’ (McDowell, 199: 169). Advancing a similar view, Rankine writes:

Mobley’s refusal to keep private grief private allowed a body that meant nothing to the criminal-justice
system to stand as evidence. By placing both herself and her son’s corpse in positions of refusal relative
to the etiquette of grief, she ‘disidentified’ with the tradition of the lynched figure left out in public view
as a warning to the black community, thereby using the lynching tradition against itself. The spectacle of
the black body, in her hands, publicized the injustice mapped onto her son’s corpse. (Rankine, 2015)

For Rankine, Mrs. Till-Mobley challenged the established ‘looking relations’ set within a white supremacist
context of terror so that ‘Black looks’ actively ‘[looked] back, and at one another, naming what we see’ (hooks,
1992: 95). Rankin contends that Mrs. Till-Mobley’s revaluation and operationalising of ‘Black looks’ directly
contributed to civil rights activism as it ‘reframed mourning as a method of acknowledgement that helped energize’
(Rankine, 2015) this movement for social change through embracing her son as its ‘sacrificial lamb’ (Hudson-
Weems, 1994: 95). As such, Mrs. Till-Mobley meticulously reads her world of racism and sexism in an effort to
create a broader public audience for grieving her son. Establishing a relationship to beauty would prove critical to
this effort.

In addition to the terrible odour that attended an encounter of Emmett’s body after it was recovered from the
Tallahatchie River on a hot Mississippi summer’s day, he was gruesomely disfigured. As Mrs. Till-Mobley
encountered her son for the first time in Ahmed Rayner’s mortuary, she saw a ‘large gash in his forehead,” an open
mouth and protruding tongue; she noticed that his lips were twisted and his teeth were bared just like a snatling
dog’s’; in addition to a gunshot wound, an eye was missing, and she ‘found that part of the ear was gone, and the
entire back of the head had been knocked out’ (Anderson, 2015: 55); and this was only the right side. The left side
of Emmett’s face ‘looked as if somebody had taken a criss-cross knife and gone insane’ (Anderson, 2015: 56). As
Mrs. Till-Mobley decided to embrace her son as a ‘sacrificial lamb,’” she extended this Christian symbolism to ensure
public witnesses at this symbolic crucifixion. Not only did she insist on an open-casket funeral, she allowed
photographers to take pictures of the body and to have those images appear in national and local newspapers and
magazines. In photographs of Emmett in his casket, one may also observe earlier photographs of him, as Devery
Anderson writes, ‘[Mrs. Till-Mobley| taped photos from the [Christmas before| to the inside lid of the casket so
that people could contrast the mutilated face before them to the handsome young man who was so full of life only
a week earlier’ (Anderson, 2015: 56). Thus, in addition to the work of ‘reframing’ that McDowell and Rankine
identify, that speaks to the larger cultural expectation regarding the presentation of Black children in general, the
intimate curatorial work that Mrs. Till-Mobley performed also speaks to her son’s particular life and history. This
dialectic between mine and ours, one mother’s son and a community’s representative, insists upon an intelligible
beauty.

The great distance between Emmett’s appearance in the before photographs and then how he looked after
being brutalised and killed obscures the ugliness Milam and Bryant, Till’s killers, initially saw in him. White
supremacy insisted that Emmett was ugly and Mrs. Till-Mobley needed to challenge what they saw as fact; she
needed to frame Emmett, within a discourse of beauty. In the introduction to her book Posing Beauty: African
American Images from the 1890s to the Present, Deborah Willis cites Ben Arogundade who provocatively frames the
subject of the moral and political implications of beauty:

in literary terms, Black beauty remains a cause without a portfolio [...] Who can really talk of the folly
of beauty when there are still so many other battles to be won? But beauty is also a battle. And the right
to be beautiful and to be acknowledged as such whoever you are, wherever you are from is not so much
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a folly as a human-rights issue. In writing the history of the black experience did we forget something
important? Did we forget about beauty? (Arogundade in Willis, 2009: xv)

Beauty is a ‘human-rights issue’ because it is easier to kill people considered ugly. As Toni Morrison (2008)
notes, white supremacist ideology has insisted on Black American ugliness. In reflecting on the historically peculiar
fact of this insistence, she recalls a conversation that establishes a link between beauty and grief:

Once I heard a white man comment on the Vietnam War with much grief for the Vietnamese. He ended
his brush with compassion by saying: ‘It seems all the more horrible to me because they are such beautiful
people.” His aesthetic sensibilities were outraged far more than his morals, it seemed. I was tempted
then--and now--to believe that although this country was easily capable of annihilating a ‘beautiful’
people, the awareness of that beauty may very well have been a major cause of the subsequent national
remorse. (Morrison, 2008: 47)

Morrison goes on to query the possibility of such grief emerging if the people ‘looked like the Congolese’
(Motrison, 2008: 47). As her reflections suggest, beauty informs how grief is acknowledged within a white
supremacist context. Opening the casket and exhibiting her dead son seems insufficient for attracting appropriate
support for her suffering; it did not make his life ‘grievable’ within mainstream U.S. culture: ‘If a life is not
grievable,” writes Judith Butler, ‘it is not quite a life; it does qualify as a life and is not worth a note’ (Butler, 2006:
34). So, where Emmett’s beauty and humanity were not presumed, his mother underscored these aspects through
the photographs she strategically arranged on the raised lid of his coffin. Evidence of beauty here gets deployed as
a visual assertion of his life and humanity.

Another much discussed case for African American media and activists is the murder of Trayvon Martin.
Trayvon was a very attractive young man, as emphasised in the mainstream press coverage following his killing,.
The earliest media images of him showed him with a closely cropped haircut, smiling or wearing an immaculately
clean football uniform with an unblemished face, striving to scowl; it was a cliché of American Beauty. In a counter-
narrative move, journalists scoured social media to uncover photographs of Trayvon that undermined his claim to
beauty and thus logically justified the killing. Thus, the boy who had been on the honour roll and volunteered,
baby sat, and baked cookies began to be described in the mainstream media as someone who smoked marijuana
and was depicted in photographs wearing gold grills on his teeth. This counter-narrative cast Trayvon as a thug
(and thus, ostensibly, unattractive). Beyoncé intervenes in this narrative of ostensibly unattractive Black boys who
deserve their intolerant, brutal fates - both indirectly and explicitly. Indirectly, the lyrics to Beyoncé’s former pop
group’s (Destiny’s Child) song ‘Soldier’ (2004) celebrates the glamour of a street, hood aesthetic that Trayvon was
clearly experimenting with. The photographs of Trayvon Martin that came into mass circulation following
speculation about his character reflects the allure of an urban, hip-hop aesthetic of desirability that Destiny’s Child
heralds in the song. Thus, just like the photograph of Trayvon trying to look like he was a tough, hard, football
player show him trying on an image, the photographs of him with a grill as well as the ones with subdued eyes
show him making an effort to be the ‘chiefin’ * ‘rude boy’ with ‘street credibility’ celebrated in the song.

Scholar Michael Eric Dyson (2001) shares a perspective on famed, slain rapper Tupac Shakur that helps situate
how Trayvon Martin may have been consciously framing his self-presentation. According to Dyson, Tupac was a
thespian who found that his interest in the arts plagued his efforts to attract the attention of the girls who attended
his high school. Thus, adolescent angst drove Tupac to adopt a thug persona because the ‘bad boy’ look
contributed to his desire for popularity (Dyson, 2001: 76, 176, 200, 241-242). Dyson’s story about Tupac’s angst
fills a gap in popular representations of heterosexual Black male adolescents and by extension, offers a way of
interpreting Trayvon Martin’s self-presentation that provides a motive for his behaviour beyond the presumption
that he only lived as a violent gangster.

Beyoncé more explicitly enters the story of Black boys who are made ugly in American popular culture and die
brutally for it, once the American criminal justice system fails to hold murderer George Zimmerman accountable
for Trayvon Martin’s death, in 2013. After Zimmerman’s acquittal, Beyoncé appeared with her husband Jay Z at
an activist vigil in New York City that called for an end to ‘stand your ground laws’ (Devereaux and Williams,
2013). This is a reference to US legislation that makes it lawful for lethal acts in the face of self-defence against a
perceived threat. This legal context directly informed Zimmerman’s acquittal; Beyoncé and Jay Z also appeared in
a photograph with Trayvon’s parents, Sybrina Fulton and Tracy Martin (Longo, 2013). By 2016, Beyoncé
showcased an evolving and highly sophisticated understanding of the relationship between the past and the present
when she invited the ‘Mothers of the Movement’ to be her guests at the VMAs on the anniversary of Emmett
Till’s death, and carefully styled them through an appeal to glamour.
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GLAMOROUS CONTESTATION: AUTHORING GRIEF

Poet Kevin Young (2012) recognises that unexpectedly, glamour serves Black artists in their political
confrontations with racial atrocity. He offers jazz singer Billie Holiday’s iconic performance of ‘Strange Fruit’
(1939) as an example of glamour making its unlikely appearance. The words of the song were first written as a
poem by Abel Meeropol in 1936 under the title ‘Bitter Fruit’ (Margolick, 2001: 21). The poetry captures the sight
and smell of a lynched Black body hanging from a tree. As cultural critic Hilton Als explains, during the 1930s and
1940s when Holiday sang the ‘Strange Fruit’ at the racially integrated night club Café Society in New York, she
was doing something bold since the song ‘tackled’ racial hatred head-on at a time when protest music was all but
unknown’ (Margolick, 2001: 3). Even if the progressive patrons present at Café Society wanted some reprieve from
the weighty content chronicled in the song, Holiday’s song styling and stage presence contributed to its appeal.
Those present to see Holiday perform described an unforgettable experience. Songwriter Betty Comden
remembered the experience as ‘thrilling’ (Margolick, 2001: 40). In Comden’s estimation, ‘Strange Fruit’ was
‘bloodcurdling and wonderful’ no less because of the way Holiday styled the song and presented herself (Margolick,
2001: 40). As jazz writer Robert Gleason explains, Holiday was ‘shocking in her personal magnetism,” which she
accented with ‘a gardenia in her hair” (Margolick, 2001: 40). Young suggests that Holiday’s appeal to glamour in
performing ‘Strange Fruit’ works because it communicates through a visual plane of desire and thus flirts with the
eye. Thus, for Young, glamour tempts witness.

Stephen Gundle contends that glamour may be, ‘best seen as an alluring image that is closely related to
consumption’ (2008: 6). Sharp feminist critique of Beyoncé challenges her self-professed claim to feminist politics
for the very links to consumption that Gundle places at the centre of glamout’s definition. bell hooks, perhaps one
of Beyoncé’s most prominent and consistent critics, finds that Beyoncé’s claim to feminism fails to account for
the ways in which her presentation of wealth colludes with capitalism and overlooks other structural forms of
domination. Admitting that Beyoncé’s Lemonade visual album (2016) ‘positively exploits images of black female
bodies,” (hooks, 2016), hooks contends that their glamorisation stops short of providing an alternative worldview
rooted in structural change. Though Janet Mock (2010) criticises hooks for dismissing femme feminists and their
ability to have complicated critiques of patriarchy whilst embracing hyper-feminised celebrations of identity, her
position overlooks hooks’s contention that freedom struggle roots out structures of domination.

Beyoncé best exploits glamour for the sake of freedom struggle when she acts on her understanding that ‘there
is power in looking’ and uses such understanding to challenge white supremacy (hooks, 1992: 94). For hooks, the
‘oppositional gaze’ is developed in response to white supremacist efforts to dominate the Black gaze and thus
punish Black people for looking. For hooks, the oppositional gaze becomes a form of agency whereby Black people
seeks to ‘change reality’ through looking (1992: 94). Such forms of looking endeavour to interrogate, critique,
discern, and generate an awareness of how whiteness as power operates and to document it (1992: 95). Thus, when
hooks celebrates Lemonade for presenting ‘a powerfully symbolic black sisterhood that resists invisibility’ (hooks,
2016), she acknowledges the importance of Beyoncé’s work in contesting ‘the violent erasure of black womanhood’
in popular culture (hooks, 1992: 119). For hooks, the problem with how Beyoncé asserts Black sisterhood is that
it stops short of offering another model of seeing Black women once present (2016). For this reason, Beyoncé’s
live performances and award show attendances matter, because in these arenas, Beyoncé wields glamour to convey
solidarity with Black mothers whose children were victims of murderous figures of state authority. While Lenzonade
features Beyoncé’s alliance with these mothers, her appearance with them outside the frame contests the
expectations of even these looking relations.’

Beyoncé, herself a meticulous, careful cultivator of self-image, paid homage to Mrs. Till-Mobley’s call for beauty
at the site of her grief when she invited the ‘Mothers of the Movement’ onto the ‘red carpet,” and thus to a place
where onlookers expect beauty to make an appearance. Though the VMA ‘red carpet’ was actually white in 2016,
its culturally symbolic function was the same: to hail Hollywood stars as celebrity versions of royalty. In honour of
the tradition believed to have begun when Clytemnestra rolled out ‘the tinted splendours’ upon Agamemnon’s
return home as a war hero, the red carpet pays homage to triumph and success (Baker, 2016). Here, celebrities and
fans collude in staging tableaux; celebrities expect for people to stare at them and so atrive prepared to meet that
expectation with highly stylised and alluring hair, makeup, and fashion. Throughout the tableau, Beyoncé’s staged
glamour mingles unexpectedly with grief and remorse, featuring an array of Black girls and Black women who have
been celebrated and ridiculed in staggering ways. From the mothers to the actresses and models, from Beyoncé to
her daughter Blue Ivy, this group represents an entire spectrum of marginality within the event’s context of
glamour, making their experience of white supremacist violence visible in the name of beauty and excellence. So
as ethereal as the sartorial styling of Beyoncé and her guests may initially appear, their challenges and losses reveal
the deadly seriousness of difference at its furthest extremes. For example, on the non-lethal end of the spectrum,
African American actresses and models Quvenzane Wallis, Winnie Harlow, and Ava Clarke all experienced and
confronted public cruelty. Harlow’s vitiligo and Clarke’s albinism casts them as ‘extraordinary bodies’ and thus
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objects of enfreakment (Thomson, 1997). Quvenzane Wallis’s experience of racism as a Black girl demonstrates
how deviancy informs a reading of ostensibly ‘normate’ girls (Thomson, 1997: 8). In her case, the online magazine
The Onion, known for their biting satire, apologised to Wallis after calling her a ‘cunt’ in a tweet during the 2013
Oscars where the then nine- year-old was nominated in the Best Actress category for her performance in Beasts of
the Southern Wild (Ditum, 2013).

In addition to this blatant sexual objectification, Quvenzane Wallis was the target of racist trolls on Twitter for
playing the starring role in Annie (2074)—in which Beyoncé’s husband and Blue Ivy’s father, Jay Z was one of the
producers - met with the ire of fans of the original film who unleashed their contempt via social media against
casting a Black girl in the role made iconic by a red haired White girl (Edwards, 2014). The Carters have experienced
similar outrage with fans critical of their daughter’s hair; in Blue Ivy’s case, she has been the subject of intense
outrage by mostly Black fans of her parents who dislike how the child’s hair appears; some even started a Change.org
petition demanding that the pair comb their daughter’s hair (Wilson, 2014). While neither has responded in the
press, they each have made statements through their music that might speak to the matter; in the video for
‘Formation,” (2016) for example, Beyoncé sings that she likes her ‘baby hair and afros’ and in ‘Picasso Baby,” (2013)
Jay Z notes that haters even ‘talk about your baby crazy.” While Genius.com, a website offering public annotations
of rap lyrics, makes a specific link between Beyoncé and Blue’s hair in ‘Formation,” ‘Picasso Baby,” which debuted
before the petition, does not interpret the lyrics as a reference to her hair; instead, their interpretation suggests that
Jay’s lyrics reference rumours about the child being a product of an occult affiliation.>

Rather than as an array or a continuum of ‘extraordinary bodies” accompanying the celebrity whose Lemonade
visual album was nominated for eleven awards in six categories that evening, the news media focused their attention
on the fact that Beyoncé and her guests were adorned in couture. Beyoncé wore Francesco Scognamiglio and four-
year-old Blue wore a dress from the Mischka Aoki luxury children’s line. Breathless reports celebrated the $13
million worth of Lorain Schwartz jewels Beyoncé wore, and were charmed that Blue Ivy complemented her
$11,000 gown with a pair of $595 Giuseppe Zanotti sneakers (Michault, 2016). As staggering as these prices are,
Beyoncé’s guest list begs consideration for the knowing juxtaposition of the financial cost of these luxury goods
set against the human cost Black mothers have historically paid through their children’s blood; the Black mother
and daughter whose luxury items may be celebrated is diametrically opposed to the Black mothers represented
who are absent a child; all caught in a web of history that extorts the commodification of their toil and their wombs.
While the ‘pride of place’ that these Mothers of the Movement also occupy in Lemonade comes across at the VMAs
where they were ‘dressed like royalty in shades of purple and champagne’ (Francis, 2016), arguably, appearing with
Beyoncé cost McSpadden, Cart, Johnson, and Fulton one son each. The fee exacted from these ordinary Black
mothers, the other end of the social class spectrum of women in Beyoncé’s party, brings into ironic focus the
exorbitant price they have paid without fanfare. Glamour and tragedy intersect here to set in relief the human toll
extracted from Black mothers. If Beyoncé’s relationship to ‘black feminist surrogation’ helps to make ‘black female
sociopolitial grief and loss palpable’ through both the lyrics and music videos for her 2006 B’Day album (Brooks,
2008), the staging of her guest list to include these mothers at the VMAs ten years later expands the scope of her
original work. This expansion recognises a longer narrative of suffering that Black mothers endured, on the very
anniversary of Emmett Till's murder. A closer examination of the tableau that Beyoncé stages leads to an
articulation of what can be called the Mamie Till-Mobley narrative of grief. This narrative offers an origin story of
US Black mother’s politicisation, and documents the challenges she confronts in pursuing justice.

As Mrs. Till-Mobley admitted, Emmett’s death politicised her (Till-Mobley and Benson, 2003: 192). Prior to
his death, she had not concerned herself with racial violence much, since it had not touched her life in such a
personal way; Emmett’s death changed that (Till-Mobley and Benson, 2003: 192). In providing a lens into Black
women’s mothering in the aftermath of tragedy, the Mamie Till-Mobley narrative of grief becomes a window into
activist dimensions of mourning for Black mothers, making such civil rights widows visible. When Black women
are at the centre of narratives of catastrophic loss, although glamour may seem alien to a consideration of grief, it
can join together in such instances of public visibility. It is certainly a function of white supremacy to marginalise
Black women from a general discourse of honour through grief. As a point of contrast, Jacqueline Kennedy’s
dignity after the death of JFK, has been heralded and entangled with discursive associations of Whiteness with
youth, beauty, glamour, fashion, death and mourning. Recognition for a Mamie Till- Mobley narrative anticipates
and informs Mrs. Kennedy’s example alongside the civil rights widows occasionally discussed in the same terms
(Margolick, 2018).

The adoring gaze that met Beyoncé and her guests on the VMA white carpet stands in stark contrast to the
hostile glare that Mamie Till-Mobley met from white onlookers in Mississippi. Many White Mississipians felt
chastised as a result of the attention they received from Mrs. Till-Mobley’s decision to expose Emmett’s body and
with it, a harsh media glare that indicted the state for Bryant and Milam’s crimes (Whitfield, 1991: 27-31). They felt
the need to defend their way of life against the intrusion that Emmett’s ostensible transgression represented, and

3See: https:/ /genius.com/Jay-z-picasso-baby-lyrics
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the trial further upheld. Stanley Nelson’s documentary film, The Murder of Emmett Till (2003) features news footage
of White townspeople castigating Mrs. Till- Mobley for offering up his gruesome body for public consumption,
thereby ignoring the way that her decision perfectly mirrored decades of similar scenes that White lynchers turned
into postcards and sent through the U.S. Mail (Allen, 2000). The criticism voiced in Mississippi was not new to
Mrs. Till-Mobley - as she reports in her memoir, when a news bulletin interrupted the popular television comedy
I Love Lugy to report that Emmett’s body had been found, she received hate mail chastising her for this intrusion
into popular white American everyday life (Till-Mobley and Benson, 2015: 130). By way of contrast, Ellen
Fitzpatrick writes that when President Kennedy was assassinated, among the more than 1.5 million condolence
letters sent to Mrs. Kennedy, there was ‘an almost total absence of any letter or comment critical of the president’
(2010: XXI). According to Fitzpatrick, ‘those who despised the President found venues other than a condolence
letter to express their sentiments’ (2010: XXI); not so for Mrs. Till-Mobley. For her, condolence letters served as
an outlet for white supremacist ire, such letters became a vehicle for hurling insults at grieving Black mothers and
widows. Typically, one of the letters sent following the murder of Dr. Martin Luther King features at least one
such example where the writer is particularly bitter because Mrs. King’s comportment suggests dignity. “Who do
you think you are,” the anonymous writer asks, ‘another Mrs. J. F. Kennedy? To me,” the writer continues, ‘you
were just another wig-covered burr head plotting more riots to carry on the black King’s program.’* Though Mrs
King’s loss was extraordinary, she remained an open target for offence.

Race also obscures some of the parallels that can be drawn between how highly visible American women have
used their bodies to convey responses to catastrophic loss. For example, Jaqueline Kennedy echoes Mrs. Till-
Mobley’s call to witness. Thus, in the wake of her husband’s assassination on November 22, 1963, Mrs. Kennedy
refused to change out of her pink Chanel suit because she, ‘wanted them to see what they’ve done’ in killing the
President (Horyn, 2013). In this instance, eight years following Mrs. Till-Mobley telling journalists that she wanted
‘the world [to] see what they did to my boy’ (quoted in Whitfield, 1991: 23) called for similar witness. Rather than
make this comparison, Mrs. Kennedy relationship to grief is engaged through an emphasis on how fashionably
elegant she appeared during the funeral for her husband. Self-presentation also figured prominently in media
accounts of Mrs. Till-Mobley in mourning, but in her case, such concerns focused on her appearance following
her son’s funeral.

Mrs. Till-Mobley further stoked the ire of White Sumnor, Mississippi residents in how she dressed for court.
According to the Nation newspaper reporter Dan Wakefield, when Mrs. Till- Mobley appeared in court wearing a
‘gray flowered dress, a brown bolero jacket, a black hat, tortoiseshell glasses, and a gold watch,” her appearance
was upsetting because ‘she didn’t fit the minstrel-show stereotype that most of Mississippi’s white folks cherish’
(Anderson, 2015: 124). Fashion served here as a vehicle for articulating Black subjectivity as it had been shaped
within an affirming Black collectivity; this self-presentation as respectable enforced her appeal to justice as
reasonable. Though Mrs. Till-Mobley was not a seasoned activist, her understanding of the importance of self-
presentation reflected the respectability politics that came to characterise the civil rights movement (a movement
inspired by her fortitude and refusal to be cowed by racist disempowerment). Thus, as political scientist Jeanne
Theoharis writes of Rosa Parks, ‘there was a fixation on how she dressed” (2014: 85). On the day of her court
hearing, Theoharis writes that Parks ‘dressed carefully’ and could recall every detail of what she wore because she
‘well understood the importance of image to this protest, and she chose her outfit to reflect a dignified and proud
citizenship, an in-your-face challenge to the degradation that segregation had long proffered’ (2014: 88).

Sartorial style and activism emerges as an important consideration through the Mamie Till-Mobley narrative of
grief as a way to provoke reflection on the role of money in conversation with socially prescribed race and gender
roles. By heralding Mrs. Till-Mobley as a model of integrity and courage, this challenges some of the criticism that
she received from prominent voices within Black political organisations soon after her son’s murder. The National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) President Roy Wilkens had grown weary of Mrs.
Till-Mobley’s requests for additional funds for her father and others who accompanied her to speaking
engagements, held on behalf of the NAACP. Mrs. Till-Mobley and her Uncle Moses Wright were capable of
drawing large crowds, which netted the NAACP great profits from the venues that offered advance fees as well as
from the people who wanted to offer their financial support. Wilkens alleged that Mrs. Till-Mobley had become
greedy and he fired her immediately after her impromptu shopping trip led her to miss a scheduled flight. In a
recorded conversation, Wilkens tries to pin Mrs. Till-Mobley down in a disingenuous attempt to document her
greed. Having accused Mrs. Till-Mobley of extorting money from her son’s murder and in her alleged pursuit of
fame, Wilkens even questioned the legitimacy of her grief, and further insulted her as a mother (Anderson, 2015:
204-207).

As an homage to Mamie Till-Mobley, Beyoncé’s invitation to the ‘Mothers of the Movement” on the anniversary
of Emmett Till’s death sets in relief the price of fame for Black mothers. Beyoncé’s deployment of glamour allows

4 Taken from the Martin Luther King, Jr. Center for Nonviolence website: https://thekingcenter.org/archive/document/anonymous-letter-
mrs-king-following-mlks-assassination (Accessed 1 November 2018).
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Black civil rights mothers of murdered children and widows of martyred men to enter a discussion about white
supremacy’s insistence upon Black indignity and the eloquent ways that Black women have figured a response.
Again, appearing with Beyoncé cost these mothers one son each. In the contemporary sense, these mothers are
dressed in anticipation of fans who are expecting a celebratory scene. The activist position that these mothers now
occupy would suggest a knowing confrontation between the expectations of that gaze and Beyoncé’s attempt to
show them confronting those expectations through their self-presentations of honour. In his engagement with the
question of Mrs. Till-Mobley’s request for money and dress, Devery Anderson’s scholarship overlooks any motive
beyond the one Wilkins advanced. In doing so, Anderson’s work also ignores the friction that other individuals
and organizations encountered regarding the fundraising actions of the NAACP. For example, as the Montgomery
bus boycott extended throughout 1956, the Montgomery Improvement Association (MIA) came under financial
strain through their local fund raising and turned their efforts towards a national audience (Theoharis, 2014: 120).
The NAACP, which had not fully endorsed the boycott, questionably benefited from their fundraising efforts.
Mrs. Parks was rare in her service as a speaker for the MIA in refraining from keeping an honorarium for her
services. As Theoharis explains, when Parks spoke on behalf of the NAACP, she was paid $25 per talk with the
rest of the money split between the local and national branches (2014: 122). Though Mrs. Parks turned over all of
her earnings, others viewed that money as ‘compensation for their effort” (Theoharis, 2014: 122). Taking from the
earnings suggests a strong critique of the fairness with which speakers were paid. This response was similar to
longstanding practices that working-class Blacks employed where they responded to unfairly depressed wages by
introducing informal methods of remuneration through a signifying practice that drew upon the moral economy
(see also Kelley, 1996: 18-21). Ignoring this economic history in the case of Mrs. Till-Mobley proves problematic
because it ignores the ways in which Black women can experience the intensification of the intersectionality of
race, class and gender to further insult their grief.

White supremacist efforts to diminish Mrs. Till-Mobley’s humanity were not limited to white people. Roy
Wilkins, and by extension, the NAACP also insulted the integrity of her suffering and grief. To that end, the Mrs.
Till-Mobley narrative of grief underscores the way that Black women’s self-presentation can expose the agency of
Black women in rejecting such insults. Through a consideration of how Black women dress for mourning, Black
women’s activism is directed towards achieving everyday justice and respect. Beyoncé draws attention to these
intersections through her inclusion of her own daughter among her guests, as she was the target of intra-racial
attacks about her appearance. Furthermore, the price of the garments that each of her guests wore also can be
interpreted as symbolic of the inestimable cost of Black life for the Black sons who were killed, as well as the
vicious attacks borne by the daughters who face racist assault.

One crucial component of Emmett Till’s tragic fate is the way that hindsight underscores the fact that he
stepped into an on-going history of national injustice that he most likely did not know or understand (Whitfield,
1991: 12). Not only was Till unaware of how the racial animus further peaked for Mississippi segregationists after
the Brown v. Board of Education decision eroded legal protection for public school segregation, but he was
probably unaware of the broader, longer history of disdain for Black boys in the American South. While it is
certainly possible to cite the many names of those Black boys who died at the hands of white racists, we need to
probe such unknowing in a broader, structural way that respects the injurious history but also explores its silencing.
To that end, the intersection between Cathy Caruth’s (1996) reading of Freud’s efforts to think through the
venomous persistence and insistence of European anti-Semitism, together with James Baldwin’s (1985) reading of
Christianity’s legacy through the lens of U.S. racial history proves instructive. As Caruth details the mechanics of
this association, the latency of the initial trauma helps explain the political conflict and antagonism expressed. As
Freud would have it, Jewish history features an Oedipal repression of murderous feelings toward an
authority/father figure, the matter of atonement in Christian and Jewish history unconsciously repeats such intent.
Caruth writes, ‘In belatedly atoning, as sons, for the father’s murder, Christians feel Oedipal rivalry with their
Jewish older brothers; a lingering castration anxiety, brought out by Jewish circumcision; and finally a complaint
that the Jews will not admit the guilt that the Christians, in their recognition of Christ’s death, have admitted’ (1996:
18). Caruth explains that this belated Oedipal structure of unconscious wishes, reveals the way that Christian and
Jewish history are inextricably bound to one another, revealing that the traumatic nature of history means that
‘events are only historical to the extent that they implicate others’ (1996: 18).

James Baldwin exchanges Freud’s structure of consciousness for the structure of biblical narratives of slaughter
and sacrifice, to arrive at a similar conclusion concerning U.S. racial history. In his reflections on the serial killing
of Black children in Atlanta between 1979-1981, Baldwin offers that ‘we all came here as candidates for the
slaughter of the innocents’ (1985: xv). Here, Baldwin is referring to King Herod’s order to kill all male children
under two-years old in the vicinity of Bethlehem, for the sake of preventing the rise of challengers to his throne,
following a prophecy. The persistence of those intended for slaughter, for Baldwin, offers proof of the repetition
of this biblical history of violence. The continued or repeated presence of this past contests the notion that History
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has been resolved and is over in any final sense for Baldwin; instead, it confirms our participation in historical
cycles, which would include Jesus’s crucifixion (the intended victim of King Herod’s order).

As James H. Cone has noted, African American cultural workers have consistently drawn attention to the
relationship between Jesus Christ and lynched Black bodies (2013: 93). As Cone writes, these cultural workers
recognised ‘that in the United States, the clearest image of the Crucified Christ was the figure of an innocent Black
victim, dangling from a lynching tree’ (2013: 93). Artist Renee Cox exemplifies this connection between Black
bodies and the most powerful iconography in the Christian tradition through her Fljpping the Script series, which
was featured in an exhibition at the Brooklyn Museum in 2001. One of her paintings in this series, Yo Mama’s Last
Supper depicts a nude Cox and other Black figures re-staging L.eonardo Di Vinci’s The Last Supper; in response New
York Mayor Rudolph Guiuliani claimed at the time he wanted ‘decency standards’ for New York City museums in
receipt of government funds (Bumiller, 2001). Cox rebuked critics like Giuliani and the Catholic League President
William Donahue for registering their offence - but avoiding expressing their offence for police brutality (Williams,
2001). The controversy had its roots in the way that Cox’s 1990s work spoke directly to the on-going and notorious
history of police brutality in New York. I# Shall Be Named, a seties of distorted photographs of a black man affixed
to a cross, and Yo Mama’s Pieta address directly the relationship between the crucifixion of Jesus Christ and the
killing of unarmed Black people. Yo Mama’s Pieta recasts Michaelangelo’s famous Renaissance sculpture. Cox
herself appears in the role of the Virgin mother and a male Black figure is in the role of Jesus. Placing a Black
woman in the role of the Virgin Mary sets in relief the way that Black motherhood is implicated in the possibility
of ‘deliverance from the brutal legacy of slavery and white supremacy’ [emphasis mine] (Cone, 2011: XV).

Mamie Till-Mobley’s experience of loss, and her acceptance of the characterisation of Emmett as the ‘sacrificial
lamb’ of the Movement, has influenced many scholars who have symbolically interpreted her in relationship to
Mary, the mother of Christ (Baker-Fletcher, 2006: 149). The tableau that Beyoncé presented at the 2016 VMAs on
the anniversary of Emmett Till’s death and his mother’s witness evokes this same narrative of religious witness.
From the Italian designer she chose to design her gown, to the fourteen people total representing Beyoncé’s group,
an ethical call was staged. Further underscoring an intentional focus on motherhood and love, Beyoncé chose for
the mothers a fashion designer for their attire who when asked ‘who is the Francesco Scognamiglio woman,?’
responded: ‘My woman is a mother. My woman is a lover. My woman is a very sensitive and a very special person.
And she is a woman who loves men. She knows how to love. She knows how to cry and she knows how to look
chic, provocative and sweet at the same time’” (Michault, 2016). Scognamiglio’s response underscores the polysemic
function of the mothers in Beyoncé’s tableau who represented a multidimensional history of racial violence.
Scognamiglio’s description, (and by extention, Beyoncé’s presumed intent), also reflect evokes the Mamie Till-
Mobley narrative iconic symbolism that Scholar and cultural critic Koritha Mitchell contends that the author BeBe
Moore Campbell weds to her as a complete character in her fictive portrayal of Delotha, is also a character inspired
by Mrs. Till-Mobley. As she writes, “Campbell succeeds in making Delotha a complete character who is both
strong and vulnerable, forgiving and vengeful, maternal and sexual” (2012: 1050). Another layer of the ethical
rhetoricism of the presence of these guests is also found in the legacy of the Petrarchan sonnet and its link to
Emmett Till, given Marilyn Nelson’s A Wreath for Emmett Till, the book-length tribute to the murdered fourteen-
year-old (2005). The fourteen people in Beyoncé’s party were thus like a living Petrarchan sonnet - the eight/six
arrangement has a call and response structure. Both forms, the fashion and the poetry, represent efforts towards
remembrance and witness through culturally specific structure and form. One is a ‘tiget’s leap’ into the past, while
the other is recursive--a present that insists on it (Benjamin, 1968: 261).

CONCLUSION

Beyoncé knowingly invited the ‘Mothers of the Movement’ as a symbolic appreciation of the trajectory of
bearing witness to mourning Black children that Mamie Till-Mobley established. Moreover, this established
Beyoncé’s role as acting in support of Black Lives Matter as a contemporary social justice movement that, as
Rankine contends, ‘aligns with the dead, continues the mourning and refuses the forgetting in front of all of us’
(Rankine, 2015). In honouring Mrs. Till-Mobley on August 28, 2016, Beyoncé was paying homage to her
understanding of what a white supremacist culture needed to see, in order to recognise and honour Emmett Till’s
humanity and that of the similarly dead and brutalised Black people whose killing remains in need of redress. Like
Mrs. Till-Mobley before her, Beyoncé’s effort to curate an image of Black motherhood in mourning expands the
terms of ‘black feminist surrogation’ to create a tableau through style and glamour that shifts the terms of Black
hypervisibility to include dignified grief, and signal a call for a proper mourning of Black life.
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ABSTRACT

Attachment parenting strategies underscore the breakdown of the distinction between child and mother,
producing an abject horror that is literalised in The Babadook (2014). In this film, a menacing character from
a (parenting) book comes to life, and the Babadook threatens the widowed mother, Amelia (Essie Davis)
with the darkest part of herself—her desire occasionally to be free from her child’s demands. This article
reads The Babadook through neoliberal ideologies of intensive parenting and feminist theories about maternal
ambivalence and abjection to ultimately argue that the real monster in the film is the pressure to be the
perfect mom that comes from the ideologies of intensive mothering. Amelia eventually expels the Babadook
from her body in a pool of black vomit, also expelling her abject reaction to motherhood. However, the
Babadook is not entirely defeated—instead, Amelia goes to the basement, alone, daily, to feed it. In the
basement, she remembers her desire to exist independently of her child, a desire that the film codes as
monstrous.

Keywords: film, maternal ambivalence, attachment parenting, horror, abject

INTRODUCTION

A thin, blonde mother, dressed fashionably, stands, breastfeeding her three-year-old son, who is standing on a
chair and looking at the camera while latched onto her breast. This image graced not breastfeeding propaganda,
but a Time magazine cover in 2012. The cover asked, “Are you Mom Enough?”—a question that implies a fierce
dedication to mothering exceeding that of the average mom. The accompanying story discussed attachment
parenting ‘guru’ Dr. Bill Sears, who suggests ways one can improve one’s odds of being ‘mom enough’ (Pickert,
2012). Sears and his wife, Martha, wrote and published the 700-plus-page bestselling attachment parenting ‘bible,’
The Baby Book, in 1992. Attachment parenting involves a mother’s complete devotion to the child, such that the
mother eventually anticipates the child’s needs and the child never has to ctry or act out. Although Sears suggests
that working mothers can also be attachment parents, he writes, “As the attachment develops after birth, the
mother continues to feel complete only when she is with her baby. When separated from her baby, she feels as if
part of herself is missing” (2001: 8). What of those mothers who don’t feel incomplete when briefly separated from
their children? They might feel like failures, like they aren’t ‘mom enough.” After all, as Alison Stone points out,
the parenting industry is disciplinary; its discourses ‘regulat|e]” mothers until their ‘confidence and authority drain
away’ (2012: 18). “When children are measured,” Stone notes, “their parents—in practice, mostly their mothers—
are effectively measured too, as having perhaps hindered their children’s development or advanced it less well than
they might have done” (2012: 18). The ideology of attachment parenting, also called intensive mothering, is a key
player in the ‘Mommy Wars’ over breastfeeding or bottle-feeding, crying-it-out or waiting-it-out, working or staying
at home, and the pressure on mothers to get it ‘right.” Mothering, women are told, should be done ‘by the book,
but mothering by the book, especially if that book is an attachment parenting tome, can be a horrifying enterprise.
Ideologies of intensive parenting underscore the breakdown of the distinction between child and mother,
producing an abject horror that traverses national boundaries,! one that is literalised in Australian director Jennifer
Kent’s 2014 film The Babadook.

I Attachment parenting is a popular ideology in Kent’s Australia, as evidenced by the fact that Sears’s book is listed first on the ‘Useful
Books and Publications’ page of the Attachment Parenting Australia website. An article in The Australian, published just four days after the
film’s Australian release, entitled ‘In Defence of Attachment Parenting,” also references the Time cover with which I began this article
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In this film, the (parenting) book comes to life, and its central character the Babadook threatens the widowed
mother, Amelia (Essie Davis), with what, because she has internalised the self-surveillance that accompanies the
neoliberal ideology of intensive parenting, she considers to be the darkest part of herself—her desire occasionally
to be free from her child’s demands. Her son, Samuel (Noah Wiseman), reminds Amelia of the car accident that
occurred as her husband, Oskar (Ben Winspear), drove her to the hospital to deliver the child, an accident that
took her husband’s life. The bulk of the film’s action occurs in the weeks just before Samuel’s seventh birthday.
Although Samuel is an older child in this film, viewers see Amelia struggling to be ‘mom enough.” Amelia’s efforts
to establish a definitive boundary between her child and herself indicate an ambivalence toward her child that
comes from striving to meet his every need and losing herself in the process.

The film features both other mothers and ‘experts’ associated with the school, the hospital, and family services
who try to tell Amelia how best to raise her child; these experts are representatives of the ideologies of intensive
parenting found within popular books throughout western society. These ideologies become a genuine threat first
when a mysterious red-bound storybook, titled Mister Babadook, appears in Samuel’s bedroom. Samuel soon warns
his mother that the Babadook is in their house, and that it is trying to possess and corrupt Amelia, but she only
grows more frustrated with him because of these warnings. When the Babadook infiltrates Amelia’s body and
mind, she expresses negative feelings toward her child, for example, telling him to ‘go eat shit,” but she also
demonstrates love and concern for her son throughout the film. Amelia eventually expels the Babadook from her
body in a pool of black vomit, figuratively expelling her negative feelings toward motherhood and her child.
However, the Babadook is not entirely defeated—instead, Amelia goes to the basement, alone, daily, to feed it. In
the basement, she remembers her desire to exist independently of her child, a desire that the film codes as
monstrous—but only when that desire is ignored or denied. Because she has tamed the Babadook, Amelia is a
‘better” mother at the end of the film, as evidenced by her son’s successful birthday party—but because the film
depicts maternal ambivalence as inescapable, it also critiques the ideologies of intensive motherhood, most
commonly expressed in attachment parenting advice. This article reads The Babadook through neoliberal ideologies
of intensive parenting and feminist theories about maternal ambivalence and abjection to ultimately argue that the
real monster in the film is the pressure to be the perfect mom that comes from the ideologies of intensive
mothering.

INTENSIVE MOTHERING: HORROR FROM A WOMAN’S PERSPECTIVE

To say that The Babadook is a critique of ideologies of intensive mothering is to argue that this horror film is not
about an endangered child, but about the terrors that plague the mother. The Babadook is a film written and directed
by a woman—perhaps this is why, rather than focus on the child’s response to and relationship with the mother
(such as in Psyeho 1960, dir. Alfred Hitchcock|, Carrie [1976, dir. Brian De Palmal, or a number of other horror
tilms), The Babadook contemplates the mother’s response to and relationship with the child. In this way, The
Babadook participates in what Sarah Arnold (2013: 70) has identified as ‘a more maternal-centred perspective’ in
twenty-first century horror films (such as the maternal perspective in The Others [2001, dir. Alejandro Amendbar],
for example) (see also Harrington 2016: 202). Noting that The Babadook centers around a maternal perspective is
crucial for considering its critique of the horrors of intensive mothering ideologies.

From the film’s opening moments, viewers are situated in Amelia’s perspective, and this perspective unites two
disparate but equally pivotal moments in her life. The initial shots are tightly focused close-ups of Amelia’s face as
she breathes through contractions in a car, with silence on the soundtrack. A shrieking note accompanies shattered
glass smashing into Amelia’s face, followed by rumblings and creakings, and a distant groan of “NOOOQO!” as we
see Amelia tumble back and forth across the frame, totally unmoored from her surroundings. The sense of
disorientation only grows as we hear a faint “Mom?” in the background. Amelia turns to look at her husband, who
is slumped over the steering wheel, and viewers see a blinding white light indicative of both a further crash and
Amelia’s waking due to a young boy repeating “Mom! Mommy!” A further disorienting shot shows Amelia falling
through the air, arms akimbo, until she lands on the bed and opens her eyes. The boy is now shouting “Mom),”
and Amelia sits up. This opening sequence reveals the two defining factors in Amelia’s life—her husband’s death
and her son’s demands.

Like many contemporary parents, Amelia’s life seems to revolve around her son. While educated stay-at-home
moms might choose to invest in mothering the same energies they would have devoted to careers, all mothers—
working or not—are subject to the same cultural surveillance that insists that the best mothers mother to the
extreme. “Attachment parenting requires sacrifice, dedication, strategizing and a lot of long hours doing thankless
tasks. In other words,” Belinda Luscombe (2012: n.p.) points out, “it’s exactly like climbing the corporate ladder.

(Gambotto-Burke, 2014). This article reads the film through the context of intensive parenting ideologies rather than through a specific
national context.
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Except there is no glass ceiling. Or annual bonus.” As critics such as Andrea O’Reilly (2010) and Sue Thornham
(2013) have pointed out, intensive mothering is at odds with the imperatives of feminism, which advocates for a
woman’s right to individual subjectivity. According to Thornham, contemporary ideologies of motherhood
‘reinscribe the distinction between selthood and (maternal) female embodiment: as individualised subjects women
are urged to mobility and self-definition; as mothers they are re-embodied and returned to place’ (2013: 10). Amelia
is a working mother, but she is never free from what Lisa Baraitser so insightfully terms the ‘interruptions’ of
caregiving, because she cares for elderly people at work—that is, she experiences ‘the transition to motherhood,’
which Baraitser associates with ‘a certain horror; disintegration’ (2009: 63), more acutely because both at home and
at work, ‘her own self-narrative (...) is punctured at the level of constant interruptions to thinking, reflecting,
sleeping, moving and completing tasks’ (Baraitser, 2009: 15). The expected loss of selthood and separateness, the
‘constant interruptions’ that accompany motherhood, are a horrifying state of affairs, indeed.

Moreovert, as Barbara Creed influentially establishes in her essay “Horror and the Monstrous Feminine” (2015),
filmic representations of maternal agency are frequently coded as monstrous, and Amelia frequently appears to be
a monster, but it is important to consider her monstrosity within the context of these overtaxing ideologies of
motherhood. The demands of intensive mothering have made Amelia seem to be a monster because they have
destroyed her sense of self. Despite the fact that advocates of intensive parenting tout its virtues, Amelia’s problems
with mothering correspond with the demands and expectations of attachment parenting. William and Martha Sears
insist that:

All parents want their children to grow up to be kind, affectionate, empathetic, well disciplined, and, of
course, bright and successtul. (2001: ix)

Through pronouncements like these, ideologies of intensive parenting lead to a vigilant self-surveillance against
raising a child who is not these things. This common cultural discourse correlates with Amelia’s verbalised
complaint that Samuel is ‘so disobedient he can’t go to school anymore’ at the beginning of the film. Near the end
of the film, she also calls him ‘very disobedient’ and points out that he ‘deliberately disobeyed’ her. The film is
initially coded to make it seem as if Samuel is a demon child, in keeping with themes from 1960s and 1970s horror
tilms (Rosemary’s Baby [1968], The Exorcist [1973], The Omen [1976]): he builds elaborate weapons (shown with a
close-up of him sawing a two by four first thing in the morning and the exaggerated diegetic? sound of this
undertaking), he fires a heavy ball through the window after his mother yells “please don’t!”, we see several close-
ups of his gaping, screaming mouth and his feet kicking the back of the seat in the car, and he looks satisfied after
he pushes his cousin Ruby (Chloe Hurn) out of an elevated playhouse. But this is only an initial coding, one
designed, perhaps, to get us as viewers to sympathise with Amelia. She is harried, exhausted, frustrated—but for
good reason: she is the single parent of a difficult child.

But Amelia is not failing as a mother because she is not trying. Although she doesn’t take joy in it, she seems
to live by the dictum that ‘the mother continues to feel complete only when she is with’ her child (Sears, 2001: 8).
Samuel will not go to sleep without her, but bed-sharing makes her miserable. This becomes evident when the
scene cuts from Amelia reading to Samuel to juxtaposed close-ups of a sleeping Samuel’s foot moving across the
sheet, his hand kneading the vein in Amelia’s neck, and his teeth grinding (all with exaggerated diegetic sound on
the soundtrack). The next close-up is of Amelia, prodded and pummelled by Samuel in bed, her eyes open and an
annoyed look on her face. And yet, contemporary parents will recognise Amelia’s behaviour as aligned with
ideologies of attachment parenting, which, as one commentator who parented by the book for a while understands
it, suggest that ‘it is every child’s birthright to sleep nestled between their parents for a couple of years, firmly
latched onto a maternal nipple whenever he or she wants’ (Eller, 2015: n.p.). Amelia’s actions correlate with this
advice, but, like the aforementioned critic of attachment parenting, she, too, feels attachment might be great for
the child, but not so great for the mother. Amelia blinks slowly and moves Samuel’s leg from on top of her, then
scoots to the very edge of the bed (so close to the edge that her nose and half her arm hang over the side). The
overhead shot shows a gap of a few inches now established between mother and child. The title card follows this
scene, suggesting that the Babadook has less to do with Samuel’s fears and more to do with Amelia’s desires to
reclaim an independent selfhood.

Samuel certainly seems calmer and more secure in Amelia’s presence; ‘from Amelia’s perspective, however,
their physical intimacy is shown to be deeply intrusive, eroding her sense of herself as a separate subject with her
own needs and desires’ (Quigley, 2016: 70). Later, when Amelia masturbates, the scene cross-cuts between her
relaxing and easing into a moment of release and shots of Samuel (in his separate bedroom) getting out of bed,
looking in his closet, and finally bursting into Amelia’s room just before she orgasms; he jumps into the bed and
shouts about the Babadook being in his room. Although Amelia emphatically states, “This is not going to happen,”
she does so while pushing Samuel down on the pillow in her bed, suggesting that she feels bed-sharing should

2 Diegetic sound is sound from within the world of the film. In this case, the sound is diegetic, but its volume is exaggerated.
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solve Samuel’s problem with nightmares. Once again, Samuel throws his arm over her neck and ends up sleeping
in Amelia’s bed—but this time viewers don’t see Amelia remove herself from his hold. Amelia’s rage in the film is
most commonly associated with her grief over her husband’s death (see Quigley, 2016: 61; Jacobsen, 2016), but it
is important to consider that the traumatic loss of her husband corresponds with the traumatic loss of her selfhood
when she became a mother—a self that, because she is a single parent who also works in caregiving, she is unable
to reclaim.

Once the Babadook appears in their lives, Samuel’s behaviour seems to escalate to the most extreme limits—
he yells at his mother from the back of the car that she will be afraid of the Babadook ‘when it creeps into your
room at night. You will be when it eats your insides,” and he pushes her down and yells, “Do you want to die?”
Surely these kinds of threats are enough to make any mother question her success at child-rearing. As Rozsika
Parker puts it, minor forms of violence and aggression against children, such as slapping a child who breaks out of
a mother’s grasp and runs across the street, occur ‘because [the mother| hates the child for behaviour that threatens
her with the loss of an internal object called “me-as-a-good-mother”, for turning her into a monster, and for
obscuring the love and concern that are obviously also there’ (1997: 21). Samuel’s behaviour indicates to Amelia,
and to any onlookers, that she is not ‘mom enough,” and, to avoid the unsolicited advice of others, Amelia feels
compelled to discipline him.

Amelia is surrounded with those who have advice for her regarding how to raise her (difficult) child: his teacher
and principal want him to have a one-on-one monitor because he brought a dart gun to school; her sister tells her
that she doesn’t visit because she ‘can’t stand being around [her] son,” and tells Amelia, “You can’t stand being
around him yourself;” the doctor tells her that “all children see monsters;” the police laugh at her when she says
she is being stalked; and two family services agents pity her and show concern when Samuel says he’s ‘a bit tired
from the drugs mum gave me.” Constantly, Amelia feels compelled to explain herself and her parenting methods.
She tells the teacher and principal, whom the low-angle shot underscores as towering authority figures behind the
desk, “Samuel doesn’t need a full-time monitor. What he needs is some understanding.” But they sit in front of a
large window, the bright light behind them suggesting they are enlightened ‘experts,” while Amelia is small,
emotional, and in the dark in the opposing eye-level shot. When Amelia and Samuel retreat into the house,
however, beyond these disciplining voices, the dangers increase—perhaps because it is within the house, with only
Samuel and her feelings toward him, that Amelia feels the loss of self most acutely.

Amelia can’t turn to other mothers for support, either, because in a neoliberal, individualist society, women
police the behaviours of other women, and women also make it seem as though motherhood, and the ways women
approach it, are freely made choices rather than the result of complex ideologies. Parker discusses ‘mothers
mirroring mothers,” pointing out that ‘mothers both do and do not provide each other with comforting reflections
and a place of safety in a society even more critical of mothers than they are of themselves’ (1995: 2-3). Amelia
encounters the pressures generated by discursive ideologies of mothering when she attends Ruby’s birthday party
at her sister, Claire’s (Hayley McElhinny), house. After Ruby and the other partygoers leave the room, Samuel
clings to Amelia’s neck as he whines and refuses to let go. The next shot is devastating—Claire’s friends (credited
as ‘Bastern Suburbs Mums’: Pippa Wanganeen, Peta Shannon, and Michelle Nightingale), all in sophisticated black
clothing that contrasts with Amelia’s pink dress, are gathered around the island, and all drop their polite smiles,
turn, and stare at this demonstration of Amelia’s inept mothering. When she finally pries Samuel away, the other
mothers exchange judgmental glances, most of them avoiding eye contact with Amelia.

These other mothers judge Amelia because they cannot empathise with her experience of motherhood—they
clearly possess social and cultural capital (as well as financial capital) that she does not. As the mothers complain
about their hectic schedules, filled with volunteering with ‘disadvantaged women,” some of whom have lost their
husbands, and about their husbands’ work schedules that leave them ‘with the kids 24/7, it feels like,” Amelia can’t
stop herself from responding: “That’s a real tragedy. Not having time to go to the gym anymore, how do you cope?
You must have so much to talk about with those poor disadvantaged women.” No one responds verbally to this
comment, but the reverse-shots show Claire aghast and the other mothers appalled at Amelia’s outburst—they,
too, are filmed at a slight low angle with a bright light behind them, echoing the earlier shots with the teacher and
principal, while Amelia is again filmed in a seated eye-level close-up, stripping her of authority. The horror of being
judged by the same standards as other, wealthier mothers turns on Amelia—she begins to interpret herself as a
monster, rather than as a typical mother. This scene highlights the advantages of these ‘successful’ mothers; for
one, they have identities separate from their children, separate from being mothers, and Amelia does not, partly
because she hasn’t yet been able to admit to herself how much she needs it. Nevertheless, if other mothers are
going to police her mothering, Amelia takes this opportunity to point out that she is a single mother who doesn’t
have assistance with childrearing or a break to go to the gym (suggesting the extent to which intensive mothering
is made possible by class privilege).

No wonder Amelia fantasises about time away from her son. When her kind coworker, Robbie (Daniel
Henshall), volunteers to cover her shift so she can relax, Amelia goes to the mall. The scene is shot initially through
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the mall’s windows, so that reflections and a slight haze erect a barrier between viewers and Amelia, who drifts,
alone, through the corridors. We don’t hear ambient sound either, but rather a non-diegetic score with rustling and
the slow, eerie piano notes associated with horror. When Amelia sits on one end of a couch, alone, eating an ice
cream cone, a slight haze and the passing shoppers obstruct our view of her, and when she gets in her car in the
parking lot, we see her through the glass of the windshield as she intently watches a couple in a nearby parked car.
As Paula Quigley reads it, this scene ‘create[s] a sense of her being cut adrift from her surroundings and from
“normal life’”” (2016: 66). However, the haziness here, and the seemingly bizarre nature of her activity—eating ice
cream alone in the mall—seem to connote instead the fantasy of time away from one’s child. (Amelia’s behaviour
here resonates with the behaviour of many contemporary mothers, who admit, on social media groups, to the joys
of drinking coffee alone in a parking lot.) Perhaps critics have missed reading this scene as such because many
viewers aren’t used to thinking of mothers as having desires independent of their children’s well-being? If we
consider Amelia’s perspective as a mothet’s perspective, we might read these scenes not as indicating that Amelia
is adrift and isolated, but rather as indicating her fantasies—fantasies that she keeps safe by containing them behind
glass, and fantasies that are horrifying according to ideologies of intensive motherhood, because they suggest that
a mother has interests and desires that do not involve her child.

Exploring horror from the woman’s, and in particular, the mother’s, perspective allows the film to consider
what the mother’s fantasies and fears might be. And many of those fantasies and fears are caused not just by the
contradictory and intense experience of mothering, but also by the ideologies surrounding attachment parenting
and intensive mothering. For example, a crucial aspect of forming an independent identity (a project that, under
neoliberalism, every individual should complete upon adulthood) entails a certain degree of selfishness; however,
‘attachment makes selfishness impossible’ (Gambotto-Burke, 2014). To consider what attachment parenting feels
like from the mother’s perspective, we have to think about the mother’s ‘unconscious fantasy’ (Parker, 1995: 64)
of herself as a perfect mother, a fantasy inspired at least in part by cultural ideologies surrounding motherhood.
According to Patrice DiQuinzio (1999), ‘essential motherhood,” or the notion that women exist to be mothers and
are ‘naturally’ suited to succeed at and enjoy mothering, makes the mother’s fantasies of what mothering will be
like all the more damaging; ‘essential motherhood requires mothering of women, but it represents motherhood in
a way that denies mothers’ and women’s individualist subjectivity’ (xiii). When women fantasise about being ‘mom
enough,’ they are bound to fail, and the guilt of such a failure might be enough to make them monstrous.

MONSTROUS MOTHER OR MATERNAL AMBIVALENCE?

And, in fact, a critical tendency has been to divide mothers in films into ‘good mothers’ and ‘bad mothers,” with
both bound to fail their children in one way or another. In the terms established by classical analyses of the ‘Bad
Mother,” such as those by Carol Clover (1992) and Linda Williams (2000), good mothers are de-eroticised, and bad
mothers are ‘phallic,” or smothering and intent on dominating their children. Arnold rethinks this framework for
the twenty-first century, however, arguing,

The Bad Mother is not only a product of the patriarchal imaginary, or a representative of the nightmare
unconscious, but also a transgressive figure who resists conformity and assimilation. Her very
transgressions often indicate the slipperiness of patriarchy. The Bad Mother can point to dissatisfaction
and disillusionment with the psychosocial structures of the family. (69)

Erin Harrington surmises that ‘where a “good” mother makes extraordinary sacrifices, a “bad” mother’s
sacrifice result[s] in a loss of her sense of self’ (2016: 2006). In other words, a ‘bad’ mother might reflect not her
personal failings, but the failure of cultural discourses around mothering that make her read her own efforts as
failures. As Harrington points out:

Horror films are a space in which historically specific hopes and anxieties about the nature of
motherhood and maternal affect are variously articulated, enforced and challenged, instead of bluntly
represented as ‘gcood’ or ‘bad’. (2016: 183)

Rather than think of Amelia as a monster, then, we should question the monstrous aspects of motherhood upon
which the film is commenting.

It is undeniable that Amelia and the monster are aligned. For example, when Samuel has a bad dream, she goes
into his room and checks for monsters—but when she does so, the shots are from under the bed and within the
closet. That is, we now see Amelia and Samuel from a monster’s perspective, a momentary point of view shift that,
because viewers have already been aligned with Amelia’s perspective, suggests a unity between Amelia’s and the
monster’s perspectives. When we consider maternal ambivalence, or, as D. W. Winnicott insisted as eatly as 1949,
the psychological commonplace that ‘the mother (...) hates her infant from the word go’ (1994: 355), Amelia
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comes to seem even motre monstrous. But ambivalence is common: Parker (1995), a psychoanalytic
psychotherapist, defines maternal ambivalence as ‘the experience shared variously by all mothers in which loving
and hating feelings for their children exist side by side’ (1). “All mothers’ experience, at times, feelings of hatred for
their children, but as Parker points out, ‘our culture (...) virtually prohibit(s| the kind of full discussion and
exploration’ that would normalise these feelings and make them bearable (1). Incidentally, up until the very late
twentieth century, maternal ambivalence was also discussed primarily from the child’s perspective, and in terms of
its impact on the child, rather than from the mother’s perspective and in terms of its impact on the mother (see
Parker, 1995: 12). The Babadook challenges this historical framing of maternal ambivalence. The monster in the film
is not the mother, but the combined effects of ideologies of intensive mothering and the interference of ‘experts,’
both of which tell Amelia she is a ‘bad’ mother, and a culture that makes it unacceptable for a mother to express
her (very typical) frustrations with mothering,.

The film expresses not a mother’s desire to annihilate the source of her frustration, but rather her ambivalent
feelings of alternating love and hate for her child. For example, when Samuel caresses Amelia’s face in an eatly
scene, she closes her eyes and seems to enjoy the affection, but when he hugs her as tightly as he can a moment
later, she pushes him away and growls, “Don’t do that!” This early scene indicates that Samuel is aware of how his
mother’s ambivalence makes it impossible for her to develop a connected relationship with him and to feel good
about her accomplishments as a mother. But she does care about and effectively mother her son—she chastises
both the school principal and her hallucinated husband for referring to Samuel as ‘the boy,” and vows to find an
appropriate school for him. The reason she can’t express her frustrations alongside her victories is because
motherhood has been essentialised as something women are inherently good at and inherently relish, to the extent
that mothers are criticised for expressing (outside of what Parker [1995:60] has noted is the socially acceptable
form of satire) the frustrations that accompany motherhood. The monster in the film is the institutionalised
pressure to be ‘mom enough,’ to never want to be away from one’s child.

Significantly, the film acknowledges that these feelings of maternal ambivalence are nearly universal. For
example, Samuel repeats over and over that he is hungry after Amelia has not slept all night, calling to mind the
incessant demands of children everywhere. Amelia’s response, at least initially, is also a familiar maternal complaint,
albeit phrased in harsher terms: she growls, “Why do you have to keep talk, talk, talking? Don’t you ever stop?”
and, “If you’re that hungry, why don’t you go and eat shit?” But Amelia doesn’t relish that Samuel runs away from
her after she says this—instead, she rises from bed and speaks softly to Samuel, apologising and offering to cook
him something. In case that scene seems too extreme to express a universal maternal ambivalence, when Amelia
takes Samuel to a diner for ice cream because of her remorse about this comment, they sit in a booth adjacent to
a mother (Alicia Zorkovic) who is arguing with and disciplining five unruly children (India Zorkovic, Isla Zorkovic,
Charlie Crabtree, Ethan Grabis, Sophie Allan). Although Samuel sits quietly sipping his milkshake, Amelia and the
other frustrated mother are positioned to mirror each other on the far left and right sides of the shot—and both
frown as they lean in the direction of their children. Surely this scene resonates with anyone who has taken even
one child to a restaurant, and reminds parents of some of the freedom and peace they lose when they gain children.

But if we look beyond the ideology of intensive mothering, we find that many psychologists note that maternal
ambivalence is both normal and healthy—as long as it is acknowledged rather than denied. As Parker explains, ‘it
is the mother’s achievement of ambivalence — the awareness of her coexisting love and hate for the baby — that
can promote a sense of concern and responsibility towards, and differentiation of self from the baby. Accordingly,
both idealisation and denigration of her baby diminish’ (1997: 16). Parker argues that maternal ambivalence can
lead to creative solutions: consider, for example, the image in the lullaby ‘Rock-a-by-baby’ of the cradle falling
from a high tree (1995: 63). When faced with a baby that continues to cry, mothers can both sing their frustrations
and soothe the baby simultaneously—that is, they can express their ambivalence creatively.

Such a theory provides support for the notion that Amelia, as a woman who used to write ‘magazine articles’
and ‘kids’ stuff,” might be responsible for not only the violent actions that the Babadook causes but also the
storybook itself. After Oskar’s death and Samuel’s birth, Amelia no longer writes children’s stories. As Stone argues
about writing and maternal subjectivity, “The subject is one who actively gives meaning to his or her experience
(in speech, writing, or other modes), and who can do so only because at some level he or she identifies as the single
agent performing this activity” (2012: 15). Amelia’s individual subjectivity is subsumed in motherhood, and that
sudden and total abandonment of her independent self, and her writing, ultimately results in the impulse to express
her desire to be rid of her son, initially only in fiction. The storybook of Mister Babadook is a creative expression of
her resentment of Samuel. The DVD version’s home screen underscores this solution when it opens with Amelia
reading, “Whether it’s in a word or it’s in a book, you can’t get rid of the Babadook,” the first line of the story of
Mister Babadook, suggesting that her word and the book might be the same. It is telling that the last several pages
of the storybook are blank, waiting for the details of Amelia’s and Samuel’s story to emerge. If the story of Mister
Babadook is Amelia’s use of the horror genre to explore her feelings toward her son, expressing those feelings, in a

6/12 © 2019 by Authot/s



Feminist Encounters: A Journal of Critical Studies in Culture and Politics, 3(1-2), 04

Figure 1. The mother and the Babadook are intertwined. Frame from The Babadook (Screen Australia, Causeway
Films)

culture in which mothers are told to sacrifice individuality and that their children are the only thing that will make
them feel complete, truly horrifies her. As Quigley notes,

As Amelia’s mask of maternal self-sacrifice begins to slip, the conventions of the horror genre provide
a vocabulary capable of articulating the ‘real’ feelings beneath Amelia’s fagade. (2016: 70)

The storybook, whose title Babadook seems to echo a child’s attempt at saying ‘baby book,” becomes another
parenting book whose shadow and influence the harried mother cannot escape, and therefore, like T)he Baby Book
and other attachment parenting manuals, it takes on a life of its own and gives Amelia more grief than support.

What does the storybook of Mister Babadook tell Amelia—and, according to this reading, what does Amelia tell
herself—about who she is as a mother? “The more you deny, the stronger I get,” the book reads. “You start to
change when I get in, the Babadook growing right under your skin.” One crucial pop-up in the book features a
woman, in a nightgown similar to the one Amelia wears throughout the film, with her arms spread above her head.
Alarge shadow with the top hat and pointy fingers of the Babadook extends behind her, suggesting that the woman
and the Babadook are intertwined (Figure 1). The next pages feature elaborate pop-ups of a woman strangling a
child and then cutting her own throat. The storybook, I argue, expresses Amelia’s ambivalent feelings toward her
son; the Babadook is a projected embodiment of her rage and frustration with the demands of parenting, not to
mention the added pressure to be the ‘perfect’ parent despite the difficult circumstances of this family.

First Amelia begins to see the Babadook everywhere, and then she begins to change as a mother, no longer
concealing her frustrations with Samuel, but now giving them voice. For example, when she tries to convince the
police that someone is stalking her and her child, she quickly stops when she sees a jacket with the Babadook’s
long, thin fingers hanging on the wall. She later hallucinates roaches crawling out of the wall behind the refrigerator
and begins frantically cleaning the house. These roaches seem to express the disgusting, not-me feelings Amelia
has about being a parent—feelings that, as the storybook says, will make you ‘wish you were dead.” And while the
house in which Amelia and Samuel live is dark, stuffy, and entrapping, it’s important to note that the Babadook
follows them when they leave the house. For example, Amelia sees it creeping on the roof of the car, after she sees
roaches crawling on her dress, and crashes into another driver. These are additional indications that the Babadook
is intertwined with Amelia.

As the film continues, Amelia becomes a danger to her son, but not until the final battle with the Babadook is
she wholly consumed by rage and aggression. Before that, she might lash out at Samuel, but she also lovingly
apologises. Even when she’s almost wholly consumed by the Babadook, and Samuel tries to wake her, she refers
to him as ‘sweetheart.” Similarly, when she hallucinates Samuel lying on the couch with mouth gaping and blood
running down his face and chest, she is horrified—and becomes even more horrified when she wakes from this
hallucination to find that she is standing over a terrified Samuel with a knife in her hand. Although Amelia becomes,
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as Harrington notes, ‘the monstrous antagonist of the story,” it is also important to point out, as Harrington does,
that Amelia endangers Samuel because ‘she cannot live up to the impossible ideals of motherhood, and she cannot
do what is, supposedly, a natural and essential part of a woman’s experience’ (2016: 180). Thus, while Amelia is
aligned with the monster, she is also attacked by it, both articulating and challenging discursive ideologies of
motherhood.

THE IMPORTANCE OF BOUNDARIES

Amelia certainly looks monstrous throughout the last half of the film—she breaks the family dog’s neck, pulls
out her own bloody tooth, and climbs the door jamb of Samuel’s room in a supernatural feat of strength. But, as
David Greven (2011: 13) points out, as is common in films that blend horror and melodrama, Samuel is not
repulsed by the mother, but drawn to her. She looks horrifying not because she represents what disgusts Samuel—
the abject mother—but because there is something within her that is not-her—she has been impregnated with the
abject Babadook and has to expel it to reestablish her bodily integrity. Julia Kristeva’s theory of the abject in Powers
of Horror (1982) has been highly influential in film studies, especially in terms of thinking of the ‘monstrous-
feminine,” in Barbara Creed’s (2015) terms. In Kristeva’s theory, abjection contributes to identity formation—the
child learns to differentiate him or herself from the mother by seeing the mother’s body as abject, as the opposite
of the child’s independence and liveliness. As Creed summarises it:

One of the key figures of abjection is the mother who becomes an abject at that moment when the child
rejects her for the father who represents the symbolic order. (2015: 38)

But such a theory works only when the horror aligns us with the child’s perspective, and The Babadook is about
what horrifies mothers.

Thus it is necessary to think a bit more about how Kristeva defines the abject. Kristeva points out that the
abject is caused by ‘what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules’ (1982:
4). The child learns to separate itself from the mother by seeing the mother as abject. In a crucial discussion of the
corpse, Kristeva writes:

Abject. It is something rejected from which one does not part, from which one does not protect oneself
as from an object. Imaginary uncanniness and real threat, it beckons to us and ends up engulfing us.
(1982: 4)

That is, the abject is both hottifying and attractive. If the child does not definitively separate him/herself from
the mother, he risks the danger of not forming a unique, separate identity—and, in turn, if the mother does not
maintain an identity separate from her child, she might also be in danger. As Arnold explains, Kristeva discusses
the maternal body as ‘a site of many of those things which are abjected (breast milk, menstrual blood), and she
points back to a time of non-differentiation between the child and mother’ (2013: 14). But, Arnold continues:

The abject is not something, therefore, that is inherently evil or ‘bad’, since to be so is to be distinct from
the self. The abject is that which, like Freud’s uncanny, points back to origins, to a time before self: birth,
mother-child symbiosis. (2013: 14-15)

The abject points to the breakdown of boundaries between child and mother—and recalling ‘mother-child
symbiosis’ is as likely to ‘disturb identity’ for the mother as it is for the child.

Motherhood is, after all, an experience which blurs the boundaries between the self and the other; those
mothers who experience pregnancy and bear their own children literally experience a prolonged period when the
child is a part of themselves. For Kristeva, abjection is a loss of one’s personal identity, and an identity that is
constituted by some other: “I experience abjection only if an Other has settled in place and stead of what will be
‘me”” (1982: 10). Thus, while Kristeva explains that subjects always establish their identities by differentiating
themselves from the mother’s abject (disgusting, terrifying) body, she does not discuss how a mother might form
an identity separate from her child. Surely the mother is not bound to only see herself also as monstrous, terrifying,
and abject. José Esteban Mufioz’s concept of disidentification provides a way of rethinking representations of
maternal abjection. Mufioz writes that

disidentification scrambles and reconstructs the encoded message of a cultural text in a fashion that both
exposes the encoded message’s universalizing and exclusionary machinations and recircuits its workings
to account for, include, and empower minority identities and identifications. (1999: 31)
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Although Amelia sees herself as abject until her final battle with the Babadook, perhaps the film can help mothers
recognize the limiting dominant ideologies of motherhood and envision the many unique identities that mothers
possess.

Thus, the horror in The Babadook becomes tied to the eroded boundaries between mother and child (boundaries
that were eroded because of the pressures of the ideologies of intensive mothering). Creed points out that ‘that
which crosses or threatens to cross the “border” is abject’ (2015: 42). One’s child certainly crosses a border when
it gestates inside the mother, but children also continually violate the border between mother and child when they
insist on being in the mother’s space, following the mother to the bathroom, calling for the mother, and touching
the mother. Might the mother instead see the breaking down of boundaries between self and Other that occurs
when one forms attachment bonds with one’s child as threatening to her identity in the same way that the child
sees the fusion between mother and self as threatening to his/her entrance into the Symbolic Order? As noted
previously, the constant interruptions of caregiving make writing difficult, and thus threaten the mother’s sense of
her individuality, her sense of herself as part of the Symbolic Order as well. But Baraitser contends ‘that
motherhood lends itself to anecdote rather than the grand narrative of “mother-writing” due to the constant attack
on narrative that the child performs’ (15). Within The Babadook, Samuel embodies all those things that remind
Amelia of the fragility of her body and independence; her son threatens the borders she constructs around herself,
he threatens her with non-differentiation. In other words, encountering the abject for the mother would produce
a desire for the eroded boundaries separating mother and child to be restored.

Amelia’s desire for boundaries is clear throughout the film. When Amelia gives Samuel sedatives to help him
sleep (in his own bed, alone), she descends into her bed from above in a shot that echoes the shot of her awakening
from the film’s opening nightmare—but this time her face is contented, and her arms lie still at her sides. She is
happy to know that she has this reprieve from her son and his demands—as Baraitser theorises about maternal
subjectivity, mothers might find themselves reduced to tears by a sleeping child because ‘in sleep, the child’s
capacity for separateness is simply shown up in relief, and for a few moments it makes (the mother) weep (...)
because of a sudden realisation that the child already knows how to separate’ (2009: 109). Amelia is desperate for
these moments of separateness. Later, Samuel, out of desperation, tries to call Mrs. Roach (Barbara West) and
Auntie Claire, but Amelia takes the batteries out of the phone handset, cuts the phone lines, and turns Mrs. Roach
away, insisting that they’re ‘ok’—and thereby establishes boundaries around this family unit. When Samuel tells
her he’s trying to protect them from the Babadook and shouts, “I just didn’t want you to let it in,” she responds,
“Nothing is coming in here tonight. Nothing!” While this scene hints that she will harm Samuel, it is also crucial
to understanding how much of Amelia’s possession stems from the need to establish boundaries between the me
and the not-me. When the Babadook’s possession of her allows her to express her extreme frustration, she
endangers Samuel, because she has not been able to acknowledge her ambivalence. But, possessed by the
Babadook, she freely admits: “You don’t know how many times I wished it was you, not him, that died. ...
Sometimes I just want to smash your head against a brick wall until your fucking brains pop out.” Samuel responds,
“You’re not my mother!” She asks him to repeat himself; when he does, she screams, “I am your mother!” The
Babadook allows Amelia to express her rage and frustration with mothering—but it also forces her to claim her
maternal identity.

Even when she is fully possessed by the Babadook, Amelia alternates between love and hate. She apologises to
Samuel for not being good since Oskar’s death—but it turns out that she is using claims that “I want to make it
up to you, Sam” to be able to get close enough to him to strangle him so he can ‘meet [his] dad.” She has nearly
superhuman strength at this point, but Samuel jams a kitchen knife into her leg, and when she follows him into
the basement, clubs her so that she passes out on the floor, where he can tie her up to protect himself. Samuel
refuses to leave her, saying, “We said we’d protect each other. I know you don’t love me. The Babadook won’t let
you. But I love you, mum. And I always will.”” Amelia becomes tearful at this confession, perhaps because he here
acknowledges that he is distinct from her. Then Samuel encourages his mother to ‘get it out.” In this way, the film
can be cathartic for any mothers in the audience who also feel frustration about mothering and a need to ‘get it
out” Amelia frees her hand and begins strangling him, moaning and weeping as she does so—she is finally
expressing her simultaneous hate and love for her child. Her grimace and grip soften when Samuel caresses her
face, just as he did at the beginning of the film. She shakes violently, but finally vomits an inky black puddle and
collapses on the floor.

While Amelia thinks this is the end of it, Samuel states, “You can’t get rid of the Babadook™ as the Babadook
hutls Samuel’s body up the stairs. And indeed, if maternal ambivalence is normal and healthy, it is important that
Amelia can’t get rid of it. But once she expels the Babadook, Amelia is also freer to express her love for and
protectiveness of her son. And that love for and protectiveness of her son, she realises, can only be fully expressed
once she establishes some boundaries. To finally subdue the Babadook, she shouts, “This is my house. You are
trespassing in my house. If you touch my son again I’ll fucking kill you!” The Babadook tries to pull Samuel out
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of Amelia’s grasp, but her hold on him is too strong, proving that establishing boundaties strengthens her ability
to protect her son.

The Babadook exposes and critiques the ideologies associated with contemporary motherhood, especially those
that would insist on the intensive mothering correlated with attachment parenting. The film takes a different
approach from that of most horror films about mothers, which, as Harrington argues, ‘suggest that the precarious
balance between the needs of the self and the demands of motherhood can only ever end in destruction of the
mother and/or her child’ (2016: 184). Amelia and Samuel approach destruction, but in the end, neither of them is
destroyed. Instead, after Amelia locks the Babadook in the basement, she scoops Samuel into her arms and kisses
him for the first time in the film. This is a film, as Hazel Cills puts it, ‘about a mother against a va/id and vulnerable
part of herself’ (2014, my emphasis). That ‘valid and vulnerable part of herself’ is her ambivalence, and, as
Harrington notes, the ‘monstrous’ ‘notion that a woman can and shoz/d be judged using a set of impossible criteria
against which she will always be found wanting’ (2016: 214). That the film validates Amelia’s ambivalence is crucial
to understanding how it critiques and challenges contemporary ideologies of attachment parenting and essential
and intensive mothering.

But does the film ultimately transform motherhood? After all, at the end of the film, Amelia seems to have not
one, but two, difficult children to nurture—one of them the roaring, rage-filled Babadook who now lives in her
basement. Whether we see the film as challenging contemporary ideologies of intensive mothering depends on
what we interpret the Babadook to represent. If it represents Amelia’s grief at the loss of her husband (which is
how many reviews of the film interpret it), then the figure of the Babadook might seem to be Amelia’s longing for
a literal embodiment of the patriarchal law of the Father’ to relieve her of the burdens of being both nurturer and
authority figure—in other words, it might suggest that she would be better off if she was not a single mother, but
rather one more fully embroiled in the patriarchy.

If, however, the Babadook is an embodiment of Amelia’s own ambivalence toward motherhood, we might
interpret her nurturing this ambivalence as a positive step toward challenging the ideologies associated with
contemporary motherhood. The basement is off limits throughout the film; it is where Amelia keeps Oskat’s
things, which she avoids. But at the end of the film, the basement is off limits only to Samuel. Amelia visits the
basement almost ritually, without Samuel, and quiets the Babadook’s rage in that space separate from her child. In
fact, when the Babadook tries to bend her under the weight of its rage, she pushes against it, repeating three times,
in a kind of ritual chant, “It’s alright.” Parker, drawing on Jessica Benjamin, indicates that ‘the recognition by a
mother that she has her own needs and priorities is (...) crucial for a child’s development’ (1997: 20). For Amelia,
this space separate from her child, where she confronts and quiets her rage, is also a space that makes her a better
mother. After Amelia returns from feeding and calming the Babadook, she tenderly strokes the bruise on Samuel’s
neck, a bruise that he got when she, filled with the Babadook’s rage, tried to strangle him. Samuel comments that
“it’s getting better, mum,” referring both to the bruise and their relationship.

As O’Reilly points out, ‘to say that the boredom, exhaustion, ambivalence, guilt, loneliness, anxiety, and self-
doubt mothers feel is normal and common—indeed more real than the contented, calm, and composed mother
found in magazines—is therapeutic, indeed liberating” (2010: 209). The Babadook is a film that opens itself to various
interpretations. It expresses feelings of rage, grief, the desire for independence, and love, and ultimately accepts
maternal ambivalence. Crucial to this reading of the film’s critique of parenting ‘by the book’ is the fact that the
film gives Amelia one final chance to confront the authorities: the family services agents return on the day of
Samuel’s birthday party. This time, though, the camera is at a slightly higher level when focused on Amelia and
Samuel, and both Amelia and Samuel and the agents are in normal ambient light. That is, Amelia has demonstrated
that she as a mother does have some authority over the raising of her child, and she no longer has to mother ‘by
the book.” Like Cynthia Eller (2015), a mother who writes about succumbing to the pressures of attachment
parenting, who ‘tenamed The Baby Book “How to Be a Perfect Mother and Why Youll Never Be One,” and now
keeps the book in the garage for occasional reference, Amelia keeps the Babadook locked away in the basement.

The film’s final sequence is crucial to understanding what has been accomplished. Only after Amelia has quieted
the Babadook—her feelings of frustration and rage—by telling Samuel to get out of the house and stay out until
she comes up from the basement, can she embrace spending time with him doing magic tricks, preparing for his
birthday party, and cradling him on her lap. The film’s final shot is a close-up of Amelia’s face, and the film doesn’t
go to extremes in creating this happy ending—Amelia is smiling, but only slightly, as she holds Samuel’s head
against her chest. This fact, combined with the Babadook who remains in the basement, indicates that the film is
realistic about maternal ambivalence as a lifelong condition. If neoliberal ideologies of self-surveillance result in
the ideologies of parenting that insist that mothers can have it all and do everything perfectly, then perhaps a
cultural recognition and representation of the difficulties and frustrations of mothering, of maternal ambivalence,
will help other mothers resist the demands to mother by the book in the future.
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ABSTRACT

The past five years have seen a reinvigoration of debate regarding the significance and impact of
motherhood on artists’ careers, suggesting that this remains unfinished business for feminism and feminist
researchers. Such conversation reflects an ambivalent and ambiguous relationship between motherhood, art
and creative identity. While a number of artist-driven initiatives tackling these ongoing concerns have
emerged in the United Kingdom and United States, responses in Australia have been less clearly defined.
Suspicious of essentialist arguments regarding the maternal in second wave feminist art, contemporary artists
are just as likely to address motherhood as an industrial issue as a philosophical position or symbolic motif,
suggesting a strategic negotiation of motherhood. Building on previous research analysing the barriers that
inhibit women artists in Australia and the creative strategies they employ, this article applies a blended
methodological approach to map the current relationship between artists and motherhood. It outlines the
curatorial development of an upcoming feminist group exhibition Creative Dystocia, discusses a sample of
contemporary artists, and contextualises these historically and conceptually. The intention of this developing
curatorial project is to interrupt dominant narratives of motherhood in the Australian context to provide a
more deeply textured account of contemporary artists” experiences of motherhood and art-making,

Keywords: motherhood, Australian art, creative identity, feminist curation, practice-led research

INTRODUCTION

The past five years have seen a reinvigoration of debate regarding the significance and impact of motherhood
on artists’ careers, suggesting that this remains unfinished business for feminism and feminist researchers. This
global conversation reflects a stubbornly ambivalent and ambiguous relationship between motherhood, art and
creative identity. While a number of artist-driven initiatives directly tackling these ongoing concerns have emerged
in the United Kingdom and United States, the responses in Australia have been less clearly defined and less
concerned with interrogating the assumptions underlying these current discussions. Suspicious of seemingly
essentialist arguments regarding the maternal in second wave feminist art, contemporary artists are just as likely to
address motherhood as an industrial rights issue as a philosophical position or symbolic motif, suggesting a strategic
negotiation of motherhood that has not yet been adequately addressed in the context of contemporary art.
Although it can be argued that Australia has a long and strong history of feminist thought and practice (Lake,
1999), both in art and society more broadly, substantial dialogue and strategising regarding the relationship between
art and motherhood is currently largely absent.

Building on previous research analysing both the systemic barriers that inhibit women artists in Australia and
the creative strategies they employ (see Pedersen and Haynes, 2015), this paper applies a blended methodological
approach to map the current relationship between artists and motherhood. It outlines the curatorial development
of an upcoming feminist group exhibition Creative Dystocia (2019-), discusses a sample of contemporary artists, and
contextualises these approaches historically and conceptually!. ‘Dystocia’ is the medical term for when the birthing
labour fails to progress. In the context of this project, it refers to a failure of creative labour due to the common
perceptions of mothering or the structural disadvantages it creates, as well as the difficulties many artists experience
when attempting to reconcile creative and maternal labour. As a consequence, the project Creative Dystocia also aims

U Creative Dystocia is being developed as a collaborative, artist-driven exhibition project for realisation in Australia in 2020. Originating in
Brisbane, its eventual form is being negotiated by an evolving team of artist-mothers and childfree, woman-identifying artists.
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to open up a space for women-identifying artists who are not mothers to consider how perceptions of mothering
impact on their practices. As artist-curators, our intention is to interrupt singular or dominant narratives of
motherhood in the Australian context in order to provide a deeply textured account of contemporary artists’
experiences of motherhood and art-making. The structure of this paper reflects the practice-led nature of creative
enquiry, where the creative practitioner makes sense of the field of knowledge through the act of making. While
practice-led research has the capacity to yield rich new perspectives on the world around us (Smith and Dean,
2009), Andrew McNamara (2012) points out that it also presents the risk of internal bias and solipsism. Acutely
aware of the potential echo-chamber of practice-led research, this paper focuses on the contextual and historical
factors that have influenced the developmental curatorial rationale rather than the mechanisms of curating the
exhibition. It positions the project of feminist curating within its global context, while pointing out the pressing
local factors that have impressed on us the need for additional investigation in Australia.

THE SIGNIFICANCE AND IMPACT OF MOTHERHOOD ON ARTISTS’ CAREERS

As has been observed regularly over at least the past forty years, art has a gender problem (Miller, 2016: 119).
Globally, women study art in numbers equal to or greater than men, and yet they are less likely to be represented
in exhibitions and museum collections than men (National Museum of Women in the Arts, n.d.; Townsend, 2017,
The CoUNTess Report, 2016). The past decade has seen a resurgence in feminist research regarding the dynamics
of the visual arts sector. In Australia that institutional critique has been exemplified by The CoUNTess Report (2016),
a benchmarking project and online resource on gender equality in the Australian contemporary art sector. The
CoUNTess’ founder, Elvis Richardson, compiles and analyses data on art education, prizes, funding, art media,
organisational makeup, and exhibitions of various kinds across a wide range of galleries including national, state,
regional, commercial, artist-run galleries and contemporary art spaces.

Recently, this research was consolidated by The CoUNTess Report (2016), which was based on publicly
available data collected from websites, exhibition catalogues, magazines and media in the calendar year 2014. The
data indicated that in Australia “those graduating with degrees in fine art or visual art in 2014 were 73% female
and 27% male, while those with postgraduate degrees were 75% female and 25% male” (2016: n.p). And yet almost
from the moment they graduate, male artists are more likely to be selected by galleries for commercial
representation and curated into exhibitions, with only 40 per cent of commercially-represented artists being
women, and only 34 per cent of artists exhibited in state-run museums being women. This statistic becomes even
more alarming once artists hit mid-career, where the number of identified practising women artists declines sharply.

As a response to this renewed attention to gender politics in the art world, numerous women-only exhibitions
and feminist art retrospectives have been staged in museums and galleries around the world?. These exhibitions
have provoked heated debates about their potential reinforcement of the art world’s patriarchal values, as well as
reviving fraught questions regarding biology, social roles and creativity. One reason given for the gender disparity
apparent in gallery exhibitions and museum collections is the supposed incompatibility of motherhood with the
role of being an artist (Gratton, 2017). Creative Dystocia addresses this assumption through the collaborative
development of a group exhibition utilising feminist curatorial methods. It also investigates the current relationship
between motherhood, creativity and visual arts in Australia.

RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN MOTHERHOOD, ART AND CREATIVE IDENTITY

An overview of the literature regarding the relationships between motherhood and art reveals that women
artists with mothering responsibilities generally report that being a mother has a positive influence on their art
because they encounter new experiences, emotions, and imagery, which all inspire new creative work (Summers
and Clarke, 2015). Even those who do not employ direct imagery of pregnancy or motherhood in their work
indicate that the experience of seeing the world in a new way is influential (Power, 2008). This is notable, given the
common belief that motherhood (or perhaps more accurately, the duties of mothering) diminishes an artist’s
creative capacity, or as Andrea Liss (2009) describes it, ‘the lie that women, especially mothers, are not or cannot
be thinking, critical human beings’ (xiv). While many artists believe that motherhood has a positive impact on the

2 See for example: WACK! Art and the Feminist Revolution, Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, USA (2007); Global Feminisms, The
Brooklyn Museum, New York, USA (2007); elles@centrepompidon, The Pompidou Centre, Paris, France (2009); Contenporary Australia: Women,
Gallery of Modern Art, Queensland, Australia (2012); Unfinished Business: Perspectives on Art and Feminism, Australian Centre for Contemporary
Art, Melbourne, Australia (2017).
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art they make, they simultaneously say it diminishes the time available for making it (Brooks and Daniluk, 1998;
Power, 2008; Summers and Clarke, 2015).

One of the inherent tensions experienced by artist-mothers is that child-rearing and making art use the same
resources: time, focus, energy and inspiration. Many artists point out that these resources are limited, and
consequently, must be carefully allocated to either mothering or art practice (Ciciola-1zzo, 2014; Power, 2008).
Kirschenbaum and Reis’ 1997 comparative study of ten female artists, for example, made these tensions between
the desire and motivation for creative work and the demands of motherhood very clear. Social expectation dictates
that mothering should be prioritised and many artist-mothers report feelings of guilt when they put their needs for
creativity above their children’s needs. However, as Kirchenbaum and Reis (1997) note, mother-artists remain
hopeful about the future capacity to dedicate themselves more fully to art:

The same factors also contributed to their creative process and the development of their identity as
artists, their awareness and passion for their life and art, and their love of family and work. Whether or
not any of these artists ever achieves the status of eminence cannot be determined at this time. What
does seem clear is that because they are both artists and mothers, eminence may not be of ultimate
importance in their lives because the creativity of each of these artists was expressed not only in their
creative art products but also in their creative efforts in raising their children and nurturing their families.
This provided frustrations for all of the participants in this study, but none of the artists regretted having
children, and all looked forward to time later in their lives in which additional hours could be devoted
to their art (263).

In recent years, the message to young artists has become more negative. From 2014 onwards, a number of
mainstream media and online think pieces circulated, inferring once again that motherhood and artistic success
were incompatible. For example, the BBC Two Artsnight episode The Pram in the Hall used Cyril Connolly’s famous
quote regarding parenthood as the ‘enemy of good art’ as the starting point for a discussion of whether ‘children
inhibit a creative life’ (Artsnight 2015), and the Australian author Kate Holden was quoted as saying, “‘You know
those photos of the American dustbowl in the 1930s where the families literally walked off their land, leaving half
eaten bowls of cereal on the kitchen table? That's what it felt like happened to my work when I had a baby’ (in
Williams, 2016: n.p).

Common themes emerge in studies of art and motherhood, including: the common assertion that art and
motherhood are fundamentally incompatible due to the rigorous requirements of a successful art practice (Miller,
20106); that art making and mothering are both ‘soft” tasks and therefore compatible with each other (Stohs, 1992);
the deep two-way guilt of both artist/mothers and non-mothers, concerned that any decisions they make regarding
art and parenting will be ‘wrong” (Kirschenbaum and Reis 1997; Reis 2002; Ciciola-1zzo 2014); and the apparent
blindness to the necessary ‘third stream’ where both working artists and mothers are required to undertake
additional paid work to support themselves and their families (Crane, 2011). From the perspective of the mothers
themselves, there are often positive impacts, both on their mothering and their art practice (Summers and Clarke,
2015). There remains however, some concern among contemporary artists that depicting motherhood in art risks
‘being labelled saccharine, sentimental, and kitschy’ (Kutis, 2013: 1).

Is the representation of motherhood for artists as an epic battle between competing desires and social
imperatives accurate, or is something more complex and slippery being missed in this analysis? In the recent
discussions, easy assumptions have been made about those women artists who are not mothers. Beyond the overtly
antagonistic opinions of prominent artists such as Tracey Emin (Alexander, 2014) and Marina Abramovic
(Neuendortf, 2016), whose views reinforce the narrative of motherhood and artistic success as mutually exclusive,
there is little nuanced discussion of whether perceptions of motherhood also impact on women’s artistic practices
or the decisions they make regarding their careers. As Gayle Letherby (2018) has pointed out, voluntary and
involuntary childlessness is often a continuum or an evolving status for women, rather than a single point of
identification — and ambivalence about one’s status can be experienced by both those with children and those
without (2406). There is also the risk, as Jennifer Stuart (2011) has indicated, of artistic output by childfree women
being interpreted entirely as a substitute procreative activity; an attitude that elides the complexity of women’s
lives:

To view the creative artist’s product as equivalent to, or substitute for, a baby would demean the many
other possible motivations for its creation. And yet there is certainly potential for the artist’s creation—
the painting, the symphony, the novel, the screenplay—to represent both her fantasied child and a
version of herself (among other people and things) (418).

© 2019 by Authot/s 3/13



Pedersen and Haynes | Curating 'Creative Dystocia'

ARTISTS’ RESPONSES TO MOTHERHOOD, CREATIVITY AND LABOUR

Depictions or representations of motherhood appear in the work of women artists throughout history.
Elisabeth Touise Vigée Le Brun’s eighteenth-century self-portraits with her daughter or Berthe Morisots
Impressionist studies of motherhood, such as The Cradle (1872) provide an affectionate view of mothering from a
feminine perspective. Much work that emerges during second wave feminist practice however, moves from
motherhood as a subject of art to its matter (Lindau, 2016). In her study of maternality in Yoko Ono’s practice,
Elizabeth Ann Lindau discusses the artistic production of the late 1960s and 1970s as a galvanising moment in the
relationship between art and motherhood. Citing projects like the Mother Art collective, Mary Kelly’s Post-Partum
Document (1976) and Susan Hiller’s Ten Months (1977-79), Lindau reinforces Ono’s claim that motherhood could
be ‘an artistically creative as well as procreative force’ (Lindau, 2016: 72). Given this generation of artists’ enduring
significance as feminist practitioners and the influence Ono and Kelly have had on the current generation of
contemporary artists, it is not surprising to see evidence of these approaches in current practice. Similarly, Mierle
Laderman Ukeles’ works from 1974, Fall Time VV ariations 111, Children’s Piece, Time Stop and It’s Okay to Have a Babysitter
have been revisited by younger artists due to retrospective exhibitions of the Maintenance Art Works between 2013
and 2016, in Austria, the United Kingdom, Sweden, the United States and in Brisbane, Australia — the location of
the Creative Dystocia project. As Andrea Liss explains (2004):

The art world patriarchy tried to make Ukeles cut off part of herself in favor of the other. It was
unthinkable for a woman to be an artist and a mother. She had a brilliant idea. Rather than give up,
which was decidedly not an option, Ukeles wisely and outrageously took the matter-of-fact stance that
her maternal work was the material from which art and cultural commentary could be made (26).

In the Australian contemporary art context, art about motherhood is perhaps best exemplified by the work of
Del Kathryn Barton, whose self-portrait with children? won the Archibald Prize, a high-profile Australian
portraiture award, in 2008. She followed this with a similar family portrait of the actress Cate Blanchett, Mother (a
portrait of Cate) in 2011. These paintings, although executed in a highly decorative, expressionistic style, are the
descendants of Vigée Le Brun’s court paintings of over 200 years earlier. In each of these works, a dignified mother
tigure collects her children to her in a protective or proprietorial way, surrounded by flora, while also performing
mudra-like hand gestures. The mother is presented like a goddess-queen. While the popularity of these works
indicates the resilience of motherhood as a popular romantic subject, contemporary approaches to motherhood
by women artists are often more pragmatic.

One of the characteristics of contemporary art practice has been the growing professionalisation of the artist’s
role — or perhaps even its ‘hyper-professionalization’, as Daniel S. Palmer (2016) describes it. As artists have been
encouraged to view their practice as a career rather than a critical vocation, there are increasing intersections
between the issues they encounter and those experienced by the wider workforce. Attempts to address motherhood
as an industrial issue for the arts are regularly stymied however by the distinctive differences between work
arrangements. While most women workers have legislative protections against discrimination on the basis of
pregnancy or parenthood, and access to some form of maternity leave, a majority of artists are freelance or self-
employed (Throsby and Petetskaya, 2017: 10). As precarious workers with carer responsibilities, women artists
find themselves at the pointy end of neoliberalism, with its emphasis on individualised empowerment and the
dismantling of collectivised labour negotiations. As Elizabeth Humphrys (2018) points out, the rise of
neoliberalism took on a unique complexion in Australia, where it developed under a structured agreement between
government and the trades union movement, rather than in politically conservative arenas as elsewhere (3). This
has implications for both their subjective position in the world, as Katarzyna Kosmala (2017) has pointed out, and
for the more prosaic logistical aspects of their lives. Given this political ‘squeeze’, it is little wonder that artists are
creating artwork in an attempt to re-order the world of work. In this regard they are also echoing Ukeles’ declaration
in her 1969 manifesto that there are important parallels between the processes of maintenance (including the chores
of motherhood) and some art processes:

Avant-garde art, which claims utter development, is infected by strains of maintenance ideas,
maintenance activities, and maintenance materials. Conceptual & Process art, especially, claim pure
development and change, yet employ almost purely maintenance processes (1969: 2).

Artist activists with a focus on the particular experiences of motherhood continue to emphasise this principle
of maintenance labour in the work that they carry out. A number of recent artist projects address the persistent
gaps between professionalisation, career maintenance and the circumstantial conditions of artists’ lives with regard

3 Del Kathryn Barton, You are what is most beautiful about me, a self portrait with Kell and Arella, 2011
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to motherhood. In the United States, the voluntary community organisation, Cultural ReProducers (established in
Chicago in 2012 by the artist Christa Donner) places an emphasis on the collective benefit of resource sharing and
truth telling. In her 2016 web article ‘Who Cares for Whom? Parenthood in the Creative Community’, Donner implores
artists to own and acknowledge their parenting identity. Her suggestions include mentioning parenthood during
artist talks; acknowledging the impact of child-raising when applying for funding; taking children along to art world
events; referencing creative foremothers (the canon of artist mothers); rescheduling events to more child-friendly
times; reconfiguring spaces and events to be more inclusive; and crucially, asking what payment is being offered
for creative work. These strategic approaches acknowledge the barriers that are encountered by artist parents and
importantly, indicate that collective and structural remedies are required.

What can artists do if they do not have access to a physical network for support or collective action however?
Pittsburgh-based practitioner, Lenka Clayton initiated a home residency programme for herself in 2012. Titled .4»
Aprtist Residency in Motherbood (ARIM), this self-designed artistic program resulted in a number of proposed and
realised artworks as well as associated professional paraphernalia such as a manifesto (or artist’s statement),
business cards, signage and a website. With the assistance of mentors, studio visitors, and grants from the
Pittsburgh Foundation and the Sustainable Arts Foundation, Clayton’s project enabled her to continue both her
creative and professional development as an artist. Clayton has since extended an invitation to other artist-mothers
and in 2018 said over 600 artists-in-residence were participating in this project (Clayton, n.d.). While on the one
hand, ARIM can be read as a practical response to the enduring problem of maintaining the discipline of an art
practice in the midst of the chaos of parenting, it can also be interpreted as a political provocation, asking why it
is that women artists are required to become the mothers of invention when it comes to sustaining their creative
work.

A number of proof-of-concept or pilot projects seeking to reconcile mothering with creative work have been
established in recent years. In the United Kingdom, The Mother House Studio model was initiated in 2016 by the
ProCreate Project, an arts research and advocacy organisation established in 2013. The Mother House ran
integrated studio spaces and day care programs for six months in London, Waterloo and for a fortnight in the
town of Stroud, before opening in Dagenham with support from Create London. This project responds to the
lack of affordable and equitable childcare available to women and explicitly draws a connection between the
‘creative health’ of mother artists and healthy communities:

The project demonstrates potential to benefit the well-being of women artists by enabling them to make
work during pregnancy and motherhood, sustain their artistic identity and confidence, and access a
supportive peer-community, in-turn developing healthy families and young people (The Mother House,
2017).

Taking its cue from _An Artist Residency in Motherhood, the Mother in Arts residency was run as a pilot project in
Amsterdam in 2017. The participants-- four women artists who are also mothers — entered into the Mother in Arts
program with funding from the Mondriaan Foundation. Collective and mutual child-care was provided in one of
the artist’s homes, while the women realised their artworks in a nearby studio complex, the artist-run space Goleb
at de Vlugt. The premise of this residency program was that, given the right conditions, artist-mothers can continue
to have successful artistic careers even during the particularly taxing period of early parenthood while still being
deeply invested in the wellbeing and development of their children — or as the project’s statement reads, ‘Being a
mother is not a stigma; motherhood can accompany a successful artistic practice’ (Mother in Arts, 2017). Mother in
Aprts culminated in the exhibition Re: Production, with work by the participating artists: Cecilia Bengtsson, Cecilia
Cavalieri, Aurora Rosales and Csilla Klenyanszki. Given the project’s determination to connect a deep commitment
to rich childhood development with art practice, it is unsurprising that the works included in the exhibition dealt
with issues such as the intersubjective dynamics of mothering, parallels between mothering and ecological/political
awareness, women’s labour, and the precious nature of time. Crucially, it is the principle that ‘women have to
remain part of the art community after they’ve become mothers’ (Mother in Arts, 2017) that underpinned the
project, indicating that for many younger artists, even in relatively equitable countries like the Netherlands, this
still feels like a significant challenge.

In Australia, the collective Art/Mums has functioned as a framework for a group of Melbourne artists to
collaborate and support one another as they navigate the assumption that motherhood is an impediment to art
practice. Carefully describing themselves as ‘a group of artists who are also mothers,” Art/Mums members have
included Clare Rae, Hanna Tai, Claudia Phares, Gabrielle de Vietri, Clare Needham, Eugenia Lim and Jessie Scott
— all artists with distinctive practices of their own. The formation of this group references the consciousness-
raising collectives of second wave feminist art activity, but with specific reference to the potentially career-limiting
aspects of motherhood. Rather than originating in an activist impulse, Art/Mums arose organically from pre-
existing friendships and provides mutual support for its participants:
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Working with concerns and restrictions related to parenting and maintaining an art practice, they seek
to unpack concepts that give a voice to their experiences. They hope the group represents what it is to
work as an Art/Mum and in turn act as a resource for future generations (Art/Mums, 2017).

Generally, projects regarding art and motherhood in Australia have been less aimed at actively improving the
welfare of mother-artists and their children and more about women artists rediscovering a creative identity for
mothering that became less visible after the end of the activism of the 1970s and 1980s. It is interesting to consider
why this has been the case. It is not for a lack of need; Australia ranked a disappointing 35th in the most recent
Wortld Economic Forum’s ‘Global Gender Gap Report’ (2017) and a national survey undertaken by Macquarie
University in collaboration with the broadcaster SBS revealed persistent and rigid beliefs regarding gender roles as
well as disturbingly high rates of gendered harassment (SBS, 2018). In this context, women artists experience a
layering of disadvantage that sometimes appears insurmountable. A small number of exhibitions focussed on the
experience as well as the politics of mothering have taken place in Australia over the past five years. For example,
Claire Needham curated the group exhibition MUM in 2016, including work by Catherine Bell, Erika Gofton, Kate
Just, Ilona Nelson, Clare Rae, Nina Ross, Hanna Tai and Meredith Turnbull and Roma Turnbull-Coulter
(Needham, 2016; Romensky 2016). In the same year, Kym Maxwell staged an exhibition, Parenting is Political at Bus
Projects in Melbourne, with contributions by Aurelia Guo, Anastasia Klose and Angela Brennan. This emerged as
a response to a panel discussion “Parenting in the Art World”, held as part of the exhibition, Re-razsing Consciousness,
curated by Fayen De’Evie, Harriet Morgan and Katherine Hattam at TCB, another Melbourne artist-run space in
2014. Emerging curator, Zorica Purlija brought together 16 early-career and established artists for the exhibition
of image-based works, Realising Mother in Sydney in 2017. Once again, this exhibition harked back to earlier
arguments regarding the tensions between art and mothering, citing ‘the Women’s Art Movement in Australia
(formed in 1974) and Catriona Moore’s book Indecent Exposures (1994) as significant contributions to interpreting
the role of women and mothers in contemporary society’ (Purlija 2017).

Artist-mothers, and curators determined to exhibit their work, appear highly cognisant of the well-worn
territory they are traversing when they discuss both the benefits and barriers experienced by women while
parenting. The regular repetition of an adversarial relationship between family and art raises the suspicion that
some other agenda is served by relentlessly pitting one against the other. What purpose is served, for example, by
disregarding the ‘third shift’ experienced by most artist-mothers in Australia: the need for an income source beyond
their art practice? In Australia the annual median income for a visual artist from all creative arts-related sources is
a tiny $12,000 (Throsby and Petetskaya, 2017: 74). Given the inequitable situation experienced by women, this
figure is likely to be substantially lower for them. By looking at the practices of artists whose works refer to the
dynamics of motherhood but do not rehearse its assumed antagonistic relationship with art, we can be prompted
to problematise this narrative.

Australian artists, Catherine Bell and Anastasia Klose have both used their work to describe and push against
the normative expectations of motherhood. The ‘bad’ or ‘neglectful mother’ is a spectre that haunts many women
artists. Bell’s artworks, Making a Baby and Baby Drop, where lurid cake sculptures of babies were given to women
to slice open or were left in public baby change rooms, were deliberately transgressive and elaborated on the
ambivalent sensations many women feel about motherhood, both as mothers or not (Aamalia, 2008). Bell explained
her production of these works as a cathartic expression of her own anxiety regarding the ‘bad mother’ as well as a
point of connection with other women:

The creation of this cake as a scapegoat, embodying the sadness realised by the abuse inflicted on
children and the ever-present threat of infanticide in our community, has a personal and public function.
The trance like state induced by the repetitive act of icing is embedded with mixed narratives of joy and
pain. Case studies of the women who have killed innocent babies merge with the elated tales of friends
whose babies have just entered the world. Making this cake indicates two orders of exorcism, originating
as a personal catharsis and extending to become an act and art of public exorcism or scapegoating (2011:

n.p).

While Klose’s work often explores her close relationship with her own artist mother, it is her maternal feeling
toward her beloved dog Farnsworth that she describes as a panacea for her grief regarding the art world’s brutal
realities and commercial imperatives (Klose, 2017). A different set of complexities arise for First Nations artists in
Australia. While many women artists agonise over the tensions inherent to the relationship between mothering and
making, Aboriginal mothers additionally battle the racist presumptions of ‘neglect’ or ‘bad mothering’ that are still
used to justify the removal of children from their Aboriginal families (McQuire, 2015). As Aileen Moreton-
Robinson has pointed out, white feminism has been grossly inadequate in comprehending and accounting for
Indigenous experience (Moreton-Robinson, 2000). It is in this context that artist and curator Paola Balla has
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articulated her prioritising of ‘Blak Matriarchy’ over a generic feminism that fails to account for the often-violent
dispossession of Aboriginal mothers (Balla, 2018; Perkovic and Balla, 2018).

What this brief discussion of a small sample of contemporary art practices and art projects indicates is that
despite the common analogy of art-making and child-rearing as parallel creative activities that make demands on
the same set of resources, the relationship between art and motherhood is never simply a single tension, but rather
a complex interplay of broader economic, political and social issues with individual and collective desires and
values. We can continue to represent motherhood in all manner of ways, both/either as a joy and/or as a burden for
women artists, but it will not necessarily open up our understanding of how women artists navigate and negotiate
practice and/or motherhood. Therefore, this textual and visual analysis of creative examples by Australian
contemporary artists simply provides a conceptual framework for the development of Creative Dystocia. The
development of curatorial approaches to the exhibition will be discussed in the next section of the paper, which
addresses key debates about feminist curating and outlines an understanding of the curatorial process as feminist
method.

CURATORIAL APPROACHES TO CREATIVE DYSTORIA

This section addresses the relationship between feminist curatorial methods and exhibitions that deal explicitly
with women’s experiences, including the subject of ‘motherhood’, which occupies a complex and contested
position in histories of feminist art. A key aim of this research is developing feminist curatorial approaches to
exhibitions as a central investigative method. This section will outline current debates surrounding feminist
exhibition-making and reframing of the all-women exhibition. It will discuss the development of our curatorial
approach for this project through a framework for ‘curatorial care.” Therefore, the resulting group exhibition
Creative Dystocia, will form part of the research process through the active negotiation of this framework.

FEMINIST APPROACHES TO EXHIBITION-MAKING

Art institutions were identified as contested territory by feminists in the 1970s, who recognised the politics of
exclusion in operation. In response, there were two key feminist strategies employed in relation to exhibition
making — agitating for the inclusion of women artists in museum exhibitions, and initiating alternative spaces for
women artists to create communities and present their artworks. An example of the first strategy is the 1976
exhibition Women Artists, 1550-1950, organised by Ann Sutherland Harris and Linda Nochlin at the Los Angeles
County Museum of Art (LACMA). As Harris recounts in the catalogue, this exhibition was initiated by the director
of LACMA, in response to the demands of women artists for equal exhibition time (Harris and Nochlin, 1976: 8).
Key examples of the second strategy were the establishment of Womanspace Gallery in 1972 and the Woman’s Building
in 1973 in Los Angeles, which operated until 1991. These were created as a/fernative spaces to the male dominated,
patriarchal power plays of commercial art galleries and state museums.

The primary function of feminist organisations and communities was to provide the space necessary to support
women’s art practices. As Katy Deepwell (2006) notes in the essay, Feminist Curatorial Strategies and Practices since the
1970s, “The exhibition site became an opportunity for public debate about the possibilities of new forms of art
practice, new spaces and new audiences’ (75). However, the separatist nature of these alternative spaces was
considered problematic by some feminists, who argued for greater inclusion for women artists in established art
museum exhibitions and collections. Another criticism levelled at ‘alternative’ spaces by feminists, was in relation
to the politics of exclusion, and the persistent dominance of white, middle-class perspectives.

Over the last decade there has been a resurgence of institutional interest in art by women, and in feminist art,
as evidenced through the staging of a number of major exhibitions (Robinson, 2013: 129). Exhibitions in this
period have adopted a survey style approach, which reflect the historicisation of feminist art, for example W.ACK!/
Aprt and the Feminist Revolution (Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles), the intersectional approach of Global
Feminisms (Brooklyn Museum, New York, 2007), or focus on specific geopolitical or geographical frames such as
the ‘blockbustet’ Contenporary Australia: Women (Gallery of Modern Art, Brisbane in 2012). Following the two key
exhibition strategies employed in the 1970s, eles@centrepompidon (The Pompidou Centre, Paris, France 2009) was a
critical intervention in this major museum in Paris, while the establishment of the Eligabeth A. Sackler Centre for
Feminist Art at the Brooklyn Museum, New York in 2007, functions as a dedicated space for feminist art.

REFRAMING THE ALL-WOMEN EXHIBITION

The development of Creative Dystocia takes place in the context of a recent ‘curatorial turn’ in feminism over the
last decade, constituting a proliferation of major ‘all women’ exhibitions (Dimitrakaki and Perry, 2016: 220). Recent
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debates in feminist curating question the women-only exhibition format as potentially replaying the exclusionary
politics of the art museum, and exhibitions that deal explicitly with womanhood as problematically essentialist
(Hedlin Hayden and Skrubbe, 2010: xiv). In a similar way to the criticism aimed at women-only alternative
institutions of the 1970s, the debate continues about the efficacy of separatist (or essentialist) strategies. As Hedlin
Hayden and Sjoholm Skrubbe argue in Fenzinisms is Still Our Name: Seven Essays on Historiography and Curatorial Practices
(2013), continuing to position women artists and art by women as ‘alternative’ narratives, acts to shore-up the
normative, that is, dominant patriarchal position. They claim that, by

Pursuing the contextual space of the/an alternative, one also keeps (re-)framing the prevalent trajectory
in art historical practices: namely a sex-biased structure (...) Do women artists and art by women still
need to be defined and employed as a mode of challenge, on the very basis of them being alfernative?
(xiv).

On the other hand, feminist curator Maura Reilly in an interview with Lara Perry argues for the relevance of
women-only exhibitions as a ‘curatorial corrective’, to achieve gender equality in the art world (2016: 50). While
accepting the ‘essentialist’ nature of such an approach, Reilly draws on Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s conception
of ‘strategic essentialism’ (Spivak, 1987: 281) to argue: “one might temporarily accept the category of ‘woman’ as
a stable unity for the purposes of mobilizing women in feminist political action” (Reilly, 2016: 50). Like Reilly,
curator Dorothee Richter (2000) argues for affirmative action as a central strategy of feminist curating, advocating
for gender equality through numbers, and seeing this as a ‘temporary strategy, a support structure on the way to
diversity and multiplicity beyond fixed categories as a horizon’ (64). In an Australian context, the CoUNTess report
on numbers of women artists represented in major exhibitions and collections provides evidence that there is still
an important role for feminist curating to play in affirmative action. However, beyond just a numbers game, Hilary
Robinson (2013) reminds us that we need to continually ask, ‘what feminist politics informed these exhibitions,
and what feminist politics did they produce?” (147).

One of the key framing questions for the project Creative Dystocia is: how can we re-frame the contemporary
women-only art exhibition in light of these debates, specifically when negotiating the nexus of motherhood and
creativity? As Katy Deepwell (2006) notes, ‘the women’s art movement emerged through group exhibitions and
acts by women artists organized thematically and polemically around feminist issues’ (75). Exhibition making has
played a pivotal role in feminist art politics since the 1970s, both as a form of intervention into art’s patriarchal
institutions and as a strategy for alternative space-making. As Jenni Sorkin comments in her 2007 essay for the
exhibition W.ACK! Art and the Feminist Revolution, the all-women exhibition format manifests itself as the
deterritorialisation of traditional group exhibition practice, ‘an unintended history of resistance’ (461). The recent
‘curatorial turn’ in feminism has constituted a proliferation of all-women exhibitions and surveys, once again
foregrounding feminism’s critical role in the contemporary art institution. In Politics in a Glass Case: Feminism,
Exhibition Cultures and Curatorial Transgressions (2013), Angela Dimitrakaki and Lara Perry problematise this
relationship between the political agency of feminist practice and the ‘neutralising’ space of the art museum or
exhibition. Creative Dystocia aims to address the gender politics of inclusion and exclusion at play in the contemporary
art gallery, and indeed, in the professional life of women artists.

FEMINIST CURATORIAL METHODS

As a lack of exhibition opportunities has been identified as a significant barrier for women artists, the curatorial
role is potentially a problematic one, inferring as it does the highly gendered dynamics of gate-keeping, quality
discernment and the care of an artist’s oeuvre. What are feminist methods of curatorial practice and how can they
be identified? While feminist curating has been commonly characterised as fixating on subject matter and the intent
of the artist, contemporaty analyses of curatorial practice seek deeper patterns of understanding method and ethical
engagement. As Devon P. Larsen (20006) argues there are a range of significant feminist strategies that have been
absorbed more broadly in exhibition practice including the recognition of exclusions, embracing multiple
perspectives and allowing contradictions to remain (96).

It is important to distinguish between exhibitions of ‘women’s art’ and exhibitions curated from a feminist
point of view. As Katy Deepwell (2006) argues, an exhibition of art made by women is not necessarily a feminist
one (68). By the same token, as Renee Baert (2000) asserts, feminist ‘research, issues and methodologies may be
folded into other projects, rather than existing in a designated space apart’ (6-7). These dialogues about
contemporary feminist curating inform our approach to exhibition making.

One of the key characteristics of feminist curating proposed by Dorothee Richter (20106) is the embedding of
institutional critique in projects. Richter asserts, “To take into account the structural and material side of curating
means — again — to think of feminist curating as involved in and part of political and economic struggles’ (67). She
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goes on to argue that this would also question any hierarchical positioning between curators and artists (66). This
provocation reveals the deeply entrenched power dynamics of the art world and its gallery system. It lays down a
challenge for feminist curators and brings into question authorship, responsibility and reputation — which are the
foundations of building professional careers. It is not easy to work in a state of ‘risk’ — that is to say, collaboratively,
which is a relationship of trust and obligation.

The dominant approach to contemporary curating is framed in terms of a selection process, whereby the curator
is an expert who chooses artworks from a range of possibilities and thus determines the exhibition form. This is
exemplified by Jens Hoffman (2009), who comments:

We concur that the curatorial process is (...) an imposition of order within a field of multiple (and
multiplying) artistic concerns.” In this conception of the exhibition process, a curator’s role is, “precisely
to limit, exclude, and create meaning using existing signs, codes, and materials. (2009).

This approach to art curating can be seen as deeply problematic from a feminist, inclusionary perspective. It
positions artworks as interchangeable ideas, disconnected from artistic labour. Dorothee Richter (20106) critiques
the proposition of curator as ‘chooser,” arguing that this limits curatorial practice to one of ‘excluding positions’
(66).

While the traditional image of the curator as the carer of material objects has been replaced by an authorial role
(the ‘making of meaning’), the ethics of care can easily be applied to the personal histories and conceptual concerns
that underpin the work of contemporary women artists. In considering our approach to curating a feminist
exhibition, we have asked ourselves how can we, contrary to the dominant definition of current curatorial work,
open, include and amplify meaning through exhibition making?

FRAMEWORKS FOR CURATORIAL CARE

The reframing of relations in the curatorial process is key to the collaborative conversations that are informing
this project. This collaborative approach builds on dialogic methods in curatorial practice as research and the
potential of conversation as a key feminist strategy in exhibition making. As a feminist curatorial method, the
dialogic pertains to establishing non-hierarchical relations between curators and artists, and reframes the feminist
exhibition as a material discursive space. The curatorial process, when conceived as an evolving critical
conversation between artists, curators and audiences, opens up new approaches to the mapping and analysis of the
current relationship between women artists and motherhood in relation to conceptions of reproductive labour and
curatorial care.

The reframing of organisational culture in terms of care is relevant here. As gallery director Jenny Richards
(2016) recently commented, this pertains to caring for each other as workers, taking care of the organisation, the
gallery program and of the public (124). In her article Support Acts: Curating, Caring and Social Reproduction, Helena
Reckitt (2016) unpacks aspects of curatorial labour in relation to affective economies of care (7). Drawing on
feminist social reproduction theory, Reckitt argues that a shift in focus is needed to redress political conditions
under which institutions operate ‘to look at how cultural projects deploy human, economic and material resources,
and at what cost’ (25). She argues that such an approach would ‘develop different understandings of sustainability,
value and social investment (...) nurturing the reproductive labour that sustains the living process of cultural
production’ (25-26).

Our feminist approaches and methods to exhibition making have emerged through an ongoing negotiation in
curatorial art practice, and in the relational context of working with others in dialogic and collaborative ways.
Framing this approach to exhibition making are our own experiences as artists — working with artists, curators,
directors, media relations and public programs officers in a range of different institutional contexts from student
exhibitions at university to large public art museums. This complex of relations highlights the embedded power
hierarchies and the culture of administration that operates at all levels in the contemporary art industry. The
question that arises is: as feminist curators, how can we reimagine institutional structures and ways of working
within this relational field?

If we are to maintain feminist politics at the core of feminist curating it is necessary to consider the inter-
relational qualities of aesthetics and materialism in the museum. Angela Dimitrakaki and Lara Perry describe this
as ‘museum materialism’ (2013: 1). Elke Krasny (2016) suggests a curatorial materialism is a:

critical investigation into the conditions and means of curatorial production, along with access to
infrastructures and institutions, the relations between curators, artists, technicians, builders, educators,
(...) sponsors, donors, and supporters and the engagement with the public (97).
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In this way, the curatorial process is reframed (not as choosing) but as socially engaged practice, always already
existing in a field of relations. As Richter (2016) reminds us, ‘thinking of curating as a form of producing knowledge
(...) means consciously taking up a position in an ideologically contested space’ (16). In presenting feminist
exhibitions in contemporary art spaces, it is important to acknowledge the economic conditions and labour that
support these structures. What is also highlighted is the importance of reproductive labour and care for art
organisations. The task of the feminist curator is to place value on this labour; and to make visible contributions
of women in these spaces of production — to emphasise feminist ways of working: including working against power
hierarchies, exclusions and silencing; and working fowards an ethics of care.

CONCLUSION: STAYING AT HOME WITH THE POLITICS

During the preliminary research and developmental planning for the feminist curatorial project Creative Dystocia,
it has become clear to us that the false dichotomy of art-making and mothering has been carefully maintained over
time, even throughout and after the explicitly feminist art movements of the second wave. While an emphasis on
the structural sexism that underpins artist-mothers’ disadvantage and an explicit connection between creativity and
community wellbeing is a focus of some strategic projects around the globe, in Australia the emphasis is still very
much on the acknowledgement and reiteration of an artist-mother identity and representations of motherhood. In
all cases however, there is still a keen sense among artists that motherhood is constructed as an impediment to a
successful art career, but does not need to be an impediment to a creatively successtul art practice. By using feminist
curatorial approaches, we are finding the gaps in current discussions and recognising that ‘mothering’ or as Ukeles
called it, ‘maintenance’ labour (Ukeles, 1969), is actually the lifeblood of our remarkably precarious sector. By
calling in the voices and creative expression of women artists across the mothering spectrum, as well as the carers
of the art world, we are starting to map how individual artists and artworkers find themselves enmeshed in a
complex structural matrix. This system appears to delight in sending highly contradictory signals regarding any
shape women artist’s careers may take. These circumstances have been integral to the development of Creative
Dystocia, an artist-driven curatorial project yet to be born. Culminating in an exhibition and collaborative publication
in 2020, this project is embracing these multiple perspectives and allowing contradictions to co-exist in both the
content and form. In the local context, what is needed is a deeper engagement with the politics of care and art
practice.
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ABSTRACT

Mommy blogs and social media platform Facebook are two ways that 21st century mothers today share
their experiences digitally via the ‘momosphere’. However, this is often another form in which white
femininity is reproduced in popular culture. (Socially privileged white women have the most monetary
resources, leisure time, education, and jobs encouraging or requiring the use of technology, resulting in their
being the most technology fluent.) In many ways, such writings continue the trend of ‘intensive mothering’,
which is Sharon Hays’ widely adopted term for a woman whose identity revolves around her children. It is
also similar to what Susan Douglas and Meredith Michaels call the ‘new momism’. White notions of mother-
guilt and fear of mother-blame are countered by attempts to perform the good mother role online and seek
validation. Especially mothers lacking in a meaningful community of friends or family gravitate toward this
artificial online community. While progress has begun in mothers feeling validated to share their private
maternal lives in public realms, there is still work to be done regarding how women feel they can and cannot
represent their maternal selves. Unless mothers learn to deconstruct mainstream ideologies of motherhood,
they will continue to uphold them in their online personas.

Keywords: momosphere, Facebook, mommy blogs, new momism

INTRODUCTION

Many 21st century mothers seek to publicise their maternal identity online, often popularly referenced as the
‘momosphere’. Mommy blogs and social media platforms such as Facebook are at least two digital outlets through
which women today seek to share their experiences. However, while emphasis on celebrating (and at times
lamenting) maternity can be positive, especially as social media gives voice to mothers who may not consider
themselves writers, it may also be another form of white femininity reproducing itself in popular culture, as socially
sanctioned online personas of motherhood tend to follow white cultural norms. Because cultural standards linked
to whiteness are regarded as universal, commentary on Western motherhood is often accepted as relevant to all
women rather than something that mostly impacts white women specifically (Nakayama and Krizek, 1995).
Recognising dominant ideologies as influenced by whiteness allows situations in which women of colour can be
lauded for ways they have resisted embodying reductive and racist portrayals of motherhood and instead models
of white motherhood can be constructed as aspirational for them.

Sadie Plant coined the term cyberfeminism in 1994 ‘to describe the work of feminists interested in theorizing,
critiquing, and exploiting the Internet, cyberspace, and new-media technologies in general’ (Consalvo, 2002: 109).
However, the integration of online motherhood with the social constructedness of ‘race’! has been and continues
to be little explored territory. In 2009, Jessie Daniels acknowledged that ‘it is exceedingly rare within both
cyberfeminist practices and critiques of them to see any reference to the intersection of gender and race’; while
some headway has occurred, regarding a specific focus on online motherhood and race, today there remains much
work to do (Daniels, 2009: 103).

1T am distinguishing race from ethnicity in the sense that race is not only one’s cultural background and physical distinctions but also the
way in which one has constructed his or her identity considering cultural responses and stigmas. I am using race to identify a social group
that has formed in light of society’s treatment of ethnicity.
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As I am applying a critical whiteness lens,? it is noteworthy that racial inequity persists online as much as
anywhere else. Lisa Nakamura and Peter A. Chow-White acknowledge that ‘no matter how ‘digital’ we become,
the continuing problem of social inequality along racial lines persists...the digital is altering our understanding of
what race is as well as nurturing new types of inequality along racial lines’ (2011: 1-2). Because white women have
more monetary resources, leisure time, education, and jobs encouraging or requiring the use of technology, it is
unsurprising that most technology-fluent women are white and, although the divide is not as wide as it used to be,
there continues to exist ‘unequal access to digital media technologies across racial and ethnic lines’. (Nakamura and
Chow-White, 2011: 5)

In USA culture, more white women than women of colour write about motherhood via motherhood memoirs,
a genre rooted in print culture in which women write of their identities as mothers. Furthermore, I believe that a
similar trend occurs online as white women are most likely to be in a privileged position with access to online
resources. Motherhood memoirs, in which women narrow their roles primarily to that of a caregiver, have largely
adhered to the practise of ‘intensive mothering’, which is Sharon Hays’ (1998) widely adopted term for a woman’s
identity, centring on her role as an ever-nurturing and unselfish mother. Hay’s concept is similar to what Susan J.
Douglas and Meredith W. Michaels call the ‘new momism’ (2005), in which both subtly and blatantly, the values
reinforce conventional expectations of how mothers should act. Douglas and Michaels’ work, rather than
becoming dated, is seminal in the field, as relevant now as ever. Lynn O’Brien Hallstein speaks of Douglas and
Michaels’ impact, saying that ‘the new momism has become an object of study among feminists and motherhood
scholars, and these scholars are detailing the various ways that the new momism continues to shape contemporary
motherhood’ (2014: 188). The tenets of maternal ideologies exemplified via motherhood memoir are moving to
new online forms. It is also necessary to recognise a racial component at work regarding the ideology of this new
momism, as the idea of a good mother who dedicates her life solely to motherhood is predominantly a white
mandated expectation. Douglas and Michaels point out that Western culture’s portrayal of and adherence to the
new momism ‘serves to divide us by age and race and ‘lifestyle choices” and that ‘the white, upper-middle-class,
married-with-children nuclear family remains...dominant” (Douglas and Michaels, 2005: 22). Ironically, Douglas
and Michaels’ desire for unity amongst mothers of all colours creates a division in which mothers of colour are
assumed to function as de facto white mothers because whiteness fails to be addressed as an inherent norm within
dominant culture. Sarah J. Schoppe-Sullivan is one of the few scholars who attends to this, saying that ‘intensive
mothering is particularly prominent in middle- and upper-class White women’ (Schoppe-Sullivan, 2016: 278). Thus,
although high expectations of motherhood impact all women in some ways, white culture has been especially privy
to aspiring to meet these benchmarks. Evelyn Nakano Glenn writes, “What may be needed to emphasize the social
base of mothering is attending to the variation rather than searching for the universal” (Glenn, 1983: 5). Thus,
although it is first useful to note trends within white expectations of motherhood, from there is it also necessary
to consider how groups formed outside the dominant culture may vary in their practices and expectations and
become excluded in representational norms.

Expectations of motherhood are firmly embedded in print media. Influential motherhood theorist Andrea
O’Reilly has recognised the subsuming influence of maternal expectation, saying, “Most motherhood memoirs,
because of their identification with the new momism, cannot discern, let alone critique, the root causes of mothet’s
oppression” (2011: 212). Moving beyond O’Reilly’s feminist claim, we must also recognise that racial dimensions
impact all chronicles of motherhood and the same conservative and normative underpinnings which have driven
print maternal writings also may be at work in the digital world. Unfortunately, very few studies have focused on
race directly in analysing the ways that mothers express themselves online. Scholars must recognise that analysing
mothers’ online performance without considering how white culture might reinforce itself online, can result in a
kind of colour-blindness. However, it is difficult to analyse how performances of online motherhood intersect with
race because this aspect of one’s identity is not always apparent. May Friedman notes that ‘people can construct
online identities that do not reveal physical characteristics...the absence of the body tends to erase marginalized
identities that are not specifically referenced’ (2013: 19). Therefore, while studies of possible differences in how
white mothers and mothers of colour enact their motherhood online is important and suggestive of underlying
ideologies, the necessary data, because of the nature of the technological interface, is difficult to obtain.

In conducting my research, I largely relied on published case studies and analyzed these findings from a feminist
and critical whiteness lens. However, I then applied my interpretation of the data to my own perusals of Facebook
pages and blog sites and found my hypothesis confirmed. I surveyed the Facebook pages of those already within
my friend network, thus many of them I have been observing for years. I surveyed around twenty-five blogs, none

2 Critical whiteness theory analyzes how whiteness is constructed (individually as well as socially) and the related moral repercussions. It not
only calls attention to blatant and subtle racism but it also calls attention to the nuances of internalized and unquestioned, perhaps even
unconscious, acceptance of white superiority. Ruth Frankenberg (1997) states, “For the most part, critical work on whiteness has emerged
in the context of, and very frequently in direct response to, critique of racism and the racial order focused on positions of subordination,
whether the latter is undertaken by people of color (as has most often been the case) or by white people” (2).
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of whose authors I personally knew, and chose them based on their title, which I found through using search terms
such as “mommy blogs” and “blogs about motherhood.” I surveyed the blogs over a months’ time span but was
able to view archived posts spanning up to years past. I sought to respect the privacy of those whose pages I visited
by never referencing anyone from Facebook by name and never using actual content from anyone’s pages ot posts.
Regarding the blogs, I did use some titles and author names, since this information is made public, but I overall
sought to look for patterns amongst the blogs rather than fixating on any individual blog or author.

When analysing motherhood accounts posted on the internet, it is useful to shift from the term ‘memoir’ to
‘narrative’ because memoir, like autobiography, suggests a work that is complete and which chronicles reflexive,
selective experiences from which the author has had at least some degree of temporal distance. In contrast, because
of the internet’s immediacy, mothers who write online share their stories while in the midst of experiencing them.
There is often little lag time, either from when the event occurs to the time it is written about and shared or from
the time it is written to the time the mother begins receiving feedback. As opposed to a cohesive published
narrative, which is a literary reworking, the online narratives are snippets; in the case of Facebook, they are often
phrases or sentences; in the case of blogs, they are vignettes, capable of standing alone but also still existing in
iteration.

Some may argue the heyday of Facebook is over, as adolescents and young adults are moving to other online
sites (‘Teens are Abandoning Facebook’, 2018). While this is true for teens, I have chosen to analyse Facebook
because it remains a dominant outlet for mothers at the time of writing. Maeve Duggan et al state in Pew Research
Center’s report that 81% of mothers used Facebook (2015: 1). This number has remained mostly consistent, as
Edison’s Research ‘Moms and Media 2017’ report states that 84% of mothers used Facebook. A potential reason
for such a strong maternal presence on Facebook may be that mothers are more likely to stay home or be home
during non-working hours and may check Facebook to break up housework and daily routines. Also, mothers tend
to engage in activities targeted toward the children, such as soccer practice, playground time, and so on in which
the mother may multitask and be on social media platforms at the same time. Bridget Genell Therriault has analysed
Facebook’s intersection with motherhood. Therriault addresses how mothers relate to a collective group online:
“IM]others engaging in Mommy Facebooking validate their individual motherhood identities while also
perpetuating society’s idealization of the good mother through social engagement and interaction with audiences
on Facebook” (Therriault, 2014: 3). According to Therriault’s study, mothers use Facebook because it is a
contemporary way to enact and display intensive mothering, which continues to be according to socially mandated
beliefs of the ‘good mother’. Therriault conducted her research on real mothers’ posts on Facebook and found
three main themes that emerged:

Promotion of children’s activities/milestones, mothers discussing acts of nurturing, and mothers sharing
thoughts on the sacrifices and rewards of motherhood represent sentiments that are widely associated
with characteristics of the ideal mother, and as such, these were the attributes used by mothers in their
online motherhood performances. Conversely, there was rarely any Facebook commenting that
discussed feeling of ambivalence related to motherhood. (Therriault, 2014: 53)

While O’Reilly has pointed out that motherhood memoirs identify problems with the cultural expectations of
mothers but offers no solutions or challenges, Facebook maternal narratives do not seem to be even be pointing
out the problems (O’Reilly, 2011: 212). Part of the reason may be that print memoirs tend to be written by
academics or professional writers who are used to being self-reflexive and deconstructing dominant contemporary
ideologies. Facebook, by contrast, is an amateur, open portal for ordinary people to express themselves and
perform their identity. This is not to say that mothers on Facebook never write negative things about their
parenting. For example, a mother may post something along the lines of ‘health food fail’ next to a picture of her
children licking ice cream cones. Yet, even amidst her self-deprecation of food choices, there tends to be an
underlying message reinforcing intensive mothering, that it is to say a performative act seeking to reinforce that
the mother loves her children deeply, including giving them rewards (good mothers make good children). Typical
comments or responses reaffirm the mother, either by focusing on the important memories being made or
admitting to one’s own equally unhealthy choices. Community feedback plays a large role, and acceptance from
the group is important as the mother makes decisions about what to share on Facebook. Therriault reports that in
her study, any potentially controversial posts about motherhood received little response in comparison with posts
that re-represented social norms (Therriault, 2014: 52). This seems to indicate that audiences of mothers, or those
interested in topics related to mothering, do not want to engage in division but instead seek agreement,
reinforcement of norms, and hence, community.

There is a body of research focused on asserting how social media sites provide social support to parents. Some
analyse Facebook specifically, maintaining that the site allows for the creation and reinforcement of maternal
community (see for example M. Bartholomew, et al. (2012); E. M Thoren et al. (2015); and B. Holtz, et al. (2015).
Yet, in the midst of mothers seeking community is the need for differentiation. Facebook mommies appear to
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desire relationship with others and to show ways in which they as parents and their children are, if not superior, at
least pretty special. Tracey Harrington McCoy reports that the competitive parenting spirit on Facebook can hurt
a mother’s sense of self: “For the mom who barely gets her kids’ shoes on before hustling them off to school,
posts that portray the perfect family can churn up guilt or even self-loathing” (McCoy, 2013). Of course, Facebook
is not a true community in the sense of people who know each other and belong to one another. Research shows
that the typical parent on Facebook has 150 friends but that only one third of them are ‘actual’ friends” (Duggan,
2015: 1). McCoy notes that social media actually can be a place lacking in social graces when intimate relationships
do not support the interactions: “It’s unlikely a mom will shame a good friend in public for having different values
ot beliefs, but when the person is just an acquaintance, the rules change” (McCoy, 2013). The irony is that mothers
seck social acceptance on Facebook from people who do not truly know them. Communities are defined as groups
sharing beliefs and values related to actions and conduct, but ‘on Facebook... there