
�

�

 

� � � � � � � � 	 
 � � � �  � � 	 � � � � � � � 	 � � � � � �
� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 	 � � � � � � 	 � � � � � �

 

 

 

 

 

 

�� �� � � � �� 	 � 
 ���� ��� � �  �  � � � � � � � �� �  � � �� � � � � � � �

� � �  ��� � ���� �� 	 �  ���� �� �� �  ��� 	 ���� �� �

� � �  � ���  ������ � � � � �� � � � �

 

 

 

Jeannette Weeda–Zuidersma 

B.A. (1983) 

Dip. Ed. (1987) 

RSA/UCLES Cambridge Certificate in Teaching English as a 
Foreign Language (1994) 

Grad. Dip. Arts (1999) 

 

Student Number: 18116512 

Year of Submission: 2006 

 

This thesis is presented for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy of the University of 
Western Australia 



�

CONTENTS 

 

� � 	 � � � � � 	 � � � �

�

��

�� � � �� � One 

� � 	 � � � � � � � � � � 
 �

�

�

���

�� � � �� � Two 

� � 	 � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

�

�

�� ��

�� � � �� � Three 

� � 	 � � � � � � � � � � � � �

�

�

����

� � � � � � � � � � �  ���

� � � � � � ! � � " � 
 �  # ��

 



ABSTRACT 

This thesis argues that the non-representation and under-representation of mothering in 

contemporary Australian literature reflects a much wider cultural practice of silencing the 

mother-as-subject position and female experiences as a whole.  The thesis encourages 

women writers to pay more attention to the subjective experiences of mothering, so that 

women’s writing, in particular writing on those aspects of women’s lives that are 

silenced, of which motherhood is one, can begin to refigure motherhood discourses.   

This thesis examines mother-as-subject from three perspectives: mothering as a 

corporeal experience, mothering as a psychological experience, and the articulations and 

silences of mothering-as-subject.  It engages with feminist, postmodern and fictocritical 

theories in its discussion of motherhood as a discourse through these perspectives.  In 

particular, the thesis employs the theoretical works of postmodern feminists Hélène 

Cixous, Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva in this discussion.   

The thesis analyses three Australian texts as a basis for an examination of 

motherhood as a discourse.  These texts present detailed representations of mothering or 

provide examples of conventional silences and under-representation.  Chapter 1, ‘Mother 

as Body,’ uses Sue Woolfe’s novel Leaning Towards Infinity (1996) to focus on the 

maternal body.  Chapter 2, ‘Mother as Unconscious,’ explores discourses on mothering 

from a psychoanalytic perspective, in relation to Elizabeth Jolley’s novel The Sugar 

Mother (1988).  Chapter 3, ‘Mother as Voice,’ engages with Drusilla Modjeska’s Poppy 

(1990) and explores the articulation and silencing of maternal expression.   

A fictional narrative also runs through the critical discussion on motherhood.  

This narrative, Catherine’s Story, gives a personal and immediate voice to the mother-as-

subject perspective.  In keeping with the nature of fictocriticism, strict textual boundaries 

between criticism and fiction are blurred.  The two modes of writing interact and in the 

process inform and critique each other. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Motherhood, in all its diversity and complexity, is a crucial human experience that 

could be expected to appear frequently in contemporary literature.  However, 

motherhood is represented in detail and from a mother-as-subject perspective by a 

limited number of contemporary Australian writers, analysed by few critics and, as an 

experience, especially at an individual level in a personal voice, remains relatively 

unexplored and absent in literature.  This thesis examines motherhood at a corporeal, 

psychological and expressive level.  It analyses motherhood within the context of 

contemporary Australian literature, in fictional representations, through theoretical 

discussions, and through my own fictional exploration of the space of motherhood.  It 

shows that while motherhood has been generally neglected as a significant literary 

subject, in fact discourses relating to motherhood can provide rich material for an 

examination of the politics of the body, the narrowness of the principles underpinning 

conventional notions of psychoanalysis and the workings of language. 

I have selected three works by Australian writers for discussion in this thesis.  

All three deal with motherhood, although they approach it in different ways.  Sue 

Woolfe in Leaning Towards Infinity (1996), Elizabeth Jolley in The Sugar Mother 

(1988) and Drusilla Modjeska in Poppy (1990) create detailed representations, either 

implicitly or explicitly, of mothering.  Furthermore, Woolfe and Modjeska resist the 

more conventional silences of non-representation or under-representation.  Each of 
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these books will be analysed, primarily from a feminist postmodernist perspective, for 

the ways it contributes to mothering discourses.  Woolfe’s novel Leaning Towards 

Infinity is centred on the mother/daughter genealogical relationship and is analysed 

with specific focus on the maternal body.  Jolley’s The Sugar Mother is explored 

from a psychoanalytical perspective.  The thesis examines the novel’s undervaluation 

of women’s capacity to reproduce and uses psychoanalytical theory to demonstrate 

how aspects of the mother/child relationship have been silenced in the novel.  

Modjeska’s Poppy is analysed largely for its powerful examination of logo- and 

phallogocentrism and the social silencing of maternal expression.  Orthodoxies of 

motherhood are challenged in Poppy and its more traditional representations 

refigured.  In both Leaning Towards Infinity and Poppy the common failure of fiction 

(which reflects a wider societal attitude) to acknowledge and value the significance, 

breadth and diversity of the experience of motherhood is addressed.  The Sugar 

Mother, however, itself demonstrates these very failings.  Nevertheless, a feminist 

psychoanalytic reading of the novel helps to understand the basis for these common 

social practices of neglect.  My decision to concentrate on three works in detail, rather 

than deal broadly with a wider number of texts, allows for a more detailed analysis 

than would otherwise by possible.  Moreover these three texts clearly reveal three 

crucial discourses on motherhood in Australian literature. 

Original fictional writing also forms an important part of this thesis.  Like the 

three texts described above, Catherine’s Story is centrally concerned with 

contributing to a broader representation of motherhood in contemporary society.  It 

aims to inform, overlap with, reflect on and add to the discourses on motherhood 

either represented or engaged with in Leaning Towards Infinity, The Sugar Mother 

and Poppy. 

The thesis argues that the popular and widespread notion that now is the time 

of ‘post-feminism’ in Western society – that all the rights of feminism have been 

achieved – is incorrect.1  It argues that collectively women are still disadvantaged and 

that, in particular, gender inequalities increase considerably when women mother.  

                                                

1 Even in areas of feminist thought this sentiment can be found.  Rosalind Coward in 
her book Sacred Cows claims that: ‘Feminism fails to see that it has been successful 
…. It is time that feminism faced up to the problems of its success.’  See Rosalind 
Coward, Sacred Cows (London: HarperCollins Publishers, 1999), p. 14. 
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Much has been written in feminist circles on inequalities between the sexes; however, 

this in itself has distracted from more specific discussion on women who mother.2  

This view is reflected in the literature of Woolfe, Jolley and Modjeska, explored in 

the fictional writing in Catherine’s Story and investigated in the theoretical material 

used in the thesis.  My fictional writing deals with the experience of mothering babies 

and preschoolers, a dimension that is often overlooked in literature and not found in 

detail in Woolfe’s, Modjeska’s or Jolley’s texts.  In this way my own writing adds 

another dimension to the discourse of motherhood, since the impact of mothering at 

this early stage of life is the most immediate and life-changing.  Furthermore, my 

writing explores the perspective of the mother directly, not the mother through the 

daughter as is often the case in contemporary literature.  A detailed discussion of the 

role of my own writing and the fictocritical approach used in this thesis will appear 

later in this Introduction. 

The issue of the social rights of mothers has a long history in feminist 

campaigns.  Maternal custody was fought for in the nineteenth century, then equal 

pay and birth control in the early twentieth.  In that century women also struggled to 

retain a voice as mothers as pregnancy and childbirth were increasingly medicalised.  

The 1960s to the 1990s were marked with campaigns for reproductive freedoms such 

as abortion rights, childcare services, new reproductive technologies and woman-

centred birth practices.3  The traditional discourse of mothering as a natural, fulfilling, 

self-sacrificing and self-enriching act – in essence denying a mother-as-subject 

position – was challenged by feminist thinkers and activists in the 1960s and 1970s 

and since then significant feminist research and writing on equality issues and social 

regulations around mothering have taken place.  However, even though the catchcry 

of ‘the personal is political’ resounded in that feminist thinking, little was written on 

the personal experience of mothering until Adrienne Rich’s groundbreaking book Of 

Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution was published in 1976.  The 

book provides an account of Rich’s own experience of motherhood.  Rich examines 

                                                

2 Rosemarie Putnam Tong’s text Feminist Thought: A More Comprehensive 
Introduction (St Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 1998) is an example of an 
excellent discussion of feminist thinking, with, however, little to say about maternal 
experiences. 

3 Rebecca M. Albury, The Politics of Reproduction: Beyond the Slogans (Sydney: 
Allen & Unwin, 1999), p. 132. 
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the social context of the experience of motherhood – in particular arguing that 

patriarchy has vested political interests in keeping motherhood an unexamined 

institution.  Rich does not condemn biological motherhood in the same negative way 

that Shulamith Firestone had in The Dialectic of Sex (1970) six years previously.  For 

Rich it is the patriarchal construction of the institution of motherhood that is 

oppressive, not the actual act of biological mothering.  Criticism of Rich’s account 

has justly focused on its narrowness and the universalising nature of its white, 

educated, middle-class representation of motherhood, yet its impact has been 

significant.  Rachel Blau DuPlessis says of Rich’s work, ‘it was also “about me”…. 

Every part of that book described something I needed: the vulnerabilities and 

ambivalence.’4  Much later, feminists such as Rebecca Albury still acknowledge its 

powerful and unique impact.  Albury writes, ‘the book [Of Woman Born] remains one 

of the few that both affirms the complexity of mothering in the lives of women and 

criticizes the conditions that shape those experiences.’5  That Rich’s record of her 

experience of mothering is still an exception points to a gap that this thesis addresses.  

Feminist sociologist Ann Oakley has written a good deal on the discourse of 

mothering, from the 1970s onwards.  Her extensive anthropological and sociological 

research found that biological mothering is not a natural need for women – Oakley’s 

work defies the notion of ‘maternal instincts’ – nor is being reared by one’s biological 

mother a natural need for children.  In short, Oakley’s work contributed to the 

exposure of the cultural construction of, patriarchal complicity in, and oppressive 

nature of traditional motherhood discourses.  Oakley’s early work Becoming a 

Mother (1979) is based on interviews with a number of women concerning 

pregnancy, childbirth and childrearing.  She recorded in their own words their 

complex and contradictory feelings and emotions about mothering, allowing 

individual personal experiences to dominate more ‘factual’ and scholarly insights.  

Oakley’s research method was groundbreaking, providing direct, uncensored, honest 

and personal accounts of mothering in a research environment.  The fiction-writing in 

this thesis aims to similarly examine the mother from the inside, but in a fictional 

rather than a research environment.  

                                                

4 Rachel Blau DuPlessis, ‘Washing Blood,’ Feminist Studies 4 (June 1978), p. 2. 

5 Albury, p. 137; italics added. 
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Psychoanalytic feminist Nancy Chodorow in The Reproduction of Mothering: 

Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of Gender (1978), and later in articles and further 

books, focuses on the ways psychological influences (with an emphasis on the pre-

Oedipal stage of psychosexual development) and sexual and familial labour structures 

influence and reproduce traditional ideas about mothering and how these are passed 

on to the next generation.  Along with Dorothy Dinnerstein in her influential text The 

Mermaid and the Minotaur: Sexual Arrangements and Human Malaise (1977), 

Chodorow argues that dual parenting and dual workforce participation from the birth 

of children are the key to women achieving greater equality and gender balance, 

which she believes will in turn refigure the Oedipus complex.  While Chodorow 

considers the mother-child relationship as essentially healthy and Dinnerstein views it 

as pathological, they both propose that many maternal psychological difficulties and 

much of the oppressive nature of patriarchy at a societal level are due to the fact that 

women do most, or often all, of the ‘mothering’ and fathers participate predominantly 

in the workforce.  Chodorow’s and Dinnerstein’s work on the psychological aspects 

of parenting contributes to my discussion of the unconscious aspects of mothering. 

Sara Ruddick in an influential paper entitled ‘Maternal Thinking’ (1980) 

examines the intellectual aspects and thought processes of mothering.  She claims that 

the task of preserving and developing ‘new life’ generates strong and unique thinking 

– of a kind that is devalued in our society.  She posits that ‘out of maternal practices 

[separate from biological mothering] distinctive ways of conceptualising, ordering, 

and valuing arise.’6  Ruddick argues that this thinking originates from women’s role 

as daughters where ‘we are alert to the values and costs of maternal practices whether 

we are determined to engage in them or to avoid them’7 – thus it is not necessarily 

confined to those who mother biologically.  Ruddick urges assimilating men into 

child rearing and, more importantly, she argues that the public realm should be 

infused with maternal thinking.  Her study demonstrates how valuable the ordinary, 

practical and everyday world of mothering can be (if recognised) to the wider public 

realm, including policy, theory and socio-political practice. 

                                                

6 Sara Ruddick, ‘Maternal Thinking,’ Feminist Studies 6:2 (1980), p. 359. 

7 Ibid., p. 346. 
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E. Ann Kaplan, one of the early feminist theorists to focus on the 

representation of motherhood, has challenged dominant mothering discourses in her 

work on popular culture and film.  Kaplan’s Motherhood and Representation: The 

Mother in Popular Culture and Melodrama (1992) uses a postmodern approach to 

explore dominant maternal representational paradigms in the context of films, 

television programmes, magazines and newspapers in nineteenth- and twentieth-

century North American culture.  In an article, ‘Discourses of the Mother in 

Postmodern Film and Culture’ (1989), Kaplan argues, as she does in her book, that 

dominant media forms operate as ‘underlying political and economic forces that work 

against refiguring mothering.’8  Kaplan’s deconstruction and analysis of the 

representation of mothering in film and print media is useful to this thesis in showing 

how media forms on the whole resist debating alternative or diverse representations 

of mothering.  This thesis is interested in those Australian texts that do attempt to 

refigure or question conventional representations of mothering.  The creative writing 

in the thesis provides an additional dimension by creating a counter discourse to that 

of silencing and under-representing motherhood.   

In 1989 the Australian literary journal Westerly published as its annual special 

issue an edition devoted to the topic of motherhood, and, in particular, to the analysis 

of representations of mothers in Australian literature.  Editors Delys Bird and Dennis 

Haskell wrote in their introduction: ‘We are so used to the [motherhood] notion that 

we don’t notice that the representation of motherhood in Australian texts has rarely 

been analysed, even by feminist critics.’9  Critics in this special issue did so and 

fiction writers such as Elizabeth Jolley and Drusilla Modjeska contributed writing 

that presented alternative representations of mothering.  This thesis continues and 

contributes to the discussion introduced in that edition of Westerly.   

By the end of the 1980s many feminists around the world were predicting the 

reactionary and obfuscating anti-feminist discourses of the 1990s.  Theorists such as 

Ann Oakley and Juliet Mitchell in Who’s Afraid of Feminism?  Seeing through the 

                                                

8 E. Ann Kaplan, ‘Discourses of the Mother in Postmodern Film and Culture,’ 
Westerly 34:4 (1989), p. 25. 

9 Delys Bird and Dennis Haskell, ‘Keeping Mum: Australian Representations of 
Motherhood,’ Westerly 34:4 (1989), p. 5. 
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Backlash (1977) argue, as Summers does in an Australian context in The End of 

Equality (2003), that many of the political and economic gains women made in the 

1970s and 1980s were either cosmetic to begin with or had been actively clawed back 

by patriarchal processes in the 1990s.  Other feminist thinkers such as Imelda 

Whelehan focus on the decline of political feminism itself from the mid-1980s 

onwards.  Whelehan argues in Modern Feminist Thought (1995) that this has 

occurred because of nostalgia and a forgetfulness of the realities of 1970s feminist 

activism, along with internal tensions within the feminist movement.  Whelehan 

laments ‘the worrying sense that the time for feminist protest, outside of the academic 

environment, was at an end.’10  She concludes that the mid-1980s brought forth a new 

crisis for feminism: that despite the new confidence in feminists’ acceptance of 

theoretical feminisms in relation to other academic discourses, 

One problem with this new theoretical awareness has been an 

increased disjunction between feminist theory (as an academic 

growth industry) and feminist politics – any actual development of 

the social ramifications of feminism as a body of thought … which 

is actively engaged in affirming the need for social change [sic].11 

While encouraged by the positive influence of postmodernism on feminism, 

especially in regard to its challenge to oppressive gender binaries, Whelehan presents 

a sobering challenge: ‘although feminism as an object of study is going forward, 

feminism as a political methodology engaged in the material and social problems of 

women’s oppression, has remained depressingly static.’12 

Certainly attempts have been made to collapse this disjunction between 

feminist theory and feminist social practice in motherhood discourses.  Susan 

Maushart’s The Mask of Motherhood: Why Mothering Changes Everything and Why 

We Pretend it Doesn’t (1997), working on the margin between academic and popular 

writing, received much publicity in its aim to ‘unmask’ the sentimentalised myths of 

                                                

10 Imelda Whelehan, Modern Feminist Thought: From the Second Wave to ‘Post-
Feminism’ (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1995), p. 128. 

11 Ibid., p. 127. 

12 Ibid., p. 146. 
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motherhood and the current contradictory notions and demands of motherhood.  

Maushart breaks the code of silence on many mothering issues.  Her concern that we 

live in a culture that ‘glorifies the ideal of motherhood, takes for granted the work of 

motherhood, and ignores the experience of motherhood’13 (echoing Adrienne Rich’s 

argument a couple of decades earlier) is significant to this thesis.  Woolfe, Modjeska 

and the fictional story of Catherine, in particular, traverse this observation by 

Maushart rigorously and extensively.  Maushart writes, ‘The Mask of Motherhood 

keeps women silent about what they feel, and suspicious of what they know’14 – a 

nettle this thesis, particularly in the fiction writing, aims to grasp.  She claims that 

feminism has only provided ‘stop-gap solutions’ by failing to redress one of the 

essential problems of women’s oppression, that is, the inequality of the sexual 

division of labour and responsibilities of the care for young children,15 a key theme 

that can be found in the work of Chodorow and Dinnerstein, who write actively about 

the sexual division of labour.  Maushart continues her discussion of the inequality of 

sexual divisions of labour in her next book, Wifework: What Marriage Really Means 

for Women (2001). 

A limited number of recent Australian texts have begun to explore the emotive 

and unrecognised personal knowledge of mothering, but have done so with little 

conscious philosophical or theoretical scaffolding.  An example of this is the 

collection Mother Love (1996) edited by Debra Adelaide, in which a series of women, 

some of whom are public figures, write of their personal joys, sacrifices and 

hardships as mothers.  This text derives from the editor’s recognition of a lack of 

writing on the personal and experiential aspects of mothering.  Adelaide laments that 

the ‘real story, as anyone who has had a child knows, involves a lot more blood, 

dreams, tears, laughter and screams than the authorities are prepared to reveal.’16  

                                                

13 Susan Maushart, The Mask of Motherhood: How Mothering Changes Everything 
and Why We Pretend it Doesn’t (Sydney: Random House, 1997), p. 22. 

14 Ibid., p. 21. 

15 Ibid., pp. 36-37. 

16 Debra Adelaide, ed., ‘Introduction,’ in Mother Love: Stories about Births, Babies 
and Beyond (Sydney: Random House, 1996), p. 2.  A second collection was 
published as Debra Adelaide, ed., Mother Love 2: More Stories about Birth, Babies 
and Beyond (Sydney: Random House, 1997). 
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Researcher Wendy LeBlanc’s Naked Motherhood: Shattering Illusions and Sharing 

Truths (1999) adds valuable personal experiences and knowledge to the mothering 

discourse.  This text recognises that much of mothering cannot be measured by the 

standard Western society’s goal-oriented, task-oriented and quantitative frameworks 

and that mothering is, in fact, an often highly emotive process with few procedures 

that apply to every situation.  LeBlanc discusses, through interviews with mothers, 

conventionally taboo subjects such as the tediousness of mothering, interpersonal 

conflicts attributed to becoming a mother, the judgemental nature of some mothers 

towards other mothers and the darker emotions of mothering.  Their responses 

contribute to breaking down traditional silences.  A text such as this is particularly 

important given our current social structure of the isolated, nuclear family and the 

dominance of scientific discourses relating to the female body and child 

developmental psychology. 17  In this milieu, the silencing and limited discussion of 

the personal and emotional aspects of mothering and the scant social recognition of 

what the cost of motherhood is, allow for outside cultural attitudes and health 

professionals to have a sometimes unreasonable influence over some mothers.   

There is also a history of negating the biological act and emotional experience 

of mothering in Australian literature.  Sue Rowley’s ‘Inside the Deserted Hut: The 

Representation of Motherhood in Bush Mythology’ (1989) argues that late 

nineteenth-century bush mythology as found in Australian literature of the time 

rendered women at the moment of becoming mothers ‘invisible and absent from the 

narrative.  Only through indirect means can their experience of pain, fear and 

isolation be acknowledged.’18  Such silences appear to have continued.  

Contemporary writer Sue Woolfe recognises a similar syndrome as stated in 

comments made in interview with Alison Bartlett:   

Like, when you think, what’s it like to be a mother?  I’ll pop to the 

library and get a few books about mothers.  I don’t mean the 

                                                

17 ‘Scientific’ discourses about such things as the effects of hormone imbalance, 
postnatal depression and the needs of the child in child developmental psychology 
can dominate, especially when other discourses about such things as the personal and 
experiential aspects of mothering are negated. 

18 Sue Rowley, ‘Inside the Deserted Hut: The Representation of Motherhood in Bush 
Mythology,’ Westerly 34:4 (1989), p. 86. 



�

� � � � � � � �

�

imaginative experience of mothering.  There aren’t stories about this.  

And it’s easy to think, My god, I’m all alone.  I’m the only person in 

the world who’s a ramshackle mother who can’t stop being an artist 

and everybody else doesn’t need stories like this, that’s why there 

are no stories. 

Woolfe continues: 

I’m trying to write about the silence of motherhood….If we have 

stories that discount us, that make us feel that we’re not part of the 

culture, or that don’t explore what is really our experience, and I 

think that’s happened with women, then it causes us not to live fully.  

There are a lot of stories about good and bad mothers and negligent 

mothers and nurturing mothers but there are no stories about how 

mothers live in themselves, apart from their children.  There are lots 

of stories about how they feel about their children, but not about 

their inner lives.19 

Carol H. Poston in ‘Childbirth in Literature’ (1978) asks, ‘Given that birth is 

such an overwhelming experience, why do we find it so rarely described in 

literature?’ to which she answers, ‘Because female experiences, from menstruation to 

menopause, have been consistently slighted in our literature, childbirth is a virtually 

unexplored literary topic.’20  The scarcity of sympathetic and detailed descriptions of 

the experience of mothering in much contemporary literature either leaves the field 

vacant for narrow and disempowering orthodoxies to dominate, or reinforces the 

apparent unimportance of mothering as a role.  Where representations of motherhood 

do appear they traditionally draw on a repository of social idealism about 

motherhood.  Mothering is still widely viewed as ‘ordinary,’ non-academic and 

resistant to theory and analysis.  This view is part of the broader practice of 

trivialising what many women do.  Feminist writer Naomi Wolf in Fire with Fire 

(1994) concludes that parenting, given what it requires and what it produces, ‘should 

                                                

19 Sue Woolfe, interviewed in Alison Bartlett, Jamming the Machinery (Toowoomba, 
Qld: Association for the Study of Australian Literature, 1998), pp. 18-19 and 232. 

20 Carol H. Poston, ‘Childbirth in Literature,’ Feminist Studies 4 (June 1978), p. 20. 



�

� � � � � � � �

�

be placed at the apex of human endeavour rather than at the bottom.’21  This is the 

contribution of Woolfe’s, Jolley’s and Modjeska’s texts which explore or represent in 

a detailed, sustained and focussed way what this thesis identifies as the corporeal, 

expressive and psychological aspects of mothering.  Here too lies the power of 

Catherine’s Story in the fictocriticism that is included in this thesis, where the 

mundane, emotionally oscillating and unequal relationship of mother and baby and 

preschooler is placed within the context of academic discussion. 

Wendy LeBlanc’s social research on mothering in Naked Motherhood (1999) 

demonstrates that: 

In spite of their diversity, at the heart of every mother’s story I have 

recorded is a profound sense of being undervalued.  Each feels 

negated by politicians and business, by advertisers and television 

script writers; and perhaps also by other women, by their sisters and 

brothers, by their own mothers and mothers-in-law, or by their 

spouses.  Many feel cheated – robbed of the right to revel in this 

most unique of human experiences by a culture which tends to view 

motherhood as the doing of nothing.22 

This thesis is concerned with the undervaluing of the task of motherhood where 

experiences and acquired knowledge are largely negated through silence and 

omission and invalidated both within and outside of the home.  Yet while the thesis 

focuses on women as mothers, I am not claiming that this is the only or most 

important role of women.23  Heather Maroney in ‘Embracing Motherhood’ (1986) 

                                                

21 Naomi Wolf, Fire with Fire: The New Female Power and How it Will Change the 
21st Century (London: Vintage, 1994), p. 236. 

22 Wendy LeBlanc, Naked Motherhood: Shattering Illusions and Sharing Truths 
(Sydney: Random House, 1999), p. 8. 

23 See Anne Summers’ The End of Equality: Work, Babies and Women’s Choices in 
21st Century Australia. (Sydney: Random House, 2003) for a sobering examination of 
what she calls the ‘breeding creed’ of the current Australian government (and 
indirectly the federal opposition also through its lack of political will on this issue).  
The ‘breeding creed’ is a philosophical outlook prevalent since the late 1990s that 
stridently pressures women to have children or more children (while rejecting paid 
maternity leave) through industrial, taxation, welfare, childcare and legal changes.  
Summers concludes, ‘Instead of fostering a society where women can be mothers and 
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outlines some of the representational difficulties encountered when emphasizing 

motherhood: 

Here the women’s movement walks a tightrope strung between 

offensive and defensive poles: it must assert feminist theory in our 

own terms, validating ‘what women do’ (and have done historically) 

in mothering at the same time as it contests patriarchal glorification 

of the role at the expense of the occupant.24   

Indicative of this ‘tightrope’ is my need to emphasise at the same time that I do not 

wish to contribute through this thesis to a rejection of mothering which some feminist 

texts on mothering inadvertently do by stressing the enormous cost of mothering to 

women’s autonomy, psyche, finances, education, and the like.  The writings of 

Simone de Beauvoir and Shulamith Firestone fall into this category at times.  I do not 

wish to overemphasise the negative aspects of mothering, but in a theoretical and 

experiential sense I aim to examine mothering from the inside as it were, and both 

critique its social and theoretical representation and contribute to remaking and 

rewriting it as a discourse. 

This thesis posits that women’s bodies, psyches and languages are not neutral, 

natural or pre-cultural.  Yet they have been largely defined as incomplete and lacking 

in relation to men’s, as passive and unchanging in comparison to men’s agency and 

mobility, and used as the flip-side to dominant and powerful discourses throughout 

Western cultural history.  Woolfe and Modjeska, along with Catherine’s Story, 

endorse the skills, knowledges and experiences of mothering that often go 

unrecognised, through lack of representation and discourse, by society as a whole.  

While Jolley does not address these issues directly in The Sugar Mother, she 

implicitly questions and sometimes challenges conventional family structures and 

                                                                                                                                      

be employed – and thus have an identity [a problematic idea in the context of this 
thesis], not to mention an income, that is separate from their maternal status – the 
breeding creed seeks to limit women’s options and, ultimately, to curtail their 
freedom of choice’ (p. 10).  Summers notes that issues to do with ‘women’ on the 
political agenda have been replaced with issues to do with ‘families.’ 

24 Heather Jon Maroney, ‘Embracing Motherhood: New Feminist Theory,’ in The 
Politics of Diversity: Feminism, Marxism and Nationalism, eds Roberta Hamilton and 
Michèle Barrett (London: Verso, 1986), p. 403. 
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their psychological underpinnings.  Acknowledgement of mothering skills and 

acquired knowledge is virtually non-existent in Western society in general.  

Financially, motherhood is given little economic recognition.  Professionally, it is 

almost consistently hazardous – even in professions that deal with children.  Skills 

imperative to, for example, management positions such as multi-tasking, negotiating, 

working to deadlines and under pressure, the ability to communicate at various levels, 

perseverance, empathy – the list goes on – that often become highly refined in 

parenting are acknowledged if they come from a university degree or a work project, 

but rarely, if ever, acknowledged as coming from mothering.  Mothering is so 

disregarded as a skill or ‘value add’ that it is not something included on a curriculum 

vitae, much less discussed in an interview for a job or a promotion.  Government, 

popular culture, academia – most facets of society – fail to represent mothering in its 

rich diversity, its experience as skill acquisition and its deep value to present and 

future societies.  Representations of mothering require refiguration and 

diversification.  In doing so, as selected theorists and writers such as those examined 

in the thesis also have, this thesis aims to emphasise the need for social and 

representational change – for in the recognition of cultural and representational 

inscriptions, reinscription may occur.  Motherhood could, eventually, be represented 

in its diversity in the workforce, media, literature – in short, in society.  This would 

be an important way in which women could be granted similar autonomy and respect 

as men. 

In this thesis the terms ‘mothering’ and ‘motherhood’ take on varying 

meanings.  At one level the terms refer to the biological act of producing offspring.  

At another level the terms refer to dramatic experiential and role changes that occur to 

a woman who mothers a child – biologically or non-biologically.  At yet another level 

the terms take on a metaphorical meaning in relation to the varying ways in which all 

women are disempowered and can, in turn, be empowered through mothering.  

Irigaray’s sentiment in her essay ‘The Bodily Encounter with the Mother’ (1981) is 

that all women are part of a ‘maternal dimension’ because ‘we are always mothers 

once we are women.’  She continues: 

We bring something other than children into the world, we engender 

something other than children: love, desire, language, art, the social, 
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the political, the religious, for example.  But this creation has been 

forbidden us for centuries, and we must reappropriate this maternal 

dimension that belongs to women.25 

If a woman does not experience the biological act of mothering – from choice or 

circumstance – this does not mean that, metaphorically, mothering discourses have no 

impact on the ways she is represented.  By contrast, Adrienne Rich focuses not on a 

‘maternal dimension’ but, rather, on the patriarchal imperative to view all women as 

reproductive beings.  She writes in Of Woman Born (1976) that ‘the gulf between 

“mothers” and “nonmothers” … will be closed only as we come to understand how 

both childbearing and childlessness have been manipulated to make women into 

negative quantities.’26  If motherhood is viewed as Rich views it – as a social 

institution, rather than a natural ‘given’ – it becomes a metaphor for all types of ways 

that women are disempowered and can be, conversely, empowered.   The fictional 

texts and the fictocritical writing of this thesis, along with certain theoretical 

frameworks, examine the disempowerment of particular mothers and mothers in 

general.  In addition they focus on ways in which this disempowerment can be turned 

around to acts and expressions of empowerment, thereby refiguring motherhood 

discourses. 

In this thesis the term ‘representation’ sits within its postmodernist and 

feminist scaffold.  While pertaining to the visual, written, spoken, corporeal, 

linguistic and other images and identifications of, in this case, motherhood, 

representation is more than this.  Thus, just as in postmodernist and postmodern 

feminist theory, the process of representation is as significant as its outcome.  In 

addition, representation is always contextualised.  Motherhood, as a representation, 

can never be viewed as static or definitive since its representation is historically and 

culturally shifting, in effect constantly reformulating itself and being reformulated by 

outside influences.  Ideas such as representation, knowledge, the subject, in a 

postmodernist reading, only exist within changing and evolving systems which 

                                                

25 Luce Irigaray, ‘The Bodily Encounter with the Mother,’ in The Irigaray Reader, 
ed. Margaret Whitford (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991), p. 43. 

26 Adrienne Rich, Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution (New 
York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1976), p. 249. 
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impact on these ideas as much as these ideas impact on those systems of meaning.  

Representation, therefore, is often divided and multiple because, in a postmodernist 

approach, the subject ‘cannot know … the extraordinary complexity of its own 

being.’27  A discussion, for example, on the representations of motherhood in any 

given text reveals how an image is shaped and how it continues to be shaped and 

developed through further discussion and analysis.  In this sense there is no beginning 

or end point.  The idea that representation is concerned with markings of difference is 

also significant.  In this context, all forms of representation, in a post-structuralist 

sense, suggest ‘an economy of value’ which is ‘hierarchically organised and produced 

through an implicated series of binary exchanges.’28  The hierarchy and economy of 

value in the representation of motherhood is of primary importance to my writing and 

thinking.  Politically, representation is a force of its own.  As Kirby reminds us, ‘the 

political grain of representation entails a complexity that both constrains and 

produces; it inhibits and constitutes in the same movement.’29  A pressing problem 

with the representation of motherhood is that it has either been structured through 

institutions, languages, terms, images, metaphors, stereotypes that are masculine in 

nature, or that relatively little or insufficient representation of it has occurred.  The 

enormous contribution of mothering to the existence – let alone health and education 

– of a ‘next’ generation, which has large economic, social, infrastructure flow-on, has 

often been ignored in Western society and not represented in ways that women might 

choose.  Both its ‘hierarchy’ and ‘value’ have been underrated and often unexamined.  

The theoretical frameworks used in this thesis are those of feminism, 

postmodernism and fictocriticism.  Motherhood discourses clearly fit within feminist 

discussions.  This is not to say that there is only one monolithic feminist ideology that 

‘covers’ mothering discourses.  While often having the common aim of promoting 

equality within the family, feminism is varied in its approach to motherhood. This 

thesis will explore a range of feminist approaches to the subject of mothering from 

                                                

27 Vicki Kirby, ‘Viral Identities: Feminisms and Postmodernisms,’ in Australian 
Women: Contemporary Feminist Thought, eds Norma Grieve and Ailsa Burns 
(Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 125. 

28 Ibid., p. 123. 

29 Ibid., p. 127. 
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social feminists, radical feminists, postmodern feminists to psychoanalytical 

feminists. 

The theories of three postmodern feminists, Hélène Cixous, Luce Irigaray and 

Julia Kristeva, are cited frequently.30  By concentrating on the body, sexuality, 

language, the conscious and the unconscious and experimental writing (especially 

with an interest in pre-Oedipal mother-daughter relationships in their unboundedness) 

these theorists’ aim is to invent new theories of motherhood, particularly at a 

metaphorical level, which embraces all of womanhood.  The maternal for these 

theorists is a metaphorical expression of the female unknown and emphasises female 

difference.  Domna C. Stanton writes regarding these theorists and their use of the 

maternal metaphor: 

Undeniably the maternal metaphor exemplifies women “getting 

within,” seizing, powerfully manipulating male discourse on women.  

Through extended play with signifiers and signifieds, the traditional 

conception of the maternal is expanded, swollen with meanings that 

move to the limits of the same.31 

There are many reasons for the employment of postmodern feminist theory in this 

thesis.  The postmodern feminists offer different ways in which women can mother 

and still retain their own identity and be viewed as valid and equal contributors to 

society.  Irigaray sees the solution to the disempowerment of women as mothers not 

so much in changing social structures, but in the way women and maternity are 

represented.  By finding new forms of representation that view women as subjects 

beyond the maternal role – changing language and thereby patterns of thought – she 

argues that new practices will evolve.  Cixous, by deconstructing Freudian and 

                                                

30 These three postmodern feminists are also referred to as French feminists by 
Anglo-American feminists since many of its exponents were French or living in 
France.  For the purposes of the discussion which follows I will use the term 
‘postmodern feminism’ since the work of French feminists such as Hélène Cixous, 
Julia Kristeva and Luce Irigaray has much in common with the philosophical position 
of Anglo-American postmodern feminism. 

31 Domna C. Stanton, ‘Difference of Trial: A Critique of the Maternal Metaphor in 
Cixous, Irigaray, and Kristeva,’ in The Poetics of Gender, eds Carolyn G. Heilbrun 
and Nancy K. Miller (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), p. 171. 
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Lacanian theories, validates the female body as sufficient and plentiful rather than as 

lacking – however, this metaphor of plentitude for a woman’s body is based on her 

reproductive capacities and, therefore, is narrow in another sense.  Kristeva 

concentrates on the difference between pre-Oedipal or semiotic and post-Oedipal or 

symbolic stages of development, the former allowing feelings to be expressed and the 

latter stage consisting of the social realm and rationality.  The maternal must traverse 

both realms to find expression, she argues.32  While all three postmodern feminists 

see phallogocentrism as the common enemy, they hold different positions.  All claim 

that jouissance is the primary mode of resistance to masculine symbolic and verbal 

mastery.  Jouissance is defined by Ann Jones as ‘the direct reexperience of the 

physical pleasures of infancy and of later sexuality, repressed but not obliterated by 

the Law of the Father.’33  It is through the expression of bodily experiences, they 

claim, that phallogocentrism can be opposed.  All three emphasise the maternal 

function and focus primarily on the pre-Oedipal relationship between mother and 

child rather than the Oedipal relationship as found in Freudian and Lacanian 

thinking.34  Unlike socialist feminists such as Simone de Beauvoir who hold 

mothering in disdain and view the institution of motherhood as central to women’s 

oppression, the postmodern feminists valorise motherhood, but motherhood as a 

metaphor – symbolic and imaginary – for all that is steeped in female bodily 

experiences, for female existence that phallocentric thinking represses and for what is 

lost in the female endeavour in patriarchal structures.35  The very use of the maternal 

as a metaphor in the writing of the postmodern feminists implies the lack of maternal 

representation in language and the attempt to bridge the gap between the semantically 

                                                

32 Tong, p. 205. 

33 Ann Rosalind Jones, ‘Writing the Body: Towards an Understanding of l’Écriture 
feminine,’ in The New Feminist Criticism, ed. Elaine Showalter (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1985), p. 362. 

34 Pam Morris, Literature and Feminism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), p. 113. 

35 Stanton, pp. 160–161. 
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represented and unrepresented.  This concentration and celebration of écriture 

féminine36 is a provocative challenge to the male epicentre of Western thought. 

Postmodernist thought offers insights into and challenges to the traditional 

discourse of mothering.  Postmodernism deconstructs binary categories, viewing all 

binaries as oppressive, and decentres the traditional notion of the subject as unified 

and fixed.  Postmodernism’s emphasis on collage, pluralism, ambiguity, hybridity, 

aleatorism,37 along with its sceptical view of philosophical closure and teleological 

assumptions, confronts reductionist and narrow representations of motherhood.  In his 

influential book The Postmodern Condition (1984), Jean-François Lyotard asserts 

that postmodernism contests age-old notions of grand and meta-narratives and 

celebrates fragmentation and reflexivity while throwing off the constraints of fixity 

and totalisation.  Bob Hodge’s ‘Monstrous Knowledge: Doing PhDs in the New 

Humanities’ (1995) outlines postmodernism’s effect on learning and knowledge and 

its subsequent impact on PhD theses and academic pedagogies in general.  Describing 

the current postmodernist approach to knowledge as the ‘New Humanities,’ he likens 

the change to traditional knowledge structures to what Foucault labelled an ‘epistemic 

rupture,’ ‘in which there is a radical change in underlying codes, principles and 

modalities of order across sets of disciplines.’38  He proposes that the ‘New 

Humanities’ have three primary concerns: firstly, to ‘open to the monstrous’ so that 

discourses previously perceived as unpopular, naïve or outrageous to a particular 

discipline are examined with an open mind; secondly, that disciplines be conflated 

and reinvented as transdisciplinary; thirdly, that ‘shadows’ between and within 

discourses be examined, probing the ‘unspeakable, the forbidden Other of a given 

                                                

36 Pam Morris defines écriture féminine as ‘writing that remains in contact with a 
feminine libidinal energy and hence opposes the repressive phallic order of social 
meaning: the symbolic order.’  See Morris, Literature and Feminism, p. 196. 

37 See Charles Jencks, ‘Postmodern vs Late-Modern,’ in Zeitgeist in Babel: The 
Postmodern Controversy, ed. Ingeborg Hoesterey (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1991), pp. 19-20.  The ‘defining’ of postmodernism is both vertiginous and 
inexhaustible since the crux of postmodernism lies in its resistance to definition. 

38 Bob Hodge, ‘Monstrous Knowledge: Doing PhDs in the New Humanities,’ The 
Australian Universities’ Review 38:2 (1995), p. 36. 
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discipline.’39  Hodge’s articulation of new academic practices reads as a challenge to 

the old practices.  The new practices are 

able to affirm different kinds of order, accepting discontinuities, 

contradictions, without having to find or impose subsuming orders 

or over-arching unity and coherence, in kinds of text, kinds of logic, 

forms of community, in notions of individual, identity and 

consciousness; alerted to complex processes of meaning and 

textuality pervading social life.40 

This thesis aims to work in these ways by using creative writing as part of its 

argument and critique – a style of writing conventionally situated ‘outside’ a 

traditional thesis; by examining the discourse of mothering as an academically valid 

one; by employing fragmentation and disunity at times; and by blurring conventional 

boundaries of literature, criticism and fiction in the discussion of literary texts and 

mothering practices. 

Fictocriticism in many ways runs parallel to postmodernist and feminist 

practices.  In the last thirty years or so cultural practice has shifted to blur previously 

distinct and separate writing genres.  Many texts, largely through post-structuralist 

and postmodernist influences, have become provisional in form, and self-reflexive 

and self-conscious about the relationship among text, author and recipient.  Drusilla 

Modjeska herself uses fictocritical modes: Poppy, among other things, constitutes 

fictocriticism.  Robert Dessaix in (and so forth) (1998) introduces the pieces of 

writing in his book by noting, ‘so I began to play more devious games, in both my 

fiction and non-fiction – and especially in the enchanted wood lying between them.’41  

Fictocritical writing can be found in established Australian literary and cultural 

journals.  While in itself it is not new – hybridised literary writing has long existed – 

the recognition of contemporary fictocriticism as a new, if shifting, genre reflects a 

heightened interest in this type of writing.  Current cultural practices also reflect 

technological advances as the technological capacity to access all types of 

                                                

39 Ibid., p. 37. 

40 Ibid., p. 38. 

41 Robert Dessaix, (and so forth) (Sydney: Macmillan, 1998), p. 3. 
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information increases practices of intertextuality, enabling a postmodernist ‘mixture 

of echoes, appropriations, simulations, replications.’42  The erosion of textual 

boundaries has similarly enabled a writing practice which blends the fictional and the 

critical.  As a practice fictocritical writing moves beyond the boundaries of traditional 

genres.  It mitigates critical distance in that it is self-consciously intertexual, self-

reflexive and self-critical in its multivocality.  Fictocritism goes under a number of 

names – paraliterary, post criticism, theory-fiction, mystory, or as Jacques Derrida 

refers to the practice, ‘poetico-literary performativity.’43  The term ‘fictocritism’ will 

be used in this thesis. 

Trying to define fictocriticism is as problematic as trying to define 

postmodernism, since by its very nature it seeks to evade categorisation.  ‘Form’ 

implies consensus, unity, stability, the very attributes fictocriticism works against.  

One of the most straightforward accounts of fictocriticism is offered by Amanda 

Nettelbeck: 

Fictocriticism might most usefully be defined as hybridized writing 

that moves between the poles of fiction (‘invention’/‘speculation’) 

and criticism (‘deduction’/‘explication’), of subjectivity 

(‘interiority’) and objectivity (‘exteriority’).  It is writing that brings 

the ‘creative’ and the ‘critical’ together – not simply in the sense of 

placing them side by side, but in the sense of mutating both, of 

bringing a spotlight to bear upon the known forms in order to make 

them ‘say’ something else.44 

Fictocritical writing can thus be seen as a writing strategy that is, as expressed by 

Noel King, ‘gesturing towards something in the culture that has changed.’45  

                                                

42 Stephen Muecke and Noel King, ‘On Ficto-Criticism,’ Australian Book Review 135 
(1991), p. 14. 

43 Jacques Derrida, quoted in Noel King, ‘My Life Without Steve: Postmodernism, 
Ficto-Criticism and the Paraliterary,’ Southern Review 27 (1994), p. 270. 

44 Amanda Nettelbeck, ‘Notes Towards An Introduction,’ in The Space Between: 
Australian Women Writing Fictocriticism, eds Heather Kerr and Amanda Nettelbeck 
(Nedlands, WA: University of Western Australia Press, 1998), pp. 3-4.  

45 King, ‘My Life Without Steve,’ p. 270. 
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Postmodernist theory may not be the only significant factor influencing 

fictocriticism.  In her review of a fictocritical anthology edited by Heather Kerr and 

Amanda Nettelbeck, The Space Between: Australian Women Writing Fictocriticism 

(1998), Helen Flavell questions the implication that fictocriticism is chiefly based on 

postmodernist theory – a commonly held position.  Flavell argues that the influences 

of feminism have much to do with fictocriticism’s inception and promulgation: 

Underlying the call for experimentation, the inclusion of the lyrical 

or poetic, the questioning of representation, the influence of 

autobiography, and the questioning of the critical essay’s act of 

interpretation, there is an embodied voice: and this body is most 

definitely gendered feminine.46 

Much feminist writing, Flavell reminds us, has pushed against the traditional Western 

divide of body and mind and has sought to legitimise embodied and marginalised 

writing.  Flavell suggests that possibly the heavy reliance on postmodernist rather 

than feminist theory in fictocriticism is there to legitimise, through the use of ‘the 

“big” male theorists like Derrida and Barthes,’47 what women have done in their 

writing for years.  Susan Rubin Suleiman in ‘Feminism and Postmodernism’ (1991) 

quotes from Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock to reinforce these aspects of 

feminist theory: ‘feminism explores the pleasures of resistance, of deconstruction, of 

discovery, of defining, of fragmenting, of redefining.’48 

Another reason for my interest in fictocriticism is that it allows for a variety of 

authorial positions – a possibility that is attractive to women writers who may wish to 

move away from traditional hermeneutic inquiry.49  Fictocriticism conflates the 

traditional distinction between subject and object, disavowing the ‘scientific’ or 

                                                

46 Helen Flavell, ‘Situation Occupied in the Space Between,’ The U.T.S. Review 5:1 
(May 1999), p. 236. 

47 Ibid., p. 238. 

48 Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock, quoted in Susan Rubin Suleiman, ‘Feminism 
and Postmodernism: A Question of Politics,’ in Hoesterey, Zeitgeist in Babel, p. 123. 

49 See Rachel Blau DuPlessis, The Pink Guitar: Writing as Feminist Practice (New 
York: Routledge, 1990) for examples of fictocritical writing dealing with feminist 
concerns. 
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‘objective’ detachment conventionally privileged in academic discourse.  While 

feminist theorists agree that there is no set ‘feminine’ way of writing, Cixous’ 

challenge to open up ways of writing practice can be met in fictocriticism.  A space is 

cleared for the subjective and personal voice – one held to be as equal to that of the 

objective and scientific voice.  Cixous writes: 

If woman has always functioned ‘within’ the discourse of man, a 

signifier that has always referred back to the opposite signifier which 

annihilates its specific energy and diminishes or stifles its very 

different sounds, it is time for her to dislocate this ‘within,’ to 

explode it, turn it around, and seize it; to make it hers, containing it, 

taking it into her own mouth, biting that tongue with her very own 

teeth to invent for herself a language to get inside of.  And you’ll see 

with what ease she will spring forth from that ‘within’ – the ‘within’ 

where once she so drowsily crouched.50 

In this regard the written word in fictocriticism invites contestation, review and most 

importantly, engagement with the subject.  Given that fictocriticism can be read as 

both fiction and criticism,51 ways of reading can widen, allowing for a greater 

understanding of cultural practices and theories, which for this thesis extends the 

ways in which issues to do with motherhood may be explored and exposed.  As such, 

fictocriticism challenges conventional reading practices, requiring ‘a different reading 

convention, one which accommodates open-mindedness, multivocality, and non-

linear narrative.’52  

In order to cover a significant range of academic discussion on the 

representation of motherhood, the thesis discusses representations of the 

                                                

50 Hélène Cixous, ‘The Laugh of the Medusa,’ in New French Feminisms, eds Elaine 
Marks and Isabelle de Courtivron (Brighton, Sussex: Harvester Press, 1981), p. 257. 

51 Susan Ash, ‘Afterword: Dancing with Roland,’ in Kerr and Nettelbeck, p. 77. 

52 Anne Brewster, ‘Fictocriticism: Pedagogy and Practice,’ in Crossing Lines: 
Formations of Australian Culture (Proceedings of the Association for the Study of 
Australian Literature Conference, Adelaide, 1995), eds Caroline Guerin, Philip 
Butterss and Amanda Nettelbeck (n. pl.: Association for the Study of Australian 
Literature, 1996), p. 90. 
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corporealities, the psyches and the articulations of mothering in chapters entitled 

‘Mother as Body’, ‘Mother as Unconscious’ and ‘Mother as Voice.’  Chapter 1, 

‘Mother as Body’, concentrates on Sue Woolfe’s novel Leaning Towards Infinity.  It 

examines from a feminist position the sex/gender distinction found in essentialist, 

constructionist and postmodern feminist viewpoints in order to discuss how bodies 

are constructed, how they function within a social environment and how this 

environment affects the materialising of the body.  It questions the reductionist and 

controlling view of mothering as only corporeal and probes the social regulations 

placed on the maternal body and the everyday implications these have.  The loss of 

female control over the ideological, metaphysical and practical aspects of childbirth 

and childrearing is discussed.  Woolfe’s work illuminates the maternal body as a 

potentially empowering site for women, eliciting in the thesis a theoretical discussion 

of this potential.   

Chapter 2, ‘Mother as Unconscious’, discusses Elizabeth Jolley’s novel The 

Sugar Mother.  The chapter examines cultural internalisations of sexual difference 

that affect human desires and motives and that in turn perpetuate those sexual 

differences, along with the use of psychoanalysis as a set of assumptions that support 

patriarchal thinking.  Feminist psychoanalytic theory is employed in a reading of The 

Sugar Mother, a text that silences the maternal voice and experience, but nevertheless 

critiques patriarchal interpretations of the Oedipus complex.  Read in feminist 

psychoanalytic terms, the text illuminates why women (and men) desire to reproduce, 

and why the ability to do so is undervalued and underrepresented, in addition to 

representing discourses of pregnancy and the workings of the Freudian Oedipal 

complex within family relationships.    

Chapter 3, ‘Mother as Voice’, examines logo- and phallogocentrism with a 

particular focus on Drusilla Modjeska’s Poppy.  The discussion is largely supported 

by the theories of postmodern feminists Cixous, Irigaray and Kristeva who, with 

varying emphasis, use motherhood metaphorically to challenge and subvert the 

traditional discourses of psychoanalysis, linguistics and poetics.  This challenge and 

subversion combine to move outside the rationality of phallocentric logic.  Feminist 

writer Ursula Le Guin’s theoretical work is also used in this discussion.   Modjeska 

herself refers to Irigaray and Le Guin in questioning the influence of language and 
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representation in the construction of sex and gender identification which perpetuate 

particular representations of the mother figure.  Furthermore, this chapter asks, 

through a detailed examination of Modjeska’s text, how language and its regulatory 

power can be subverted.  One such way is through the articulation of maternal 

experiences that gainsay mainstream representations of maternity.  Another lies in the 

attempt to articulate – that is, to find the words and space for the description of – 

maternal experiences and desires and present these as alternative ‘knowledges.’  

Deirdre Macken writes while discussing Daphne de Marneffe’s book Maternal Desire 

(2004) that 

there is another problem with bringing children into conversations.  I 

suspect we don’t have a language for discussing our relationships 

with children.  To have a conversation, you have to have the words 

to express yourself; you have to have acceptable patterns of talking 

about them that won’t shock, disturb or alienate those around the 

table.53 

In this regard the fictional writing in this thesis, Catherine’s Story, which is focussed 

on young children and their mothering, contributes to such articulations.   

While the maternal body, the unconscious and voice are dealt with as separate 

chapters, the interconnectedness of these aspects of mothering needs to be stressed.  

To start with, all three aspects begin in corporeality.  Corporeality is steeped in 

instincts, drives and urges.  Instincts, from our psyche, may be expressed through 

bodily needs.  Language is an outcome and a process of psychological and bodily 

needs and functions.  Bodily needs and functions may impact on desires and instincts.  

Articulation of these derives from both bodily and psychological functions.  All three 

aspects are impacted on by cultural forces and, in turn, influence cultural forces.  

Consequently it is difficult and problematic to separate voice, body and unconscious, 

as they form a matrix of motherhood and femaleness. 

                                                

53 Deirdre Macken, ‘And Another Thing,’ The Age (6 March 2005), ‘Sunday Life’ 
section, p. 16.  
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Parallel to the three chapters on body, unconscious and voice runs the fictional 

narrative, Catherine’s Story, constituting another representation of motherhood.54  

The fictional and the critical writing are visually presented as separate pieces of 

writing in the thesis, yet they interact in significant ways.  While the thesis contains 

more critical than fictional writing, thereby possibly appearing to lean in the direction 

of criticism, the fictional writing is crucial to the subject under examination.  The two 

modes of writing ‘speak’ to each other and in the process inform, critique and 

destabilise each other, ideally re-energising each other, as Nettlebeck suggests.55  The 

fictional writing is used as a space to reflect on aspects of critical thought – 

developing a sense of the local and immediate that in fact deals with wider issues – a 

‘space for creative writing that no longer construes “the literary” as a site of 

withdrawal from contemporary culture and politics,’56 but engages with them.  The 

fictional writing mediates, in this respect, between theory and social context.  In the 

fictional writing I have aimed to integrate a number of the theoretical discourses 

discussed in the criticism.  

In this thesis, the inclusion of fictocriticism provides a means of relating 

academic discourse directly to everyday life and vice versa; and of placing reflections 

on everyday experience alongside academic discourse as an equally valuable and 

useful experience.  It is the practice of fictocriticism that specifically recognises the 

interaction between academic knowledge and everyday, personal experience.  The 

fiction writing in this thesis, Catherine’s Story, straddles the academic and 

experiential knowledge of mothering – particularly of preschoolers – consciously 

demonstrating how the two are always intertwined.  The use of fiction and non-fiction 

within each other – the critical in the fiction and the use of fictional texts within the 

critical and the rubbing up against each other of the fictional and the ‘academic’ – has 

permitted a richer dialogue.  The conventional boundaries of the traditional 

humanities thesis are thus questioned and scrutinised. 

                                                

54 Catherine’s Story is given in italic print type.  

55 Nettelbeck, p. 4. 

56 Meaghan Morris and Stephen Muecke, ‘Editorial,’ The UTS Review 1:1 (1995), p. 
3. 
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As mentioned before, my fictional writing explores mothering preschoolers, 

an area seldom depicted in detail in literature.  In Catherine’s voice I have attempted 

to both express an alternative voice of mothering to those which are socially and 

culturally inscribed and create a private, individual voice on a topic that on the whole 

is side-stepped or ignored in literature or given from an ‘outsider’s’ viewpoint.57  By 

taking mothering and the mothering of preschoolers as a serious topic, I have tried to 

create a narrative voice that articulates what has seemed unimportant or too obvious 

to examine.  I have attempted to vocalise aspects of mothering that, given their 

complexity, consumption of time and impact on human lives, have been 

disproportionately unvocalised, using the fictional writing to counteract what writer 

and feminist Sidonie Smith records as ‘the ideology of gender [which] makes of 

woman’s life script a nonstory, a silent gap, a gap in patriarchal culture.’58  In an 

essay discussing autobiography Heather Wearne writes: 

Conventionally, women don’t ‘mean’ anything in terms of the 

narrative thrust of national cultures, or the making of history.  I 

believe that we all grow up ‘knowing’ that the stories of women’s 

lives, lived in close proximity to kitchens and children, are not 

important; that they cannot tell us what we should know of the 

world, that we must go outside and beyond the child’s world of a 

mother’s kitchen-bound stories and look for meanings elsewhere.  

Many of us have done that and quite probably found stories and 

ways of knowing and being which have kept us interested and busy 

for a lifetime.  It may be the case that our mothers could never have 

admitted that there may be a version of ‘the world’ which included 

and continually returned to the place where it all began for us, in a 

kitchen listening to our mothers tell us their stories.59 

                                                

57 See Poston, 1978, for a discussion of women in childbirth literature.  Poston 
acknowledges that exceptions to the silence on childbirth from the mother’s 
perspective are to be found in women’s personal writing such as journals, letters and 
diaries (p. 31).  

58 Sidonie Smith, A Poetics of Women’s Autobiography (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1987), p. 50. 

59 Heather Wearne, ‘Autobiography,’ in The Writer’s Reader, ed. Brenda Walker 
(Sydney: Halstead Press, 2002), p. 95. 
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Furthermore, unlike Woolfe, Modjeska and Jolley, I write directly from the 

mother’s perspective.  Sociologist Steph Lawler records that while feminist literature 

has brought the mother-daughter relationship to the fore, 

the perspective of the mother [in this relationship] has rarely been 

explored.  It is the daughter’s voice which has, almost always, been 

heard.  Even when mothers have spoken, they have usually done so 

as daughters, rather than as mothers.  It is extremely rare for anyone 

to actually ask mothers about the relationship; rarer still to take them 

seriously.60   

Woolfe and Modjeska both write of mothering through the daughter while Jolley does 

not directly speak of the mothering experience at all.  My fiction analyses the 

experiences, feelings and knowledges of the mother at a personal and individual level.  

Thus the fictional writing, both my own and that of Woolfe, Modjeska and Jolley, 

adds to the collage of discussion on motherhood found in fictional and critical writing 

– presenting a dialogue between fictional and critical writing that is ongoing, 

multivocal, divergent and citatious.  The reader can expect to see critical concepts 

embedded in story telling and story telling as laden with critical contexts.  In this 

respect I understand both fictional and critical writing in terms of Derrida’s concept 

of ‘grafting’: 

They [textual collages] are not being applied upon the surface or in 

the interstices of a text that would already exist without them.  And 

they themselves can only be read within the operation of their 

reinscription, within the graft.  It is the sustained, discrete violence 

of an incision that is not apparent in the thickness of the text, a 

calculated insemination of the proliferating allogene through which 

the two texts are transformed, deform each other, contaminate each 

other’s content, tend at times to reject each other, or pass elliptically 

one into the other and become regenerated in the repetition, along 

the edges of an overcast seam.  Each grafted text continues to radiate 

                                                

60 Steph Lawler, Mothering the Self: Mothers, Daughters, Subjects (London: 
Routledge, 2000), p. 5. 
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back toward the site of its removal, transforming that too, as it 

affects the new territory.61 

I concur with Barthe’s assertion that words are inscribed in codes – voices ‘whose 

origin … is lost in the vast perspective of the already-written’62 – and Derrida’s 

proposal that ‘To write means to graft.  It’s the same word.’63 

Stories – fictions – can voice the inner world of a subject and impact on the 

heart in ways that statistics or ‘fact,’ no matter how shocking and revealing, cannot.  

Roland Barthes reminds us that the love of stories is a factor common to all of 

humanity: 

[N]arrative is present in every age, in every place, in every society; it 

begins with the very history of mankind and there nowhere has been 

a people without narrative.  All classes, all human groups, have their 

narratives, enjoyment of which is very often shared by men with 

different, even opposing, cultural backgrounds.  Caring nothing for 

the division between good and bad literature, narrative is 

international, transhistorical, transcultural: it is simply there, like life 

itself.64 

It is a story – in this case of motherhood – which can comfort, heal, challenge, 

possibly even transform some people.  Stories and anecdotes evoke feelings that facts 

often can not.  As Lester Lamb in Tim Winton’s novel Cloudstreet (1991) says as he 

is trying to articulate his own feelings about the departure of his son, Quick, ‘Those 

Bible Stories and words weren’t the kind you forgot.  It was like they’d happened to 

you all along, that they were your own memories.  You didn’t always know what they 

                                                

61 Jacques Derrida, quoted in Gregory L. Ulmer, ‘The Object of Post-Criticism,’ in 
Postmodern Culture, ed. Hal Foster (London: Pluto Press, 1985), p. 90. 

62 Roland Barthes, quoted in Rosalind Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde 
and Other Modernist Myths (Cambridge, Massachusetts: M.I.T. Press, 1985), p. 294. 

63 Derrida, quoted in Ulmer, p. 89. 

64 Roland Barthes (exact source not given), quoted in Graeme Turner, National 
Fictions: Literature, Film and the Construction of Australian Narrative (St Leonards, 
NSW: Allen & Unwin, first published 1986, second edition 1993), p. 1. 
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meant, but you did know how they felt.’65  If motherhood stories were a part of us, 

maybe individually and culturally the position of mother in society would be less 

problematic.  The fiction in this thesis voices a spectrum of emotions from the pain of 

childbirth to the glory of holding a new-born child and from the tedium and defeat of 

childrearing to the delight in witnessing a child develop.  The fiction writing attempts 

to represent a broader perspective on mothering and also one from a personal and 

‘inside’ point of view. 

It needs to be stressed that Catherine’s Story presents just one individual 

voice among the discourses of mothering.  Its ‘authenticity’ does not indicate that it 

represents other women or that it somehow contains universal truths.  Having said 

this, Imelda Whelehan in Modern Feminist Thought (1995) reminds her reader of the 

significance of experiential writing when she states, ‘Narratives of experience do 

regularly yield common elements, which enhance feminist theoretical activities, and 

in this way the politics of identity is a useful tactic to initiate collective resistance to 

the patriarchal status quo.’66  It is important to remember the ease of categorising and 

amalgamating all or subsets of mothering, certainly a basis needed often in theorising.  

This is another way in which Catherine’s Story is important – as a reminder that for 

every theory on mothering there is a matrix of individual experiences and 

representations, with variables of differentiation.  Class, personality, education, 

expectations, number of children or disabilities are a limited set of examples of some 

of these differentiations.   

Another significant reason for fictional writing in the thesis is that feminist 

theory has contested the prerogative of objective ‘academic’ writing and the notion of 

the disembodied scholar.67  Feminist theory that has concentrated on ways to make 

                                                

65 Tim Winton, Cloudstreet (Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin, 1991), p. 151. 

66 Whelehan, p. 206. 

67 See Catherine Waldby, ‘Feminism and Method,’ in Transitions: New Australian 
Feminisms, eds B. Caine and R. Pringle (St Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 1995), 
pp. 15-28.  Waldby defines the idea of the disembodied scholar as ‘the assumption 
that the scholar is simply a properly trained mind, unlocated in the specific historical 
experience and social position of a sexed, classed or racially marked body’ (p. 17).  
She goes on to say, ‘One of the effects engendered by the device of the disembodied 
author is the understanding of academic texts as purely rational, conscious creations 
with a transparent relationship to the objects they describe’ (p. 18). 
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the experiential and the subjective valid as a knowledge has impacted and legitimised 

the need to write both fictionally and critically.  For Catherine Waldby, 

feminism understands orthodox forms of knowledge production, 

forms that faithfully observe the distinctions between the academic 

disciplines and the demands of objectivity, to be deeply implicated 

in the maintenance of women’s social disadvantage.  The historical 

masculine prerogative over academic knowledge production has, it 

argues, ensured that the forms of knowledge most established in the 

university extend masculine experience and interest, and work to 

silence and pathologise feminine points of view.68 

In the use of the two styles of writing – the fictional and the critical – I aim to 

demonstrate that the personal is not distinctively separate from the critical and vice-

versa – that both, equally, concern themselves with discourse and ideology and that 

neither is free from personal investment.  Furthermore, the notion of the neutral, 

disembodied scholar is vexed with as many problems as the notion that the subjective 

and creative are unscholarly.  Drusilla Modjeska writes, ‘It became hard to say 

[during the 1980s at Australian universities] that writing fiction comes from both 

sides of the brain, that feeling can be as highly calibrated as thought, that there’s a 

kind of knowledge that can only come from experience.  Or that while imagination 

can be encouraged, it can’t be taught.’69  In her influential essay ‘Women’s Time’ 

Kristeva recognises the value of women’s writing, commenting that ‘literature reveals 

a certain knowledge and sometimes the truth itself about an otherwise repressed, 

nocturnal, secret and unconscious universe.’  She continues:  

This identification also bears witness to women’s desire to lift the 

weight of what is sacrificial in the social contract from their 

shoulders, to nourish our societies with a more flexible and free 

discourse, one able to name what has thus far never been an object of 

                                                

68 Ibid., p. 15. 

69 Drusilla Modjeska, ‘The Present in Fiction,’ in Drusilla Modjeska, Timepieces 
(Sydney: Picador, 2002), p. 205. 
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circulation in the community: the enigmas of the body, the dreams, 

secret joys, shames, hatreds of the second sex.70 

Thus Kristeva asserts that women’s literary writing is an important claiming of their 

unconscious and somatic realities.71 

This thesis argues that abstract and esoteric ideas and philosophies found in 

discussions on corporeality, representation, language, psychology, feminism, 

postmodernism, fictocriticism and the like do more that just run tangentially across 

the everyday lives of ordinary women.  Rather they inform the process, formulation 

and perpetuation of the ‘everyday.’  Moreover, the ‘everyday’ is a valid place from 

which to locate forms of knowledge.  The selected Australian literature and the 

fictional writing in the thesis itself foregrounds the everydayness of critical theory, 

thereby blurring the distinction between critical theory and everyday activity.  In this 

way theory may be viewed as reconstituted in everyday events.   

The most immediate and obvious aspects of motherhood are experienced 

through the body, which provides the focus of my first chapter, ‘Mother as Body’.  

Here, theories pertaining to the maternal body will be discussed in order to provide a 

framework for further exploration of the maternal body as represented in Sue 

Woolfe’s novel Leaning Towards Infinity.  Intermingled in this, Catherine’s Story 

will begin to unfold. 

 

 

 

Here is Catherine.  Or at least the outside of her.  She can be examined from the 

outside.  She may be wearing a simple dress, a tailored suit or a tracksuit.  At other 

times she may wear nothing at all.  The Catherine of this particular story has been 

                                                

70 Julia Kristeva, ‘Women’s Time,’ in Julia Kristeva, The Kristeva Reader, ed. Toril 
Moi (Basil Blackwell: Oxford, 1986), p. 207.  

71 Brenda Walker, ‘“Sweetest and Best in Womanhood”? Equivocal Representations 
of Maternity in Australian Women’s Fiction,’ Westerly 34:4 (1989), pp. 70-71. 
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tailored by a white, middle-class mother, Lorna; father, Roger; and sister, Alex.  She 

is the second and youngest sibling.  The outside can tell us much – or little. 

In this narrative Catherine is a mother.  Of little children.  The Catherine of 

this story is limited – very limited (who isn’t?) and, yet, may, in splintered ways, 

represent many others.   

Like a house – you can examine it from the outside – its elevated position, 

for example, a turn of the century house built on the higher part of the road and 

elevated by large greying limestone foundations that could one day make for a perfect 

wine cellar.  That, and the wooden wrap-around front veranda.  Or you can go 

inside.  Open the door.  Rattle around for a while on the inside and discover its 

pleasant rooms, strange noises, hairline fractures and dangerous holes.  Patched-up, 

self-renovations.  Age-old foundations – seemingly unshakeable.  Genealogies of 

previous owners. 

Catherine thinks often of these things. 
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CHAPTER 1 
MOTHER AS BODY 

Catherine stood in the foyer outside Neil’s office – examining, for want of anything 

else to do, the large sign on his office door: ‘Dr Neil Hamilton, Principal, St 

Andrew’s Anglican College.’  She knew now was a good time to meet with him as, 

during the whole school assembly, he had had a look about him of a man who thought 

he had delivered ‘the right speech.’  Smiling and slightly flushed on the stage in the 

school hall, Neil had emphasised the rights and responsibilities of high school 

students.  A stirring address was just one of many good omens: the school band 

hadn’t sounded as disastrous as usual, his speech had been full of slick alliterations 

and images and he had sat smiling benevolently above the assembled school rather 

than scanning the crowd and glaring at individual students.  In the long run, she 

thought, all he’ll ever be is a parody at a school reunion.  Probably, so would she.  

Most teachers were. 

Standing with a seven-month bulge – the equivalent of twelve or so kilos 

strapped to her abdomen – was a strain.  There were no chairs.  She would have to be 

careful in this meeting.  She had already survived – unscathed in appearance – the 

barrage of pregnancy jokes Neil and the bursar, Jeff, had inflicted on her at the 
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fortnightly management meetings.   

‘What’s the difference between a model and a nine-month pregnant 

woman?’   

‘Please tell me, Neil,’ replied Jeff with a sly smile.  Others were waiting for 

the punch line, unsure of whether to laugh with Neil and Jeff or sympathise with 

Catherine. 

‘Absolutely nothing, if the pregnant woman’s husband knows what’s good 

for him.’   

Disturbed by her swelling belly and her shorter than accepted maternity 

wear, at each meeting they continued, assured, by the fact of their powerful positions, 

of some laughter.  ‘How does a pregnant woman tell if her vomiting is morning 

sickness or the flu?  If it’s the flu, she’ll get better.’   

Baptists at heart, she thought.   

Even with an appointment, he always made a point of having staff wait. 

As people tended to, Catherine looked past Vanessa, Neil’s preened and 

officious secretary.  Eye contact could engage Vanessa in a staff-information-seeking 

exercise where a casual comment or an attempt at humour might be later regretted.  

Vanessa’s and Neil’s offices shared an angular and brick-covered 1980s courtyard 

which mostly looked hot and never seemed to contain people.  She checked to 

establish whether there was even a ranch slider out to it.  Stale flower beds lined the 

walls.  Nothing was dying but nothing was flourishing.  Too great a distance lay 

between the evenly spaced plants.  Ordinary courtyard plants – agapanthus, 

plumbago, stringy dietes.  Neat, but nothing more.  Functional, but not aesthetic, a bit 

like the educational policy of the school, Catherine thought.  The soil had returned to 

its natural state, attempts at mulching and fertilizing long over.  It was Perth soil – 

varying degrees of shifting sand dunes. 
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Catherine rehearsed mentally what she wanted to put to Neil.  She tried to 

anticipate at what point he might stop her or what could spark a tirade of inane 

conversational sequences.  His door swung open. 

‘Sorry, Catherine, just one more tick.  Terribly, terribly busy.  Won’t be a 

moment.  Vanessa, get me the admission form for Chad Bowry, will you.  Need to 

check something.’ 

She looked down at her swollen feet.  She twisted her ankles to alleviate 

pressure.  The baby was wriggling as if it was trying to scratch through to the 

surface.  Catherine’s back was tight and the pressure of the baby pushed down on her 

sciatic nerve.  She wanted to walk to the main foyer of the administration block and 

sit where parents did when they came to see the principal.  Ah, just to plonk into a 

chair.  She couldn’t though.  Being seen to be sitting could be counterproductive to 

the request she had.  She couldn’t afford it. 

The intercom from Neil’s office buzzed on Vanessa’s desk.  ‘Bowry’s 

parental contact details are not up to date!’ he shouted – as if it were her fault for not 

knowing of a new promotion or retrenchment in the Bowry family. 

‘I’ll sort it out,’ Vanessa responded snapping her back upright like a 

meerkat.   

While Vanessa was retrieving the file from Neil’s office, Catherine leaned up 

against her counter.  She knew it looked unprofessional, but the pressure of the 

baby’s weight was too great.  She was beginning to feel angry.  

As Vanessa came out, Neil followed, with a smile that looked newly applied.  

‘Catherine, do come in.’  He placed his hand on her back and gently pushed her 

inside his tidy office.  ‘I must say you’re looking awfully well.  Trust you’re looking 

after yourself.  You’re not overdoing it, are you?  How’s Tim coping?’ 

Neil’s office was cut into two sections by its furniture.  One half of the office 

contained his large rectangular jarrah desk with a karitane yellow leather writing 
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mat.  This was surrounded by floor to ceiling bookshelves full of dark and important 

looking books.  Too predictably it read power and knowledge.  The other half held a 

sofa and leather chesterfield armchair – the apportioned conversational section of 

the office.  The mind.  The body.  Cartesian man.  Even a child could deconstruct the 

psychology of this room.  She sat down on one side of the two-seater sofa that was 

clearly designated for her.  She should have sat in the middle – not so unbalanced – 

she would need to be more alert to things.  The deep fold in her abdomen that the 

poor support of the sagging couch made the baby stretch its limbs in protest.  

Catherine corrected her posture.  Neil sat on his brown leather chair.   

‘Is this about your confinement leave?’ Neil asked. 

‘Neil,’ Catherine began trying to get straight to the point in order to 

minimise the amount of time spent together behind the closed door, ‘I’ve had a great 

pregnancy and feel very committed to seeing the school year out with the Year 12s in 

particular.  I want to ask if I can  work up until the day the baby arrives rather than 

take the six-week break before the due date.  Then there should be no disruption to 

the teaching and I really do feel up to it.’ 

Neil glanced down at the bulge in Catherine’s stomach.  ‘I’ve never had this 

type of request before.  Hmm,’ he said rubbing his hands together as a ripple of 

worry lines ran across his shiny forehead.  ‘What if the baby comes early?  These 

things do happen, you know.  The due date is only an approximation.  I know of so 

many girls who have come earlier than the due date.  I mean, I don’t want to instil 

any panic, but what if your labour begins at work?  I don’t think it would be 

appropriate for the students to be part of that.  You know, things don’t always go to 

plan.’ 

It’s going badly, Catherine thought, he’s panicking, he’s visualising 

Salvador Dalí images.  ‘I just know that the parents and the students will be much 

happier if there is continuity of teaching.  You know how anxious parents of Year 12 

students get about changes in teaching close to the final exams.  If the baby does 

come earlier, well the students will still have more of me than if I stop six weeks 
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beforehand.  And the school year will be over before my due date.  My obstetrician is 

very supportive of the idea and the baby is highly unlikely to come at school.  Well 

babies nearly always come at night and really if – and I just know it never will – my 

labour began at school, I’d have plenty of time to get to the hospital.  These things 

take a long time and it is my first.’  Oh, Catherine groaned inwardly while looking at 

his unpersuaded face, how much more detail do I have to give?  

St Andrew’s was a relatively young private high school located in the new 

and burgeoning northern beachside suburbs.  It struggled to achieve the academic 

results that the more established private schools did.  English Literature had been an 

exception – every year there had been Certificates of Distinction and Catherine had 

taught the subject for many years now.  She could try that tack.  ‘The students and 

parents would be very pleased and the Year 12 Literature class is going along so 

strongly at the moment – I have no doubt that there could be some awards waiting 

just like there have been in previous years – I’d hate to disrupt that in any way.  

Physically I’m feeling great.’  The baby gave an acquiescing ripple along the surface 

of her stomach. 

‘Well, I must say, you do look well.  Pregnancy hasn’t affected your spark in 

any way.  Yes, you do look well.  Oh, my wife was so sick when she was pregnant.  

Vomiting non-stop.  Dreadful, the whole household came to a standstill.  Dreadful, 

dreadful time – I’d never want to go back to that.  I was exhausted with every 

pregnancy – all her vomiting and completely unable to do a thing.  Dreadful.’ 

‘It must have been.  Luckily –’ 

‘And then after the boys were born she was so down.  Heavens, it was a real 

affliction to have to live with.  Each birth had a complication.  The boys were 

dreadful sleepers.  Colic with Steven.  Hernia with Jarrod.  Dreadful.’ 

‘I’m sorry you had to go through all that.  They’re lovely boys –’ 

‘Some days we never thought we’d see them grow up.  Children can bring a 

lot of troubles. You just get over one hurdle and then you’re on to the next.  They 
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bring you joy, of course – needless to say.  And they’re expensive.  Every phase has 

its own expenses.  You and Tim are yet to discover that.’ 

That’s why I want to work until the baby’s due, Catherine thought.   

Had the impact of the entire Copernican, Darwinian, Freudian, feminist and 

postmodernist movements bypassed men like Neil – cocooned in their neat little 

offices they still believed they were the centre and origin of the universe.  The 

infrastructure of houses, churches and workplaces had been whited out but the 

foundations are still firmly in place.  Thinking of material that she had read, as 

Catherine often found herself doing – a throwback from university days and a by-

product of being a Literature teacher – she thought about what Ann Jones calls is the 

bold acclamation of these types of men.  She would look it up later, to find: ‘I am the 

unified, self-controlled center of the universe.  The rest of the world, which I define as 

the Other, has meaning only in relation to me, as man/father, possessor of the 

phallus.’1 

‘So, Neil, are you happy to go along with waiving the six weeks’ leave?  I 

really can only see benefits.’ 

The phone rang on the jarrah desk.  Neil spun around to pick it up in a slick 

and well practised swirl.  He sounded disappointed to recognise the person on the 

other end, a disappointment hardly lost on that person, Catherine thought.  It took no 

time for her to work out who it was and she tried to provide him with some privacy by 

flicking through a school prospectus, full of flashing teeth, that was lying on the 

coffee table. 

‘Yes, buy the shares if you want to.’ 

‘Yes, I know that it is your money.’ 

                                                

1 Ann Rosalind Jones, ‘Writing the Body: Towards an Understanding of l’Écriture 
feminine,’ in The New Feminist Criticism, ed. Elaine Showalter (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1985), p. 362. 
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‘It’s up to you if you want to put them in the boys’ names.  You never listen 

to me anyway.’ 

‘No, I won’t be home in time for dinner.  Won’t be home till around nine.’  

And in a much softer voice, ‘But could you leave some out for me, and,’ in a low 

mumble, ‘don’t forget the electric blanket.’ 

Neil hung up the phone and swung back to Catherine. 

‘Sorry about that.  Where were we?’ 

A nanosecond from being yelled at by your wife and a few hours away from 

having a cold dinner’s unsmiling face looking at you, Catherine thought.  ‘We were 

discussing the waiving of the six weeks’ leave.’ 

‘Well, if you feel up to it.  I know my wife could never have lasted up to the 

end.’ 

‘Like I’ve said.  I do feel very well.  Just like normal in fact and I just want to 

keep going as normal.’ 

‘You do look good,’ Neil nodded conspiratorially.  ‘Really, if I’m honest, I 

think pregnant women can look,’ Neil said swivelling his buttock on the chair, ‘quite 

alluring.’ 

Catherine reminded herself that she could not afford to laugh out loud.  She 

was already enjoying the thought of recounting the interview to her friends on staff 

amid hoots of laughter and groans. 

‘Look, Catherine.  I need to cover the school.  I’ll need a letter from your 

doctor and I’ll get Vanessa to type up something about you taking on the risk 

yourself, adverse effects, sickness … that type of thing.  You’ll have to sign it.  And,’ 

he chuckled, ‘try really hard not to have the baby at school.’ 
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As a rule, try not to have babies at school 

You’ll spoil the carpet with spots of blood 

The children will be horrified at the amniotic flood. 

So, dear girl, as a rule, try not to have babies at school. 

It was another thing Catherine liked to do.  Along with referring to what she 

had read – and she was always reading – she would think in made-up rhymes.  Old 

hymns and songs from her childhood church experiences and pop hits from years of 

teenage radio listening would frequently flood her mind too.  She enjoyed the 

irreverence of such subversive thoughts.  This man would have burnt me at the stake 

centuries ago, she thought.  If he knew me he would claim I was a witch.  

Neil shuffled his buttocks again and a smile crossed his shiny face, ‘Yes, 

quite alluring.  Quite beautiful, a pregnant woman.  They radiate, and a pregnant 

woman always seems so – what’s the word – yes, content, natural.’ 

‘I’m sure I won’t have the baby at school.  I’ll complete the forms and I’ll 

leave them with Vanessa.  Thanks for your time,’ Catherine said, standing up to make 

it clear that their discussion was over. 

Neil looked slightly startled.  ‘Oh, not at all.  Not at all.  Now do make sure 

you take care of yourself.  Don’t work too hard and take it easy,’ Neil said standing 

up and straightening his trousers while moving forward and placing his hand on 

Catherine’s back to guide her out.   

He instructed triumphantly and shiny-faced, outside his office door, and 

loudly enough for Vanessa to hear, ‘Remember, Catherine, you have to think of two 

now, not just one.’ 
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Discursively, at least, the human body is no longer perceived by scholars as a unified, 

completed and teleological entity.  Not only is the body subject to numerous 

competing readings, it is, in itself, a very slippery entity to define.  While the 

discourses of medicine and biology often seem to regard the body as natural and 

biological and unaffected by cultural and social influences, within feminist thought 

the body is a site for much debate and disagreement.  Furthermore, outside of 

feminism, other philosophical frameworks impinge on this feminist debate.  

Postmodernism, for example, with its emphasis on provisionality, has contributed to 

the feminist identification of the body as plural and diverse.  My interest lies in both 

postmodernist and feminist theories for bipartite reasons.  Firstly, I wish to examine 

the social regulations of the female body by examining the malleability of the body 

for discursive purposes.  Secondly, I intend to emphasise and illuminate the maternal 

body as a site for fresh and new ways of empowering women.  A close study of Sue 

Woolfe’s novel Leaning Towards Infinity (1996) will be undertaken in this chapter in 

order to examine these issues, in conjunction with both feminist and postmodernist 

theories, while passages of fiction will both disrupt and inform this mode of 

discourse. 

While on an immediate level the body is material and functional – do we not 

all eat, sleep, suffer illnesses and seek bodily pleasures? – its physical and 

metaphysical presence is discursively problematic.  Take, for example, the notion of 

bodily boundaries.  Are not metaphysical activities such as thinking still embedded 

firmly in the body?  Are not neurological pathways necessary for thinking?  How 

much of the body is separate from its interaction with its culture?  And corporeal 

specificities, such as sex or race, can move beyond the boundaries of the body to 

active inclusion and exclusion in everyday life.  Acknowledging how slippery bodily 

boundaries are, feminist scientist Donna Haraway writes in ‘A Cyborg Manifesto’, 

‘Why should our bodies end at the skin, or include at best other beings encapsulated 

by skin?’2  Sue Woolfe says regarding her novel Leaning Towards Infinity, signalling 

                                                

2 Donna Haraway, ‘A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-
Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century,’ in Donna Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs and 
Women: The Reinvention of Nature (New York: Routledge, 1991), p. 178.  
Admittedly, Haraway is speculating on an imaginary cybernetic organism that is a 
hybrid of machine and person.  Nevertheless she is concerned with deconstructing 
bodily limitations placed on humans. 
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her interest in the topic of the apparent disjunction between mathematics as an 

intellectual activity and mothering as a bodily experience, ‘Our ideas come from the 

same place as our sweat, our matted hair.’3  

Dualist thought has dominated Western thinking and has problematised 

discussions of the body and of the discursive integration of body and mind.4  St 

Matthew, reflecting Christian theology, writes, ‘The spirit is willing, but the body is 

weak.’5  Since Pythagoras the body has been placed in binary opposition to the mind, 

differentiating, in a hierarchical manner, the mind over the body.  This thinking has 

influenced much of the patriarchal privileging of ‘masculine’ traits over ‘feminine’ 

ones, since, discursively, the body is traditionally aligned to nature and femininity, 

while the mind and its rational potential have been viewed, especially since the 

Enlightenment, as the privileged site of masculinity and culture.6  Philosophy itself, 

concerned with the ideas of the mind, has tended to bypass or marginalise 

consideration of the body.  Elizabeth Grosz writes in Volatile Bodies (1994): 

As a discipline, philosophy has surreptitiously excluded femininity, 

and ultimately women, from its practices through its usually implicit 

coding of femininity with the unreason associated with the body.  It 

could be argued that philosophy as we know it has established itself 

as a form of knowing, a form of rationality, only through the 

disavowal of the body, specifically the male body, and the 

corresponding elevation of mind as a disembodied term.7 

                                                

3 Sue Woolfe, quoted in interview with Alison Bartlett in Alison Bartlett, Jamming 
the Machinery (Toowoomba, Qld: Association for the Study of Australian Literature, 
1998), p. 239. 

4 Elizabeth Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism (St Leonards, 
NSW: Allen & Unwin, 1994), pp. 6-7. 

5 Matthew 26: 41, The Bible: New International Version (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 
Zondervan, 1985), p. 1485. 

6 E.A. Grosz, ‘Desire, the Body and Recent French Feminisms,’ Intervention 21/22 
(1988), pp. 28-33. 

7 Grosz, Volatile Bodies, p. 4. 
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A deprecatory emphasis on female difference from the ‘norm’ has pervaded 

Western thinking and this view of female difference, or that of the female as the 

primary metaphor for difference, has marked the work of twentieth century 

philosophers such as Derrida, Lyotard, Deleuze and Lacan.8  Ancient philosophers 

such as Aristotle articulated the notion of the female body as atrophy or deficiency 

(begging completion by a man or child); a notion that is still reflected in the works of 

Sigmund Freud and Jacques Lacan.  The negatively-evaluated link between women 

and nature has been further compounded in patriarchal thought by the connection 

between female psychology and female biology.9  Women’s bodies have been 

represented and constructed as weak, lacking, unrestrainable and problematic; whose 

defining characteristics are their sexuality and reproductive capacities.10  For Grosz, 

‘By implication, women’s bodies are presumed to be incapable of men’s 

achievements, being weaker, more prone to (hormonal) irregularities, intrusions, and 

unpredictabilities.’11  As she and other feminist theorists (particularly the postmodern 

feminists) argue, the powerful mind/body and culture/nature binary oppositions are 

themselves irrational and unsustainably simplistic, since the mind is physiologically 

centred in the body and the body is not an exclusively material object.  All bodies are 

subject to social and cultural transformations and are, therefore, at the same time 

individual and public possessions.  Kristeva demonstrates these connections in her 

examination of painter Giovanni Bellini’s work.  In her essay, ‘Motherhood 

According to Giovanni Bellini’, bodily actions are often driven by unsymbolised 

instinctual drives: ‘for Bellini, motherhood is nothing more than … a luminous 

spatialization, the ultimate language of a jouissance at the far limits of repression, 

when bodies, identities, and signs are begotten.’12 

                                                

8 Domna C. Stanton, ‘Difference on Trial: A Critique of the Maternal Metaphor in 
Cixous, Irigaray, and Kristeva,’ in The Poetics of Gender, eds Carolyn G. Heilbrun 
and Nancy K. Miller (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), p. 158. 

9 Grosz, Volatile Bodies, p. xiv. 

10 Ibid., pp. 12-13. 

11 Ibid., p. 14. 

12 Julia Kristeva, ‘Motherhood According to Giovanni Bellini,’ in Julia Kristeva, 
Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, trans. by Thomas 
Gora, Alice Jardine and Leon S. Roudiez and ed. by Leon S. Roudiez (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1980), p. 269. 
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The undeterminable measure of the degree of materiality and cultural 

construction of a body and how this relates to agency are problematic issues in 

feminist theory.  The concept of ‘gender’ is itself symbolic of the political debate on 

how sex defines lives.  Much discussion has occurred too on the unconscious, 

conscious and performative aspects of bodies.  Are bodies largely determined by 

cultural influences or does one have agency in how much a body is so determined?  

Do not basic bodily functions such as digestion, haematological functions and 

procreation stand outside of social constructions such as gender and linguistics?  The 

difference/equality debate is ongoing among feminist thinkers and consensus on 

essentialism (difference) or constructionism (equality) cannot be found in feminist 

thought.  Broadly, an essentialist position emphasises the differences between the 

male and female body, seen as rooted in nature.  On the one hand it can view the 

specificities of the female body as oppressive.  Simone de Beauvoir, for example, 

represented a woman’s biology, especially her reproductive capacity, as a potential 

block to full personhood – that is full, active and self-determined existence (a highly 

problematic ideal in itself) – and theorised that only by distancing herself from nature 

and physicality and becoming male-like could she empower herself.13  She and those 

who were to follow her argue that the male gender and universal personhood are 

conflated as one and that it is the female gender that is marked as the ‘Other.’14  

Adrienne Rich considers patriarchy to have created an oppressive institution around 

women’s biology in motherhood, arguing that a woman’s ‘nature’ is seen to be based 

in her reproductive capacity.  On the other hand, essentialists such as Nancy 

Chodorow, Dorothy Dinnerstein and those who followed their thinking emphasise the 

female body and experience positively.  Rather than understanding them as forms of 

oppression, the female body and female identified differences are celebrated as 

sources of knowledge and power.  Where much of what is considered female or 

feminine is viewed as either lacking or inferior in Western society, feminists such as 

Chodorow work towards a practice of either equality or superiority of the female 

body, especially in its reproductive and nurturing capacity.  The obvious danger with 

                                                

13 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. and ed. by H. M. Parshley (London: 
Picador, 1988, first published 1949), pp. 35-69. 

14 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New 
York: Routledge, 1990), p. 9. 
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the essentialist view, on the other hand, is its tendency towards ahistoricism and 

universalism. 

By contrast, constructionism, an approach favoured by a large proportion of 

contemporary feminist theorists, views the concept of femininity and the female body 

as shaped and given meaning through social forces.  Constructionism argues that 

women, like men, are more products of society than of nature.15  However, the female 

reproductive and sexual roles and responsibilities, in particular, are viewed as sites for 

inequality.  Constructionism argues that there is no essential unity of body and self, 

rather that the body is defined by the forces of discourse, history, language and 

culture.  Constructionism therefore differs from essentialism since it maintains that 

women can deconstruct and overcome the social constructions placed upon them.  If 

women do this, constructionists argue, they are more likely to find equality and 

develop their own potential to full personhood.   

Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1972) ignited the already simmering 

essentialist versus constructionist debate, particularly with regard to which position 

allowed for greater empowerment of women.  For some, such as the ecofeminists, 

women’s materiality is based in nature and is a source of empowerment.  Rejecting 

the assumption that women and nature are inferior, ecofeminists argue that traditional 

female characteristics can improve social and environmental aspects of society.16  For 

others, such as Marxist and socialist feminists, the body is largely a cultural 

construction where, through influences such as capitalism and patriarchy, a woman is 

alienated from her body, giving her limited power.  Certainly, much of feminist 

thought has concentrated on the woman’s body.  However, this focus is often a 

practical one, dealing with issues such as abortion, contraception, obstetrics and 

women’s health.  Many feminists seem uncomfortable with moving beyond or away 

from the sticky web of the essentialist versus constructionist debate and still shy away 

from theory, as opposed to pragmatics, relating to the body.17  Elisabeth Grosz sums 

                                                

15 Bev Thiele, ‘Retrieving the Baby: Feminist Theory and Organic Bodies,’ Canadian 
Woman Studies 18:4 (1998), p. 51. 

16 Rosemarie Putnam Tong, Feminist Thought: A More Comprehensive Introduction 
(St Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 1998), p. 256. 

17 Moira Gatens, Imaginary Bodies: Ethics, Power and Corporeality (London: 
Routledge, 1996), p. 49. 
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up the significance of the body and the difficulties of conceptualising it in Volatile 

Bodies (1994): ‘The body has remained a conceptual blind spot in both mainstream 

Western philosophical thought and contemporary feminist theory.’18  This thesis 

attempts to counter-balance the relative absence of the female maternal body in 

contemporary Australian literature and literary criticism by venturing into this 

neglected territory. 

 

 

 

Normally Catherine liked the feel of the old house late at night, when in the silence 

and dimmed light the ghosts of previous occupants could visit – the house was over a 

hundred years old.  While the jug boiled, Catherine looked at her reflection in the 

kitchen window.  Her long arms and legs looked thin in her grey top and boot leg 

maternity pants.  She looked like a bulbous spider.  Spinning my web, all right, she 

thought.  Her black hair sat evenly on her shoulders.  She looked out of balance – the 

baby bulged like an over-inflated basketball from her stomach.  She lifted her top up 

to examine the size some more.  She stroked her belly.  Copious.  She lifted her 

breasts.  Engorged.  Dropping her top, she realised that the wooden venetians were 

still up and as commercial television news insisted on suggesting, any late-night 

pervert could be watching her.  Instead, Mixy, their tabby cat, jumped up to the 

window attracted by the light and sat on the ledge looking in.   

Tonight though she was grumpy.  Alex was becoming a semi-permanent 

fixture in the house and had hung around for too long.  Catherine only had to think of 

her older sister to shudder with sibling irritation.  Tall and bossy, Alex had learned to 

push her way around life.  Two years older than Catherine, she had always 

demanded more.  Alex had dominated at the dinner table, erect with tales and 

pronouncements and when Catherine had interjected or her mother had created a 

conversational space, her stories had sounded less clever and dramatic.  However, 

other memories refracted these, like a self-correcting mechanism.  Alex as a brown 

                                                

18 Grosz, Volatile Bodies, p. 3. 
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haired and freckled girl having few and  fleeting friends – often walking the 

concreted path around the school on her own, trying to look occupied.  At thirty-one 

Alex still was that intelligent but hard girl whose only outward sign of vulnerability at 

school had been bite holes in the sleeve cuffs of her school blazer.   

Alex hadn’t left till after ten, even though Catherine had been sending signals 

from nine onwards that she had marking to do, that she was tired, that – well, just 

everything – that she was bursting with baby and wanted to be left alone.  It was hard 

to be social with another person inside your body banging against hips and pelvic 

floor, like a stray metal lid in a swooshing dishwasher. 

Finding a comfortable position in bed was impossible.  The baby was pressing 

hard up against her lower back.  She moved, but she could find no relief.  Her 

stomach felt sore, her legs ached, her pelvis throbbed – everything felt inflamed and 

tight and hot.  Her dinner sat in her throat.  Braxton Hicks contractions ran across 

her stomach intermittently – harmless practice contractions they had been told by the 

permanently smiling physiotherapist at the antenatal classes, who had reluctantly 

admitted, when questioned, that she hadn’t had children yet.   

Catherine watched the shadows on the ornate ceiling – flowers grotesquely 

malformed because of the light angling in from the neighbour’s kitchen window.  Mrs 

Sporandezi must be taking some painkillers.  Tim, of course, was snoring – an 

evening of wine and laughter behind him.  Catherine sang to herself, ‘And the little 

one said, roll over, roll over.’  Placing the extra pillows under her knee and lower 

back was difficult with her abdominal muscles stretched like a flexed elastic band.  

The pillows lay awkwardly and the dull pain of the Braxton Hicks contractions, the 

pressure of the baby on her lower back and the reflux in her throat made it 

impossible to sleep.  

The strain of getting up and in a sitting position woke Tim.  ‘What are you 

doing?’ he grumbled, running his fingers over his eyes and through his messy, dark 

hair. 
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‘I’m trying to get comfortable.  Believe it or not I wouldn’t mind a bit of 

sleep myself.’ 

‘Don’t be like that.  Do you want me to sleep in the spare bed?  Would that 

help?’ 

Catherine thought, ‘Yeah, it’ll help you,’ but she replied with a sigh, ‘My 

back’s killing me.  I’m tired.  I can’t get comfortable.  This is such bloody hard work 

and nobody seems to get that.  You just carry on with Alex tonight as if nothing’s 

happening, eating away, while I have to pick a bit of this and a bit of that because I 

know that if I eat anything like a normal serve I’ll be ruminating like a cow all night.  

You didn’t even get up to bring the things to the table.  No, good old workhorse 

Catherine, straddled with a fifteen kilo pack, is up and down all night.  And then after 

she’s left – you knew I had to do my marking – I get to the kitchen after you’ve gone 

to bed to find that nothing’s been cleaned up.’ 

‘I’ll give you a back massage.  That might help.  Just lie on your side.  

Where’s the pain?’ 

‘It’s not pain.  It’s a dull ache.’  She capitulated and lay on her side, fully 

aware of Tim’s usual sidestepping tactic. 

Tim began to massage – fervently at first, but after a few minutes his 

firmness began to flag and Catherine realised that his spurt of kindness was over.  

The massage now was little more than some form of duty.  ‘Just forget it,’ she said.  

‘Nothing short of birth is going to help.’ 

‘True.’ 

It was amongst the white ice of sleep that Catherine felt safe – gentle dreams 

of calm, flat water edging up to pure white icebergs – so contrary to the irritations 

she felt awake.  She was on a small boat serenely floating on the ocean among 

colossal white and rounded masses of ice.  Bouncing moon-like in warm, thick 

amniotic fluid.  The water lapped kindly at the sides and she felt tranquil and silenced 
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in the knowledge that beauty could be so enormous.  Bobbing up and down in her 

little boat, looking at the passing blocks of ice, she felt consoled by nature’s rhythms 

and patterns.  She wanted to stay. 

A blade of ice took a turn, however, and slashed at her, driving deep into her 

stomach.  She sat bolt upright, trying desperately to pull it out.  ‘Get, get,’ she 

screamed, awakening Tim. 

‘I think it’s happening.  Tim, the baby’s coming!’ 

‘Stay calm,’ Tim said in a tight voice.  ‘You’re probably a long way off from 

actually delivering,’ he said getting to his feet and heading for the bedroom door. 

‘Where are you going?’ 

‘To the fridge door – to get the hospital instructions.’ 

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, I think I do know when a contraction’s happening.’ 

‘Could be a false alarm.  Just stay calm,’ he said shakily as he ran out of the 

door. 

Back from the kitchen, Tim tried to read the directions in an even, calm 

voice, ‘Ring the hospital’s labour ward at the onset of any of the following:  1. 

Bleeding larger than a 20 cent coin – no, you haven’t had that.  2. Breaking of the 

amniotic membrane – no, you haven’t had that.  3. Contractions at regular intervals 

of five minutes or less – well, we don’t know yet, do we?’ he said with a kind of plea 

in his voice.  ‘If you are concerned–’ 

‘Shut up,’ Catherine gasped as another razor sharp pang burrowed through 

her.  She clung to the pillow and quietly moaned, ‘Oh God, please help,’ she prayed, 

reverting to childhood religious pleas.  She thought to herself, ‘This is only the 

beginning.  Be brave.  Countless women have done this.  You can’t die of childbirth in 
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this day and age.  Pace yourself.’ 

‘Shall I ring your mother?  Sister?’ 

‘Why?  Do you think I want an entourage?’  The thought of her mother 

Lorna’s silent and critical face and Alex’s knowledgeable comments flashed past her 

like bad static on a TV screen.  ‘Do something useful.  Get my bags, feed Mixy, ring 

the labour ward and tell them we're coming.  Time the contractions.’ 

Tim raced for his watch and stood hovering over Catherine’s pain.  ‘How do 

you time these bloody things?  From beginning to beginning or beginning to end or 

end to end or end of one to the beginning of another?  They never explained that, did 

they?’ 

Tim’s large grey eyes raced between his watch and Catherine’s belly. Four 

minutes, three minutes, four minutes, two minutes.  ‘I’ll ring the labour ward.  Get 

yourself dressed.  Let’s go.’ 

 

 

 

Using a postmodernist perspective, feminist theorists Moira Gatens and Judith Butler 

move beyond the boundaries of the essentialism and constructionism debate.19  In this 

way, Grosz argues they belong to a third group of feminists, along with Luce Irigaray 

and Hélène Cixous, whose work I am also considering, who focus on the 

representation and agency of the female body: 

For them, the body is crucial to understanding woman’s psychical 

and social existence, but the body is no longer understood as an 

ahistorical, biologically given, acultural object.  They are concerned 

with the lived body, the body insofar as it is represented and used in 

                                                

19 See Gatens, Imaginary Bodies and Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter: On the 
Discursive Limits of ‘Sex’ (New York: Routledge, 1993).  
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specific ways in particular cultures.  For them, the body is neither 

brute nor passive but is interwoven with and constitutive of systems 

of meaning, signification, and representation.  On one hand it is a 

signifying and signified body; on the other, it is an object of systems 

of social coercion, legal inscription, and sexual and economic 

exchange.20 

Gatens and Butler both question the notion that essentialists and constructionists hold 

in common: the separation of the body from the mind and a fixed view of the body.  

Gatens refers to Spinoza’s antiessentialist monism to provide an alternative to the 

Cartesian tradition of dualism.  For Spinoza the body and the mind are not viewed as 

separate or oppositional forces, but as one fully integrated and mutually dependent 

force that functions within a wider process of existence.21 

Moira Gatens challenges the constructionist idea that the body is a passive a 

priori entity – a blank object which is inscribed by society – and, therefore, that social 

construction can be deconstructed, resulting in the androgynous body.22  She argues 

that it is the imaginary body as revealed in the symbols, metaphors and images of 

sexual difference in everyday life that impinges on our imaginations and needs to be 

challenged – it is the symbolic representation of woman that oppresses her, not the 

practices of sexual differentiation.  The body is, therefore, both biological and 

imaginary: 

An analysis of the imaginary body will show it to be the site of the 

historical and cultural specificity of masculinity and femininity.  It is 

to the imaginary body that we must look to find the key or the code 

to the decipherment of the social and personal significance of male 

and female biologies as lived in culture, that is, masculinity and 

femininity.23 

                                                

20 Grosz, Volatile Bodies, pp. 17-18. 

21 Ibid., pp. 10-11. 

22 Gatens, p. 4. 

23 Ibid., p. 12. 
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One of Gatens’ numerous examples is that of the construction of women as unsuitable 

to perform military service – where, through female corporeal specificity, it is the 

‘metonymical aspects of the metaphor of the [political] body [which] function to 

exclude.’24  The body politic – the socially accepted norm and symbolic body of the 

population – has been changed over the last century by movements such as feminism, 

postmodernism and postcolonialism, yet women remain limited in power when they 

must speak from the body politic which is still not polymorphous.  This is of interest 

to this thesis, particularly in the reading of Leaning Towards Infinity where a female 

love of mathematics is socially condemned. 

In Gender Trouble (1990), Judith Butler, like Gatens, argues that the 

distinction made between gender and sex that is so familiar in feminist thought is 

problematic.  The former is widely acknowledged as a social and linguistic 

construction, yet the latter, she reminds us, is not a fixed physiological state but also a 

construction.  Butler, arguing along Foucauldian lines, proposes that since all 

concepts are represented through language, they are already and always coded and 

inscribed in values.  Discussing Butler’s Gender Trouble (1990), Margrit Shildrick 

writes: ‘What appear to be the givens of biology are simply not accessible except 

through representation in language, and once that has happened the operation of 

difference, in the sense of imposed differential values, is unavoidable.’25  In Bodies 

that Matter (1993) Butler examines the materiality of the body, again working from a 

Foucauldian perspective.  The body, she posits, materialises from a matrix of forces – 

indissociable from cultural controls and imbued in unconscious performativity which 

itself acts as a regulatory control.  Sex, Butler states, is a cultural norm which governs 

the materiality of bodies rather than being a given upon which gender is constructed.  

Grosz contends that this questioning of the sex/gender distinction is aimed at 

conceptualising the body as a social body: ‘These feminists thus do not evoke a 

precultural, presocial, or prelinguistic pure body but a body as social and discursive 

object, a body bound up in the order of desire, signification, and power.’26  Using 

                                                

24 Ibid., pp. 23-24. 

25 Margrit Shildrick, Leaky Bodies and Boundaries: Feminism, Postmodernism and 
(Bio)ethics (London: Routledge, 1997), p. 106. 

26 Grosz, Volatile Bodies, pp. 18-19. 
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Foucault’s idea that attributes such as sex, size, colour and sexual orientation become 

what he calls ‘regulatory ideal[s],’27 Butler postulates that our bodies are governed by 

regulatory forces and are not static and stable physical materialisations.  We are not 

passive inhabitants of our bodies – our knowledges impact on our bodies.  The 

process of identification, Butler further proposes, is based as much on the forces of 

inclusion as it is on the abjectification of those bodies that are excluded – be they 

homosexual, obese or whatever is deemed by a society as outside the norm.  The 

process of a subject materialising corporeally as an acceptable ‘I’ in his/her society is, 

therefore, based on a repudiation of those aspects of self which fall outside that 

domain.28  Butler proposes another way of looking at the constructionist versus 

essentialist question: 

What I would propose in place of these conceptions of construction 

is a return to the notion of matter, not as site or surface, but as a 

process of materialization that stabilizes over time to produce the 

effect of boundary, fixity, and surface we call matter.  That matter is 

always materialized has, I think, to be thought in relation to the 

productive and, indeed, materializing effects of regulatory power in 

the Foucauldian sense.  Thus, the question is no longer, How is 

gender constituted as and through a certain interpretation of sex? (a 

question that leaves the ‘matter’ of sex untheorized), but rather, 

Through what regulatory norms is sex itself materialized?29 

Elizabeth Grosz in Volatile Bodies (1994) discusses the phenomenological 

approach to the body.  Those theorists who take a phenomenological stance avoid 

either the essentialist or constructionist polarisation by subsuming both.  For 

Merleau-Ponty the mind is only ever viewed as embodied and it is the body as lived 

in all its active sensory and self-conscious capacities and experiences that makes 

meaning of its world.30  Furthermore, the body (mind and body together) operates in 

                                                

27 Michel Foucault, quoted in Butler, Bodies that Matter, p. 1.  

28 Butler, Bodies that Matter, pp. 2-3.  

29 Ibid., pp. 9-10.  

30 Grosz, Volatile Bodies, p. 86.  



�

� � � � � � � �

�

representations of temporality and spatiality.31  Lived experience is viewed as a valid 

source of knowledge and functions between and across body and mind.32  In this way 

a phenomenological approach to the body intersects with psychoanalytical positions.  

Unlike those such as Foucault, whose work I will discuss later, who emphasise the 

body as a social construction, psychoanalysis and phenomenology ‘focus on the body 

as it is experienced, rendered meaningful, enmeshed in systems of significations.’33  

Concentrating on the emotional and experiential anatomies, Adrienne Rich, for 

example, acknowledges the cultural inscriptions on the body’s surface but views the 

body’s interior as apart from that, involved in its own rhythms of fertility, birth, 

sickness, death.34  Rosemary McLaren, examining theorists who engage in 

phenomenological questioning of the body, such as Rich, writes, ‘For them, it is in 

the convergences, the boundaries between the body as inscriptive surface, and the 

body as biology, where neither has primacy, towards which their explorations are 

directed.’35  Experience and emotions are thus seen as important contributors to 

knowledge.  Through these the body’s biology is constantly changing. 

Since part of my interest lies in examining female subjectivity, particularly 

female corporeality, specifically in representations of the pregnant or mothering 

female body, and in the maternal body as a site for a radical position of difference and 

power, the arguments concerning constructionism and essentialism are important.  

However, using the words of Judith Butler, I concede that making a clear distinction 

between materiality and cultural construction is impossible: 

The moderate critic might concede that some part of ‘sex’ is 

constructed, but some other is certainly not, and then, of course, find 

him or herself not only under some obligation to draw the line 

between what is and is not constructed, but to explain how it is that 

                                                

31 Ibid., p. 90.  

32 Ibid., pp. 94-95.  

33 Ibid., p. 116. 

34 Rosemary McLaren, ‘Rethinking the Body – Spaces for Change: A Qualitative 
Analysis of Textual and Visual Representations of Menopause,’ (unpublished PhD 
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35 Ibid. 
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‘sex’ comes in parts whose differentiation is not a matter of 

construction.  But as that line of demarcation between such 

ostensible parts gets drawn, the ‘unconstructed’ becomes bounded 

once again through a signifying practice, and the very boundary 

which is meant to protect some part of sex from the taint of 

constructivism is now defined by the anti-constructivist’s own 

construction.36 

Therefore both essentialists and constructionists share some perspectives in relation to 

examining the maternal body. 

However, in the light of postmodernist thought, the struggle to argue for either 

essentialist or constructionist views becomes less important.  Rather than accepting 

that either or both views explain women’s lack of subjectivity and agency, 

postmodern feminism invites plurality and provisionality of explanation.  Michel 

Foucault’s work – which is the basis for much postmodernist theory and is, therefore, 

of interest to this thesis (particularly, in discussion of the body) – addresses the place 

of bodily discourse and power relations in the process of creating ideologically 

acceptable subjects:   

[B]asically in any society, there are manifold relations of power 

which permeate, characterise and constitute the social body, and 

these relations of power cannot themselves be established, 

consolidated nor implemented without the production, accumulation, 

circulation and functioning of a discourse.37 

Foucault argues that the body evolves through historically and socially specific 

practices which are based on relations of power.  This is not an anatomical body 

wrapped in culture, but an anatomical body that is itself a theoretical object for 

discursive purposes.  For Foucault there is no blank, neutral body.  There are only 

signified bodies.  Discussing Foucault’s work, Gatens writes, ‘The human body and 
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its history presuppose each other’38 or, as Butler states, ‘sex, by definition, will be 

shown to have been gender all along.’39 

In practical terms, Foucault’s claims give an account of how the signified 

body relates to power, sexual difference, repression and domination, and how the 

body is, in turn, instructed by these factors.  Unlike the essentialist or constructionist 

theorist, Foucault sees the body as problematic in that it is imposed upon by culture 

while at the same time imposing itself on culture.  In terms of sexual difference: 

Power is not then reducible to what is imposed, from above, on 

naturally differentiated male and female bodies, but is also 

constitutive of those bodies, in so far as they are constituted as male 

and female.40 

Although Foucault does not concentrate on sexual difference, and, in fact, often 

bypasses it, his work can nevertheless be useful to feminist theorists.  His emphasis 

on the historical, political, cultural and social aspects of discourse and the regulatory 

powers of these factors provides an important counter-balance to writing on the body 

produced by Cixous, Irigaray and Kristeva, which tends to focus on the female body 

in an ahistorical and universal way.41  Margrit Shildrick comments, while ‘Foucault’s 

analysis is flawed by his gender omissions,’ on the other hand, ‘his deconstructive 

approach to the episteme of the body and to power is a stepping-stone of great 

significance to feminism in the contestation of the devaluation of women.’42 

For many centuries silence and censorship have been the primary regulatory 

forces placed on the female body.43  However, these comparatively recent writings on 
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39 Butler, Gender Trouble, p. 8. 

40 Gatens, p. 70. 

41 Pam Morris, Literature and Feminism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), p. 143. 

42 Shildrick, p. 47. 

43 For example, Erica Jong’s Fear of Flying (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 
1971), published as relatively recently as 1971, was received, at the time, as 
groundbreaking and innovative in its explicit and personalised acknowledgement of 
women’s bodies and sexuality. 
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the body have opened up the field.  For example, Foucault, Luce Irigaray, Hélène 

Cixous, Julia Kristeva and Adrienne Rich focus, in different ways, on some of the 

predilections of this thesis – the ways in which bodies are constructed and interact 

with their environment, how they materialise, how they function in everyday life and 

how they can become sites for empowerment.  Furthermore, acknowledgement and 

affirmation of multiple body ideals, as found in such writers, adds to multivocal 

expressions of motherhood.   

The theories of Irigaray, Cixous, and to a lesser extent Kristeva will be 

employed in the following discussion of the mother as body as found in Sue Woolfe’s 

novel Leaning Towards Infinity.  A short discussion of their works will follow in 

order to place their ideas within the context of the whole thesis.  As postmodernist 

feminists they reflect in their work a degree of intellectual eclecticism and although 

similarities can be found among these writers, they do stand alone on particular issues 

and focuses.  It is important to note that Irigaray, Kristeva and Cixous are not strictly 

essentialist or constructionist.  Like de Beauvoir, they are concerned with women’s 

‘otherness’; like Derrida they attack notions of selfhood, identity and authorship; like 

Lacan they focus on reinterpreting aspects of Freudian thought,44 and, like Foucault, 

they foreground the impact of biology and culture on sexual difference.  Nevertheless 

they do so in unique ways, embedding their work in the notion of a personalised and 

individual female body and diverging into different and new explorations of that 

body.  Their work contributes to polyvariant understandings of sexual difference. 

On the landscape of postmodern feminisms the three ‘French feminists,’ Julia 

Kristeva, Hélène Cixous and Luce Irigaray, have been highly influential.  Julia 

Kristeva focuses on bodily drives (which can survive onslaughts of phallogocentric 

imperialism) as dealt with in psychoanalysis, as a means of return to jouissance.  

Semiotic freedom is to be found in the preverbal stage of infancy where the baby’s 

identification is with the mother, an experience Kristeva refers to as the semiotic 

chora.  The symbolic order – the words, codes and signs that are part of the verbal – 

separates the child from the mother who represents the pre-symbolic order.  Later in 

life, when the inadequacy of language is experienced, many desire to return to the 

impulses of the chora, present in the expression of the creative in writing, music and 
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art.  It is in maternity, Kristeva claims, that the blending and the clashing of ‘nature,’ 

that is, semiotic drives and desires, and ‘culture,’ the symbolic encoding of language, 

occurs.  In this way Kristeva presents maternity as having a disruptive effect on the 

patriarchal social order and this may partially explain patriarchy’s prescriptiveness 

and silencing of pregnancy and mothering.  In terms of expression – that I refer to as 

‘voice’ in the third chapter of this thesis – Ann Jones writes on Kristeva that:  

Women, for Kristeva, also speak and write as ‘hysterics,’ as 

outsiders to male-dominated discourse, for two reasons: the 

predominance in them of drives related to anality and childbirth, and 

their marginal position vis-à-vis masculine culture.  Their semiotic 

style is likely to involve repetitive, spasmodic separations from the 

dominating discourse, which, more often, they are forced to 

imitate.45 

For Hélène Cixous, who focuses on experimentation in writing, and bases her 

thinking on Derrida’s concept of différance46 – the undeterminable gap between 

‘reality’ and language – the female unconscious is entirely different from the male 

one.  Libidinally men dominate, dissect, think in binary oppositions and accumulate.  

Libidinally, women desire, reproduce life and produce pleasure.  The masculine 

structuring by binary oppositions, she claims, dominates all discourse and hence the 

feminine is always negated and quelled.  ‘Thought has always worked through 

opposition,’ she writes, and discourse is a ‘universal battlefield.  Each time, a war is 

let loose.  Death is always at work.’47  The phallus, Cixous argues, is the basis of 

logocentricism, and phallocentricism operates in a culture of property and exchange.  

The exchange of women from fathers to husbands maintains the structure of control 

and possession on which patriarchy operates.48   
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47 Hélène Cixous, ‘Sorties: Out and Out: Attacks/Ways Out/Forays,’ in Hélène 
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Cixous’ focus on the id allows women to find a way forward, to find pleasure 

in drives such as the oral, anal, vocal and gestative.  Paralleled to the gestation drive, 

as previously discussed, is the female desire to write.  Women, Cixous contends, can 

write themselves out of the position of the objectified ‘other’ to man and be their own 

subject.  Cixous promotes the idea of an ‘écriture féminine’ – a feminine practice of 

writing – aimed at critiquing the phallocentricism of the symbolic order and 

encouraging, in response, a female practice of writing.49  In her writing she contests 

binary oppositions and the current repression of the female in the symbolic order.  For 

example, she rejects the terms ‘feminist’ and ‘lesbian,’ claiming that these words 

derive from phallogocentric thought as they express ‘deviation from a norm instead of 

a free sexual option or a place of solidarity with women.’50  Cixous theorises by 

blending philosophy, politics, autobiography and creative writing and engages 

energetically in syntax and grammatical rule-breaking, punning and word play while 

using a personal voice.51  In her more recent work she largely engages in creative 

writing and literary criticism, rather than furthering her earlier theoretical writing.52  

Rosemarie Putnam Tong writes of Cixous’ teachings: ‘Man is the self; woman is the 

other.  Thus, woman exists in man’s world on his terms.  She is either the other for 

man, or she is unthought.’53  It is this ‘unthought’ that Cixous implores women to put 

into words – into developing feminine writing – so that they may become their own 

subject.  

Like Cixous, Luce Irigaray promotes feminine writing practices that challenge 

the current repressive symbolic order.  Irigaray deconstructs the work of Freud and 

Lacan, to contend that the sites of resistance to phallogocentric thought lie within the 

female body and female sexuality, primarily because these two areas have been so 

misunderstood, misrepresented or simply missed in male discourse.  Irigaray argues 

that masculine discourse, based on notions of unification, sameness, singularity and 
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rationality, produces problems for female expression.  Women experience ‘a diffuse 

sexuality arising, for example, from the “two lips” of the vulva, and a multiplicity of 

libidinal energies that cannot be expressed or understood within the identity-claiming 

assumptions of phallocentric discourse.’54  The work of Irigaray deals with the female 

and, especially, the maternal body.55  While Irigaray is often labelled as essentialist 

with her heavy emphasis on sexual differences and the ‘other’ of the sexual binary 

opposition, her acknowledgement of the problematic relationship between a woman’s 

body and a woman’s ‘true self’ intervenes in such reductionism.  It is by 

deconstructing Western philosophy and psychoanalysis that women can find their 

jouissance – understanding that in the imaginary (as distinct from the symbolic) there 

is both a male and a female dimension.56  Irigaray writes ‘in order for woman to 

arrive at the point where she can enjoy her pleasure as a woman, a long detour by the 

analysis of the various systems that oppress her is certainly necessary.’57  Irigaray’s 

promotion of the use of the active voice, emphasising the plurality of female sexuality 

and the miming of male discourse58 are all part of the overriding postmodern feminist 

aim of subverting phallogocentric oppression. 

For Irigaray, becoming a subject rather than an object entails not aspiring to 

be a powerful and androgynous player in a patriarchy, but rather establishing a 

separate identity as woman, what she terms a maternal genealogy.  She writes, ‘What 

do women want to be equal to?  Man?  A wage?  A public position?  Equal to what?  

Why not to themselves?’59  For her there should be a womankind as well as a 

mankind.60  Underscored in much of her examination of the history of Western 
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philosophy from Plato onwards is the theme of the hidden female in this history and 

she focuses on the unacknowledged mother,61 the missing voice.  Although now with 

ready access to contraception and abortion a Western, educated female’s role does not 

have to be that of motherhood, a choice that Irigaray would firmly endorse, she does 

see the acknowledgment of the symbolic mother as the key to finding a new way of 

speaking within the symbolic order.  By representing this primary relationship, 

women can create a new identity for themselves within language.  She writes:  

We have to be careful about one other thing: we must not once more 

kill the mother who was sacrificed to the origins of our culture.  We 

must give her new life, new life to that mother, to our mother within 

us and between us.  We must refuse to let her desire be annihilated 

by the law of the father.  We must give her the right to pleasure, to 

jouissance, to passion, restore her right to speech, and sometimes to 

cries and anger.62 

Irigaray argues that the female is not to be the ‘other’ of the male, that is the ‘other’ 

of the same, but ‘a self-defined woman who would not be satisfied with sameness, 

but whose otherness and difference would be given social and symbolic 

representation.’63  For Irigaray a matriarchy would not be the opposite of a patriarchy 

or a replacement of patriarchy, but would rather be in coexistence with it.  According 

to Margaret Whitford: 

What has been absent in western thought and institutions until very 

recently, claims Irigaray, is any attempt to consider the possibility of 

a maternal genealogy and the symbolic and institutional forms it 

might take.64 
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In some ways, postmodern feminists contradict the socialist or liberal feminist stance, 

for example, that aims to explain in generalised terms the causes of and antidotes to 

women’s oppression.  Rather than aim for unity of feminist thought, postmodern 

feminists argue for diversity, claiming that each individual woman must find her own 

empowerment and voice.  This is what Catherine seeks in Catherine’s Story and 

herein lies some of the significance of Catherine’s Story in this thesis. 

Opponents of postmodern feminism highlight a number of its theoretical 

problems and contradictions.  Not only have postmodern feminists been criticised for 

their highly intellectual theorising, resulting in a potentially isolated and elitist 

discourse, but they have also been accused of taking an essentialist position which 

constrains women as much as it may liberate them, and is itself highly problematic, 

given the inextricable interplay between biology and culture.  Moreover, centring a 

liberation from phallogocentric discourse on the female body, without considering 

sexual and historical materiality, class, race, libidinal differences and other factors, is 

fraught with problems.  As Ann Rosalind Jones asks, ‘is women’s sexuality so 

monolithic that a notion of a shared, typical femininity does justice to it?’65  In 

addition, by celebrating femaleness to such an extent, male-female polarity is further 

emphasised and, critics argue, maleness is still the determining referent.66  Materialist 

feminists such as Colette Guillaumin see a contradiction in the postmodern feminists’ 

polarised emphasis on women as different from men while at the same time critiquing 

the phallocentric practice of power allocation in binary oppositions.  Jones writes: 

Rather than questioning the terms of such a definition (woman is 

man’s opposite), féminité as a celebration of women’s difference 

from men maintains them.  It reverses the values assigned to each 

side of the polarity, but it still leaves man as the determining 

referent, not departing from the male-female opposition, but 

participating in it.67   
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Postmodern feminists reject such accusations.  They counter the claim of essentialism 

by arguing that ‘“female” stands metaphorically for the genuinely other in a relation 

of difference.’68  They stress that their writing is intentionally obscure at times as the 

notion of ‘clarity’ is, in fact, another structure of the phallogocentric order.69 

There are further criticisms of postmodern feminism.  Some critics, such as 

Naomi Schor,70 accuse postmodern feminists of contributing to an essentialist stance 

and thereby neglecting to separate women as biological beings from cultural entities.  

Furthermore many socialist and liberal feminists such as Simone de Beauvoir, Betty 

Friedan and Kate Millett had already moved their focus away from the distinctiveness 

of the female body and mind, claiming that such a distinction was often the basis for 

inequality and oppression.  Postmodern feminists’ emphasis on the distinctiveness of 

the female body and mind has thus led to criticisms of essentialism and fixity.  In 

addition, critics claim that the postmodern feminist emphasis on individual voices 

resists the collective voice needed for political agency.  As Jones cautions,  

I have another political objection to the concept of féminité as a 

bundle of Everywoman’s psychosexual characteristics: it flattens out 

the lived differences among women.  … I wonder again whether one 

libidinal voice, however nonphallocentrically defined, can speak to 

the economic and cultural problems of all women.71 

Furthermore, given the difficulty in reading the works of feminists such as Kristeva, 

Irigaray and Cixous, critics describe postmodern feminism as what Tong calls 

‘feminism for academicians.’72  As previously mentioned, postmodern feminists 

claim that their obscure and impenetrable style of writing is in defiance of the clarity 

required by the phallocentric order.  However, others see it as an ivory tower stance 

adopted to avoid dealing with the practical aspects of feminism and, thereby, having 
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little impact on dominant cultural issues.  Ironically, while encouraging women to 

find their own voice, their writing is so complex and often obtuse that, for many, their 

message is inaccessible. 

Despite the criticisms, Rosemarie Putnam Tong concludes her discussion of 

postmodern feminism with this comment: ‘Whether women can, by breaking the 

silence, by speaking and writing, help overcome binary opposition, phallocentrism, 

and logocentrism, is not certain.  What is certain, however, is that the time has come 

for a new conceptual order.’73  Importantly Jones acknowledges that: 

As a lens and a partial strategy, féminité and écriture féminine are 

vital.  Certainly, women need to shake off the mistaken and 

contemptuous attitudes toward their sexuality that permeate Western 

(and other) cultures and languages at their deepest levels, and 

working out self-representations that challenge phallocentric 

discourses is an important part of that ideological struggle.74 

This is the path the discussion of the maternal body in Sue Woolfe’s Leaning 

Towards Infinity sets out to follow. 

 

 

 

‘This is taking far too long.  Let’s try an analgesic to relax the cervix and open it out 

a bit.  A shot of pethidine is what will do it,’ said Moira, the Irish and more 

experienced midwife, silhouetted by harsh fluorescent hospital lights. 

‘But I don’t want any pethidine.  I don’t want to feel all groggy,’ Catherine 

responded.   
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‘Nonsense,’ she said emphatically.  ‘Pethidine will just relax you.  Doctor 

thinks it’s a good idea.  You’ve been at it for fifteen hours and I can barely get a 

fingertip in the cervix.  You’re experiencing primary dysfunction – tends to only 

happen with first time mothers.  The baby’s being squeezed all over the place.  You’re 

not dilating – the contractions are ineffective.  You are simply not delivering your 

baby.’   

Such scolding, Catherine thought, was usually reserved for badly behaved 

school children.  She had watched the deputy principal do it.  Naughty, naughty 

Catherine.  

The younger midwife, Anna, came over and lifted her cotton hospital gown 

and felt her belly.  A large monitoring belt had been strapped around her ballooning 

abdomen not long after arrival.  She had lifted the gown respectfully and watched the 

rises and bubbles of the baby, unlike the others who popped in and concentrated on 

the print-out from the foetal monitor machine.  Anna ignored the machine.  ‘It will be 

okay,’ she said softly to Catherine in a voice that recognised the Herculean task 

ahead of her.  She stroked Catherine’s belly gently and solemnly; stroking firmly as 

another contraction made her belly rise in a gripping spasm.  She watched 

Catherine’s belly intently, stroking as if communicating with the baby inside and 

creating for Catherine a calmness she had not yet felt in the clinical hospital delivery 

suite.  Anna talked to the baby, continuing to stroke, ‘Little darling, come soon.  Your 

mummy’s tired and we all want to meet you.’  Tears stung the brim of Catherine’s 

eyes.  Relief.  Someone who realised that it was only about her and the baby. 

‘It might be a good idea,’ Tim contributed, looking drained.  ‘The pethidine.’ 

Catherine looked at Tim as if she had forgotten he was there. 

‘O.K, Anna, that’s enough,’ Moira insisted.  ‘Catherine, you will find the 

pethidine will dull the pain.  It’ll give you the pain relief you need.’ 

‘It’s sound advice, I think,’ Tim persisted.   
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It was only Anna’s forbidden stroking she wanted, but she felt ground down.  

‘Just do it then,’ she capitulated, fiddling with the plastic identification tag around 

her wrist. 

It didn’t take long for the effects of the drug to jolt Catherine’s mind from 

her body.  She looked down on the body that was hers – a shimmering image of a 

large and lumpy body.  Nothing other than a flimsy white and blue checked cotton 

hospital garment that was only held together by one button at the back covered her 

nakedness.  Her dark hair was falling off the narrow bed she lay on, creating a 

strange tugging feeling; her face looked like stone – fine and even features.  Her eyes 

twitched towards Tim who had already fallen asleep – his body slumped up against 

the wall as he sat on a large plastic hospital chair.  She was alone now trying to pull 

her mind out of the room’s vortex-type stillness.   

It was dark in the room.  The midwives had dimmed the lights so that she 

could relax, but instead she felt as if she couldn’t see where her mind was floating.  

So drowsy and sluggish like she was stuck in quagmire.  She thought of her 

grandmother, Margaret.  In her time many women had died in childbirth: ‘bad 

births.’  Fremantle, seventy-five years ago – it wasn’t that far away.  She focussed on 

the crucifix above Tim’s head.  No matter how hard she concentrated on putting her 

mind back in the cadaver-like body that supposedly was her, it kept defying her, 

pulling back to the ceiling at the far corner of the room.  Catherine thought, 

‘Shouldn’t Tim be holding my hand, or better still, stroking my sore belly?  Adoring 

the Madonna?’ 

 Such distances between fantasy and reality.  She watched him from her 

vantage point; head falling sideways – did he even understand what was happening?   
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‘Can’t I eat something?’ Catherine asked.  ‘I feel weak.  I’m sure a sandwich or 

something will help.  Can the monitor be taken off my stomach for a little while?  It’s 

heavy and is beginning to feel too tight.’ 

‘No, Catherine.  As for food – you’ll probably throw it back up.  Sorry, it’s 

just not a good idea to eat in labour.’  Another midwife, Amanda her badge read, was 

on – this was already the second shift change since she had been admitted. 

‘But my husband’s gone out for breakfast.  I’m sick of water.  I’ve been here 

for a day and I haven’t had anything to eat.’ 

‘Look, I’ll find you a few biscuits and some lemonade.  Ok?  But I’ll do it 

after the doctor’s been in.’ 

‘When is he coming?’ 

‘Any tick now.’ 

‘I want an epidural, Dr Kleinman,’ Catherine stated with as much assertion 

as anyone could muster after more than twenty hours of knifing contractions every 

three to four minutes.  He was a balding middle-aged man with a stringy comb-over, 

wearing a baggy suit. Catherine was paying private fees and he had only popped in 

twice in over twenty-four hours – once when she was out of her mind on pethidine 

and once, clearly distracted from something more important, to give her a rough 

internal, declaring with annoyance that her cervix was only three centimetres dilated 

– not much chop for close to a day’s worth of regular and painful contractions.  She 

felt an intense dislike of him.  She had not planned an epidural, but then again she 

had calculated that she would give birth in six or so hours and that she would be able 

to pace her own way through it.   

‘I’ll get it organised.  Good idea anyhow as this is taking far too long,’ 

Kleinman stated, suggesting that Catherine had been deliberately and perniciously 

malingering.  ‘If we need to do a caesar – if things keep up the way they are and the 
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baby starts to get distressed – at least we’ll be ready.’ 

Catherine asked for a hot bath to be run while she waited for the 

anaesthetist.  Lying in the hot water at least made her feel weightless, but the 

tightening sensations as a contraction crept across her belly and then gripped her 

full-force making her belly concrete-like – so strong was the muscle spasm of the 

uterus – ensured that there was no relief.  Tim sat on the floor next to the bath, 

flicking through a magazine reading bits out aloud, trying to distract her. 

‘Did you know, that guy Cooper who lost radio contact while climbing Mt 

Everest, just ploughed on in the most hideous conditions hour upon hour, day after 

day, sometimes only eating a Mars bar in a day?’ 

‘At least he had a Mars Bar,’ Catherine said. 

‘It’s amazing,’ Tim exclaimed, taking a closer look at the pictures. 

‘Yes.’ 

‘They’re thinking of giving him some sort of bravery award.’ 

Amanda, already looking tired and as if she was wishing that her shift was 

ended, announced in a broad Australian accent, ‘The anaesthetist is on his way.  

You’d better get out so that we can have you organised by the time he comes.’ 

Clutching her stomach, with Tim and the midwife on either side, Catherine 

rose from the bath feeling like the Loch Ness Monster, moaning her way through a 

contraction, closing her eyes and trying to ride out the immense pulling and tearing 

within her body.  

Mr Christopher Coates looked as hard as granite and had obviously seen too 

many women in labour for his stony liking. He nodded coolly at Catherine and Tim, 

mumbled something indistinguishable to them and snapped something equally 

indistinguishable to the silenced midwives.  One of Neil’s and Jeff’s jokes interrupted 
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her concentration – ‘When should you have an epidural?  As soon as you discover 

that you are pregnant.’  

‘You understand the risks involved in having an epidural?’ he said through 

closed teeth.  ‘I need to remind you of them.  Most epidurals occur without incident, 

but there is a risk of sudden blood pressure drop, nausea and vomiting, cerebral 

inflammation resulting in post-epidural migraine, puncture point infection, or, in the 

extreme, paralysis of varying degrees.’ 

‘Bloody hell,’ Catherine panted, ‘I’ve been in labour for well over twenty 

hours.  I can’t stand it.  The obstetrician thought an epidural would be a good idea.’ 

‘Fine, as long as you’re aware of all the facts.’ 

Catherine thought, ‘Can this be considered a legitimate medical disclaimer?  

Saying this to someone who is in so much pain?’  It was like offering pure heroin to a 

junkie who needed a fix. 

 ‘I’ll be putting a needle and tube into the epidural space between the spinal 

cord and the outer membrane, so you must hold still,’ he ordered gruffly. 

‘I don’t know if I can stand this,’ Catherine cried, beginning to shake all 

over.  Objective scientific talk is so comforting. 

‘You need to make up your mind.  Sit perfectly still and lean forward, 

holding on to your knees.  You’ll feel the pin prick of a local anesthetic first and then 

I’ll be putting the epidural into the spine.  You’re a nice tall girl, so that makes things 

a lot easier.  I had a tiny Indian girl earlier today and I only got the needle in on the 

sixth attempt.’  

‘Tim, I can’t stand this,’ Catherine said looking into his pale face.  For the 

second time she focused on the crucifix in the room. 

‘He’s a dickhead,’ Tim whispered into her ear, stroking her damp hair.  



�

� � � � � 
  �

�

‘Ignore him.  It’ll be okay.’ 

‘But I’m contracting.  I can feel one coming.  I can’t hold still,’ Catherine 

groaned as another boa constrictor type contraction wrapped around her. 

‘I’ll wait,’ Coates sighed.   

No sooner had the contraction begun to taper off than Coates administered 

the local anesthetic.  Immediately he took up the epidural needle. 

‘Wait,’ Tim pounced.  ‘You’re not putting that in yet.  The local hasn’t had 

time to take effect yet.  Surely you’ve got to wait.’ 

For the first time Coates made eye contact with Tim.  ‘Do you doubt that I 

know what I’m doing?’ 

‘She’s my wife, you know.  She’s in a great deal of pain.’ 

‘My wife’s had five children,’ he retorted.  ‘I do know what pain is.’ 

Amanda was looking down at the floor.  Her face looked tight.   

The pressure of the epidural was like a thump on the back from a soccer 

hooligan.  Catherine lurched forward and sobbed silently as the sticky plaster was 

placed over the needle and tubing to keep it in place.  The painkiller was 

administered and she was shocked by the icy cold sensation running up her back into 

the base of her head.  The slice of painless ice.   

Months later when Catherine would brood over her epidural experience she 

would recall a fractured quote from Irigaray that she remembered from years ago, 

something about the insignificance of what women say to medical practitioners.  
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About how when it comes to knowing how things stand with women and what 

treatment should be prescribed them, doctors are ‘self-sufficient.’75 

Catherine would never forget those final few moments.  The rushing 

movement through her body of what felt like a truck hurtling itself downhill at full 

speed.  Her body pummelled inside out.  The screams escaping her mouth no matter 

how hard she tried to keep them to herself.  In the end she knew that the only way out 

was to surrender herself to her body.  The ice was replaced by an intense burning.  

Searing.  The final moments of thinking that she would split apart like an old tree 

cracking in the summer heat.  And then the bifurcation – the baby that was entirely 

hers and yet entirely of itself.  That first cry, the cry heard by mothers through all 

generations, like a shudder, like the first breath ever drawn by humanity, a primeval 

cry of the beginning.  Purely innocent for a short while.  A pitifully hopeful cry. 

Sophie was born. 

Like countless mothers before her, like Elizabeth’s and Mary’s songs 

immortalized in the Bible, Margaret’s song at Lorna’s birth, Lorna’s at both Alex’s 

and Catherine’s, she sang her own song while holding Sophie’s perfection in her 

arms, 

‘A queen has come to me 

Such wealth, such richness,  

An angel delivered on the back of my tired body and swollen feet 

A golden gift, diverting my inward vision 

Such excess I never expected. 

My heart whoops with laughter 

Caressing her with my leaky eyes. 

Her hot swirling tongue sucking her certain life.’ 

 

 

                                                

75 Luce Irigaray, ‘The Bodily Encounter with the Mother,’ in The Irigaray Reader, 
ed. Margaret Whitford (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991), p. 34. 
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In ‘One Does Not Move Without the Other’,76 Luce Irigaray encapsulates the all-

consuming yet haunting aspects of a symbiotic mother and daughter relationship and 

the difficulties contained within that relationship.  The relationship she writes of in a 

first person, accusational style is subsumed in imagery of parasitical feeding of one 

body from and on another and based on emotions of loss, emptiness and separation 

which crescendo disappointingly to a chilling silence and ineffability between mother 

and daughter.  Amongst Irigaray’s dense imagery, that of the coldness and bitterness 

of maternal milk symbolises much of the mother and daughter anguish.  Rather than 

drawing on the familiar connotation of warmth, sweetness and intimacy, Irigaray 

opens her article with, ‘I drank ice with your milk, mother’ and returns to this image 

throughout her writing. 

This chilling image is consciously transported into Sue Woolfe’s novel 

Leaning Towards Infinity.  Here the daughter, Frances Montrose, recalls of her 

mother, Juanita Fernandez, ‘I sucked ice from her as well.  That’s why I was frozen 

all those years,’77 describing, through this image, the overwhelming and infinitely 

complex quest of the daughters in this novel to receive maternal attention, to find 

unconditional love and physical nurturing from their mothers and to come to terms 

with their own female corporeality.  Woolfe’s story is of Frances, a genius amateur 

mathematician who travels from Australia to Greece to present to an international 

mathematics conference new conjectures originally devised by her mother and 

completed by herself.  At the heart of this story lies a tale of maternal loss, separation, 

desire, rivalry and silencing, which moves towards a story of maternal redemption – 

all springing from a dysfunctional mother and daughter relationship.  Frances’ 

constantly thwarted attempts to connect with her mother represent, at a symbolic 

level, Irigaray’s notion that society places a taboo on continued bodily encounters 

between daughters and their mothers.  Irigaray states, ‘The social order, our culture, 

psychoanalysis itself, want it this way: the mother must remain forbidden, excluded.  

                                                

76 Luce Irigaray, ‘One Does Not Move Without the Other,’ Refractory Girl 23 (1982), 
pp. 12-14. 

77 Sue Woolfe, Leaning Towards Infinity (Sydney: Vintage, Random House, 1996), p. 
163.  All subsequent references will be to this edition, identified as ‘LI’. 
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The father forbids the bodily encounter with the mother.’78  Irigaray argues that 

women do not fit into the discourse of identity.  She argues that since language is 

pervasively masculinist (phallocentric), women cannot be represented.  As Butler 

writes, ‘In other words, women represent the sex that cannot be thought, a linguistic 

absence and opacity.’79  Women for Irigaray are not just the ‘Other’ of the subject, as 

postulated by de Beauvoir, but are completely excluded from ‘a closed 

phallogocentric signifying economy.’80  Irigaray asks, prefiguring Frances’ sustained 

questioning throughout the novel, ‘The imaginary and the symbolic of intra-uterine 

life and of the first bodily encounter with the mother … where are we to find them?  

In what darkness, what madness, have they been abandoned?’81 

Woolfe’s narrative, richly focussed on maternal lineage and trans-generational 

genius and yearning, refers to six generations of mothers and daughters, focussing on 

three of these and centring on one mother and daughter relationship – that of Juanita 

Fernandez and her daughter Frances Montrose.  The narrator is Frances’ daughter, 

Hypatia.  Noticeable in Woolfe’s characters is an absence of a sense of mothering as a 

physically or emotionally nurturing experience.  For both Frances and Juanita, 

Cixous’ claim that ‘We have turned away from our bodies…we’ve been tricked into a 

fool’s bargain: each one is to love the other sex’82 holds true.  Woolfe depicts the 

disaster of such an existence.  Both Juanita and Frances become mothers who use 

mathematics as a refuge and source of nourishment and, inadvertently, a 

compensatory but unsatisfactory way back to the withheld bodies of their own 

mothers.  Juanita develops her mathematical genius after her mother abandons her to 

a convent.  She can deny her mother’s neglect through developing an ascetic passion 

for mathematics, which replaces her yearning for a mother.  For Frances, another 

mathematical genius, the passion for mathematics lies in the possibility of it restoring 

her to her mother.  In her obsessive desire to be acknowledged by her mother as a 

                                                

78 Irigaray, ‘Bodily Encounter,’ in Whitford, The Irigaray Reader, p. 39.  

79 Butler, Gender Trouble, p. 9. 

80 Ibid. 

81 Irigaray, ‘Bodily Encounter,’ in Whitford, The Irigaray Reader, p. 39.  

82 Cixious, ‘Sorties,’ p. 94. 
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fellow mathematics genius, lies the simple need for a daughter to be recognised by 

her mother – an act that Juanita withholds and instead bestows on her son, Matti, 

who, ironically, has little aptitude for maths.  Hypatia, in turn, suffers similar physical 

and emotional maternal neglect from Frances.  Certainly neither Juanita nor Frances 

celebrates their procreation of daughters.  Neither marks pregnancy or giving birth as 

significant events.  The recurring image of the tunnel of mirrors that Frances sees 

resonates with birthing connotations, but the birth canal is depicted as cold and hard, 

like mirrors, and ‘eventually there’s interference, the glass distorts’ (LI, p. 11).  As in 

Irigaray’s essay ‘One Does Not Move Without the Other’, their milk is ice and their 

daughters are not so much a reflection of them as a harsh, cold and violent mirror 

image of their own separation, loss and unfulfilled longing for more – something 

lying beyond the perceived abyss of everyday life – something leaning towards 

infinity. 

Frances’ story begins with reference to her mother’s breasts – a focus which 

continues throughout the novel.  Juanita’s breasts, from her daughter’s perspective, 

encapsulate Frances’ yearning for an intimate relationship with her mother, while at 

the same time highlighting, through juxtaposition, the reality for which they function 

– to mesmerize a lover, in addition to a husband, and to echo the shapes and contours 

of mathematical and spatial significance.  Frances’ longing for her mother’s touch is 

so strong that Juanita’s breasts become a sexual fantasy for her, ‘They had such 

abundance, impossible to mute, even under stern dresses they pushed the cloth 

regally’ (LI, p. 11).  When Matti and she first see Juanita naked in the bath with her 

lover, Frances’ focus is on her mother’s breasts: ‘high on their bulbous weight, and 

the purple nipples rose on their creamy richness, and the water flowed, caressing, 

shining’ (LI, p. 37).  Frances’ fantasy derives from a combination of her insatiable 

longing to be physically nurtured and the repressions and silences within the family: 

‘It was wrong in our family to talk about bodies, to see bodies, to have seen her 

breasts’ (LI, p. 81).  Juanita refuses to touch Frances and scorns her need of it, ‘I’d 

have liked to walk hand in hand but my mother didn’t like to touch, after a childhood 

with the nuns she wasn’t used to sweatiness, she said’ (LI, p. 71).  She seems to enjoy 

the cruelty of withholding both physical and emotional love from Frances.  The 

reader sees this in her seemingly dogged determination to freeze Frances out and by 
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her conversely affectionate physicality with her lover and with her son, Matti.  As an 

adult in a hotel room in Athens, preparing to give her paper at the mathematics 

conference, Frances acknowledges the damage of withheld maternal physicality: 

while she ‘sucked ice’ (LI, p. 163), she needed ‘warm milk, I said to myself, as if I 

was my own mother’ (LI, p. 164).   

Woolfe depicts the devastating alienation women feel from their bodies – an 

alienation resulting from cultural discourses which divide and apportion female 

bodily functions and separate women from each other.  As Cixous suggests, ‘Women 

haven’t had eyes for themselves.  They haven’t gone exploring in their house.  Their 

sex still frightens them.  Their bodies, which they haven’t dared enjoy, have been 

colonized.  Woman is disgusted by woman and fears her.’83  Iris Young in her essay 

‘Breasted Experience: The Look and the Feeling’ emphasises the ways the female 

breast has been signified and objectified.  A husband, lover or child can, in Western 

society, make claim to the female breast before the individual herself.84  Phallocentric 

culture divides the function of the female breast to either that of lactation associated 

with childrearing or sexuality associated with measurement, shape and exchange.  

The breast, Young argues, is the site for the patriarchal division of motherhood from 

sexuality.  She cites the incest taboo, Western culture’s denial of the body, the Law of 

the Father’s ownership of female sexuality and the Kristevan notion that both sexes 

must abandon the pleasure of the maternal body upon entrance into the symbolic 

world of language as determinants of the desexualisation of the nursing breast and the 

sexualisation of the non-lactating breast.85  A disruption to the dichotomy, Young 

suggests, is in the ‘celebrating [of] breast-feeding as a sexual interaction for both the 

mother and the infant’ – something that Juanita, at a figurative level, yearns for in her 

relationship with Frances – oneness with her mother despite her mother’s lover. 

                                                

83 Ibid., p. 68. 

84 Young discusses breast augmentation statistics in her argument on the 
objectification of the female breast by the male gaze.  The breast is subject to more 
plastic surgery than any other part of the human body.  See Iris Marion Young, 
‘Breasted Experience: The Look and the Feeling,’ in Iris Marion Young, Throwing 
Like a Girl and Other Essays in Feminist Philosophy and Social Theory 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990), pp. 201-205.  

85 Ibid., pp. 196-200. 
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Catherine and Sophie lay together on the queen size bed in the main bedroom.  

Sophie lay looking up at the ornate ceiling, jerking her chubby arms around as if to 

touch the plaster flowers swirling above her.  Every so often she looked at Catherine 

to see if she was still there.  Catherine lay with her face against Sophie's head, 

smelling her warm baby smell and touching her soft-as-velvet skin.  ‘She is divine,’ 

Catherine thought.  ‘Nothing in the world is as important as this.’  Could she make 

out the flowers on the ceiling, Catherine wondered.  Sophie’s eyes snapped from 

ceiling to Catherine.  She turned a little to look at Catherine more closely.  Their blue 

eyes locked like perfectly fitting puzzle pieces.  ‘No matter what, I’ll love you,’ 

Catherine whispered.  Sophie grasped the finger that was stroking her face – as if she 

understood.  Sophie only wanted Catherine and Catherine sighed deeply in the 

unconditionality of her love.  This was a love affair. 

After a feed Sophie fell asleep and Catherine lay on her back looking up at 

the same flowers Sophie had been studying on the ceiling.  In such a short time her 

life had become so different and so many of the things she felt made little sense.  

When Sophie was difficult and demanding she felt resentment and anger and was 

desperate to get away from her.  When she pushed Sophie around the suburb in the 

pram she felt lonely and isolated and wanted badly to be back in the classroom with 

her students or in the staff room swapping bits of gossip.  When she thought of Tim 

she felt resentment – resentment that he could have the best of both worlds – 

intelligent, adult company and the satisfaction of completing tasks and lovely Sophie 

in the evenings, early mornings and weekends.  When she lay with Sophie or watched 

her eagerness to discover she thought of what Helen Garner had written about her 

surprisingly overwhelming love for her granddaughter: ‘I was pole-axed by an 

emotion unlike any I have ever felt before.  The word love hardly touches the sides.’86  

The thought of actually being away from Sophie was terrible.  Catherine didn’t want 

                                                

86 Helen Garner, ‘The Nanna-Mobile,’ in Helen Garner, The Feel of Steel. (Sydney: 
Picador, 2001), p. 188. 
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to miss one smile, one turn of the head or one outstretched hand.  If she went back to 

work she would miss too much and someone else might see more of her than she 

would; she hadn’t expected this level of desire.  But if she continued to stay at home 

she might slowly go mad.  Would it be this hard for Sophie when she was a woman?   

Catherine felt guilty about Tim.  Not only did she feel seething resentment 

towards him – had they not both studied at university with high ideals and 

expectations of life – but she also felt, at times, as if she could barely be bothered 

with him.  Before Sophie, she had looked forward to hearing about the going-ons at 

his office, but now she felt entirely disassociated from it.  She saw Tim partly as just 

another commitment and demand – another person to nurture when she felt sucked 

dry to the marrow.  He felt fragile she could tell – he hovered around too much, he 

talked too much about nothing, he was beginning to work later and later.  

 

 

 

Juanita is comfortable in her sexuality with her lover: ‘My mother leaned back in the 

water, and her pubic hair was as spiky as a hairbrush, it could comb thought.  She 

tipped her head back, the hair on her head floated in wet black streamers behind her’ 

(LI, p. 36).  Later Frances herself is eager to take lovers and enjoys sexual relations 

with men.  In a session at the 2000 Perth Writers’ Festival Sue Woolfe spoke in a 

panel discussion on the topic of literary women.  She began by outlining her 

perception of a current feminist problem in writing – that of a lack of female-centric 

writing on the topics of sexuality and mothering, and she spoke of her attempts as a 

writer to revisit sexual experience from a female point of view and the difficulty of 

this given the phallocentrism of the language system.  In Leaning Towards Infinity 

Woolfe represents female sexuality – albeit only briefly and certainly not by shifting 

the form in the way Cixous, Kristeva, Irigaray and other feminists urge women to do.  

When Frances identifies for herself what it would be like to have a ‘proper lover’ she 

suggests, ‘He won’t say: Can I come into you?  He’ll say: Would you like to enclose 
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me?  He’ll melt into me, and my muscles, flesh, heart, mind will enclose him.  We’ll 

talk as we move gently, we’ll talk mathematics.  And afterwards, we’ll watch the 

ceiling roses, how still they are, their fixed petals’ (LI, p. 11). 

Both Juanita and Frances enjoy sexual relations with men, but fail to be at 

ease with the reproductive and nurturing capacities of their bodies.  The separation of 

female procreation from sexuality has a fiercely debated history in feminist theory.  

Shulamith Firestone’s early and controversial feminist text Dialectic of Sex (1970) 

implores women to abnegate their role in procreation, leaving it to reproductive 

technology, so that equality can be attained.  Firestone argues for sexual liberation for 

women through the relinquishing of the mother function, viewing the reproductive 

capacity of the body as an obstacle to be overcome.  Nancy Friday also divides 

sexuality from mothering and promotes sexuality as more significant to selfhood.  

Other feminists such as Adrienne Rich and Alice Rossi see sexuality and mothering 

as intimately connected and believe that women who reclaim their maternal bodies 

have a basis from which to attain empowerment and equality.87  While sexually active 

themselves, Juanita and Frances fail to initiate their daughters into their own 

sexuality.  The failure both to acknowledge their reproductive and nurturing 

capacities and to initiate their daughters into their own sexuality represent the 

alienating divide Juanita and Frances feel between the differing aspects of their own 

sexuality.  Both failures have devastating outcomes – the rape of Frances by Juanita’s 

lover and the daughter’s insatiable need for maternal nurturing.  Irigaray believes 

such outcomes to be the result of society’s dominant patriarchal discourse. ‘For 

women, initiation, even when it is marked as a stage, remains solitary.  The little girl 

becomes a woman and a mother alone …Even when they are together, they rarely 

know how to live and speak this transition from one state to another …They almost 

never speak of their sexual needs and desires as women.’88   

In this thesis, the term ‘patriarchy’ is understood as the active, complex, 

interwoven and longstanding domination of women by men.  It is argued that in 

                                                

87 Nancy Chodorow and Susan Contratto, ‘The Fantasy of the Perfect Mother,’ in 
Rethinking the Family: Some Feminist Questions, eds Barrie Thorne and Marilyn 
Yalon (New York: Longman, 1982), pp. 59-60. 

88 Luce Irigaray, ‘The Three Genres,’ in Whitford, The Irigarary Reader, p. 151. 
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language, culture, society, history, economics, politics and religion men have a vested 

interest in keeping women oppressed and subordinate, to ensure their own power and 

comfort.  Within a patriarchal system all men, to varying degrees, benefit from 

membership of the male sex and all women, again to varying degrees, are 

disadvantaged.  The assumption of a universal patriarchy has been questioned in the 

last decade or so for its failure to examine gender oppression in specific and 

individual cultural contexts.89  Juanita and Frances, in this patriarchal context, 

unquestionably see their bodies as sexual and appropriateable by men, but not as 

corporeal entities to be celebrated in themselves or shared with their daughters.  

Feminist and postmodernist thought hold hope for a challenge to patriarchal 

domination – questioning also the clear boundaries that have been drawn up in the 

past between female reproduction and sexuality, and the silencing of these topics.  

Hélène Cixous writes: 

We have turned away from our bodies.  Shamefully we have been 

taught to be unaware of them, to lash them with stupid modesty; 

we’ve been tricked into a fool’s bargain: each one is to love the other 

sex.  I’ll give you your body and you will give me mine.  But which 

men give women the body that they blindly hand over to him?  Why 

so few texts?  Because there are still so few women winning back 

their bodies.  Woman must write her body, must make up the 

unimpeded tongue that bursts partitions, classes, and rhetorics, 

orders and codes, must inundate, run through, go beyond the 

discourse with its last reserves, including the one of laughing off the 

word ‘silence’ that has to be said, the one that, aiming for the 

impossible, stops dead before the word ‘impossible’ and writes it as 

‘end.’90 

 

 

                                                

89 Butler, Gender Trouble, p. 3. 

90 Cixous, ‘Sorties,’ pp. 94-95. 
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Catherine was intrigued by her mother’s spat-out comments.  They warranted a trip 

to the Art Gallery.  It was a Saturday, the first time out since Sophie’s birth and she 

was deliciously by herself. 

‘I don’t know what’s worse – the rat or the penis!’ Lorna had said. 

A selection of Lucian Freud’s work was on exhibition in the silent city Art 

Gallery.  Two pieces on exhibition entitled ‘Naked portrait’ (1999) and ‘Naked man 

with rat’ (1977-8) fascinated Catherine.  Freud, Sigmund Freud’s grandson, in these 

two paintings, depicted in broad strokes that imparted a luminous quality to the 

human skin, both the sexual and the bodily male and female.  In each painting, one of 

a naked woman, the other of a naked man, the human body was placed lounging on a 

chair or sofa, composed so that the genitals were foregrounded in disproportionally 

large and somewhat grotesque detail.  This was the aspect of Lucian Freud’s ‘Naked 

portrait’ (1999) that Catherine found attractive – the woman’s sexuality sat 

comfortably with her power of procreation.  Her hand was placed softly on her loose, 

post-childbearing stomach, her breasts seemed both functional and aesthetic and her 

sex, represented by her splayed legs, was obvious.  She appeared far from silenced. 

Freud, possibly positioned by his grandfather’s notoriety, Catherine thought, 

might have been satirizing psychoanalytical theory or, conversely, reinforcing 

fundamental psychoanalytical teaching.  Then again, his work might have been 

totally uninformed by psychoanalytical discourse.  The human subjects looked both 

comfortable and natural in their languorous nude poses: clearly established as 

primarily sexual and corporeal.   

 

 

 



�

� � � � � � � �

�

Tim had been to his mother’s to escape.  He stood with one hand in his trouser pocket 

jiggling some keys. Catherine was pretending to have been reading a book.  The 

house had settled into a night-time quiet.    

‘How’s your mum?  How is Anne?’ Catherine asked. 

‘Fine.’  He jiggled the keys some more. 

‘What did you have for dinner?’ Catherine feigned interest. 

‘Roast.’ 

‘Dessert?’ 

‘A cheese cakey sort of thing.’ 

He moved into the kitchen area and flicked on the jug.  ‘Look, Catherine, we 

need to talk.’ 

‘About what?  What’s there to say?  How’s talking going to help?’ 

‘Mum says it’s quite normal some of the stuff that’s happen–’ 

‘You talked to your mum about us!  You don’t even talk to me any more and 

you go and talk to your mum.  Your bloody mother who can’t lift a finger to help out.  

She’d never drop a meal off here so that I could have some, no we all have to troop 

off to her house or nothing.  Well dinners don’t work with a baby with evening colic!’ 

‘See – I can’t talk to you.  Anything I say ends up in an explosion.  You’re 

not capable of a reasonable discussion.’ 

‘Well in case you hadn’t noticed: I am extremely tired, I am living a prison 

sentence at the moment with Sophie, my body is aching all over and I am doing it all 

alone – I am incapable of a ‘reasonable discussion’ because there is nothing 
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reasonable about my life at the moment.  The United Nations has laws about sleep 

deprivation, solitary confinement and freedom of movement that seem to only 

consider prisoners in jails, not mothers in suburbs.’ 

‘See, you’re being unreasonable.  Extreme.’ 

‘Seems to me you’re the one that’s unreasonable – not seeing it as it is.’ 

‘Maybe if your mother helped out some more…’ 

‘Don’t patronise or sidestep.  Anyway, we both know there’s fat chance of 

that!’ 

Tim wriggled like a worm on a fishing line’s hook.   

‘She’s not prepared to help out more, is she?  She’s made it perfectly clear 

that she’s done her time.  She’ll only want Sophie to sleep over when she can walk, 

talk, dress herself and flush the toilet.  Anyway, you could do more.’  

‘I’m working hard at work.  I do my bit when I get home.’ 

Catherine fumed, ‘Let me just dissect that little sentence.  ‘I’m working hard 

at work’ – there’s no comparison.  Your work is what you like doing, what you 

choose to do.  You have fun with lots of people at work – Martin, Joe – .  Parenthood 

hasn’t interfered with your work at all.  Every day you achieve goals, finish tasks, 

stimulate your brain, interact with people.  Every day you’re made to feel important, 

worthy.  AND you get paid for it!  ‘I do my bit when I get home.’  You get home later 

and later – you think because it’s work I can’t question that – ‘work’ stands behind 

some unquestionable protection.  Because it’s our glorious ‘Income’ – coming from 

you – I just have to put up with long hours.  Poor you, having to work so hard.’ 

‘Catherine!  The way you carry on nowadays, work is beginning to feel like 

a safe house!’ 
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‘As for doing ‘your bit’ – where are you when it’s really hard – the scream 

fest from five onwards.  Oh, poor Tim, he’s still at work!  And on a Monday night 

straight after work, he’s at his mummy’s.  And when did we strike the deal that I 

would not only look after Sophie but that, in addition to all that involves, the meal, 

the wash, ironing, cleaning, shopping, bill paying, mending, ordering, sorting, 

correspondence blah, blah would become my job?’ 

‘Work’s still a stress.  If I give the wrong financial advice I’m in serious 

trouble.  Everyone wants to be rich nowadays.  If I don’t meet deadlines, my job’s on 

the line.  There are hordes of people with business degrees – I’m hardly 

indispensable.  It’s not all a bed of roses.  And you can’t tell me that there aren’t 

good moments in your day.  Every minute with Sophie can’t be torture.’ 

‘Do you ever make it clear to your work mates that you have other 

commitments now?  Why can’t they accommodate you?  Have you asked?  Maybe 

they just don’t get it because you haven’t explained things to them.  Because you’re 

too scared to appear different from them?’ 

‘Work’s not interested in my domestic affairs.  Work just goes on 

regardless.’ 

‘Well, have you asked?  Have you?’ 

‘It would be the death knell for me.’ 

‘You don’t know that!’ 

‘As if we can afford to find out.  We’re not in a position to run a social 

experiment.’ 

Tim slumped into a lounge chair and ran his fingers through his hair.  His 

grey eyes looked tired.  He removed his already loosened tie.  ‘Come on, Cath, let’s 

do this family thing together.  You can be a bit of a magnet for misery.  Look at how 
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beautiful Sophie is.  Let’s just make it work.’ 

‘You can’t separate Sophie from me,’ Catherine said.   

This had nothing (and everything) to do with Sophie, Catherine thought.  I 

wouldn’t swap her for anything in the world.  It’s about isolation, frustration, 

loneliness, unworthiness.  It’s about never getting a break.   

Catherine’s heart felt raw from the chafing between autonomy and intimacy 

with Sophie.  

 

 

 

In Leaning Towards Infinity Woolfe resists the strong cultural force which 

desexualises women as mothers through her depiction of mothers as lovers, in 

addition to wives, and by demonstrating the damaging effect of dividing the female 

body into separate categories of mother or lover.  To divert from Woolfe for a 

moment, I wish to briefly examine this desexualising and polarizing thinking.  

Irigaray states, ‘Yoked to the maternal, reduced to the womb or to seductive 

adornment, the feminine has been used only for the conception, growth, birth and 

rebirth of the forms of the other.’91  The separation of the female body into either the 

mother (nurturing) or lover (sexual) function has a longstanding history in Australian 

literature.92  Within patriarchal discourse the maternal body itself occupies a 

                                                

91 Irigaray, ‘The Three Genres,’ in Whitford, The Irigaray Reader, p. 151.  

92 See Sue Rowley, ‘Inside the Deserted Hut: The Representation of Motherhood in 
Bush Mythology,’ Westerly 34:4 (1989), pp. 76-96.  Rowley’s documentation of the 
separate sphere located in spatial metaphors for mothers and sweethearts within early 
Australian bush mythology makes for interesting reading.  In outlining the strong 
distinction made between lovers and mothers, Rowley demonstrates that as 
sweethearts and wives women are depicted outside the home, working the land with 
their partners.  As mothers, female characters are strictly confined to the family home.  
Disappointingly, after the secrecy of birth is over for young mothers and the baby is 
presented to the father, women lose their active presence in early bush narratives.   
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paradoxical position.  Woman is, according to psychoanalytic thought, the castrated 

body, but as a mother she becomes the phallic, pre-oedipal body, so that she is at the 

same time the castrated neutered body (virgin) and the sexually active body (whore).  

Both positions demand the objectification of the female body – firstly as the object of 

desire for the child and then as an object to be discarded in order for the child to 

develop socially.93  Irigaray challenges this objectification: 

As for us, it is a matter of urgency not to submit to a desubjectivized 

role, that of the mother, governed by an order subordinated to a 

division of labour – man produces/woman reproduces – which 

confines us to a mere function.  Have fathers ever been asked to 

renounce being men?  Citizens?  We do not have to renounce being 

women in order to be mothers.94 

Although significantly overlooking female sexuality, Foucault’s theoretical 

position – that sexuality is a network of social and cultural meanings – has been used 

by feminists in an attempt to shift the deeply entrenched Western medico-juridico-

political discourse that places sexuality and reproduction in two separate spheres.  For 

example, Irigaray in Speculum of the Other Woman (1974) notes how Freud in his 

discussion of breast-feeding fails to consider it from the mother’s subjectivity.  She 

writes concerning Freud’s essay ‘Femininity’: ‘Any consideration of pleasure in 

breast-feeding seems here to be excluded, misunderstood, under silent ban,’95 

reflecting a mothering discourse that does not acknowledge the possibility that 

mothering can be a sexual experience.  Sociologist Alice Rossi notes how childbirth 

and breast-feeding can be, for some, sexually erotic experiences: 

I suspect that the more male dominance characterizes a Western 

society, the greater is the dissociation between sexuality and 

                                                

93 Grosz, ‘Desire,’ p. 32. 

94 Irigaray, ‘Bodily Encounter,’ in Whitford, The Irigaray Reader, pp. 42-43. 

95 Luce Irigaray, ‘The Blind Spot of an Old Dream of Symmetry,’ in Luce Irigaray, 
Speculum of the Other Woman, trans. by Gillian C. Gill (Ithaca, New York: Cornell 
University Press, 1985, first published 1974), p. 16.  Irigaray quotes from Sigmund 
Freud, ‘Femininity,’ in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of 
Sigmund Freud, Volume XXIII (1937-1939) trans. and ed. James Strachey (London: 
Hogarth Press and the Institute of Psycho-Analysis, 1964). 
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maternalism.  It is to men’s sexual advantage to restrict women’s 

sexual gratification to heterosexual coitus, though the price for the 

woman and a child may be a less psychologically and physically 

rewarding relationship.96 

Alison Bartlett’s Breastwork: Rethinking Breast-feeding (2005) aims to search for an 

alternative narrative to breast-feeding from that of the medical and mothering 

handbook discourses that dominate the information available on breast-feeding.  

Bartlett is also interested in the personal breast-feeding experience, from the mother’s 

point of view. 

The postmodernist view of sexuality as fluid promises, through its insistence 

on plurality and provisionality, to break down some of the barriers constructed around 

the divide of ‘motherhood’ and ‘sexuality.’  At the same time, however, Foucault’s 

version of postmodernism also exposes the matrix of complex forces at work within 

the individual so that female sexual liberation can be viewed as little more than a 

different set of patriarchal discourses acting on the human body.  Beth Spencer 

writes: 

There is a physical basis to modern patriarchal, phallocratic power, 

and it is not in armies and prisons and punishments – instruments of 

torture and restraint – but in bodies, and the pleasures and 

knowledges they enable.97 

The promotion of the ‘supermum’ ideal which, seemingly, allows for the blending of 

sexuality and mothering is a recent addition to patriarchal discourses on sexuality and 

motherhood.  ‘Supermums’ are constructed as competent mothers, lovers and career 

women and presented as youthful, fashion conscious and glamorous.  ‘Supermums’ 

operate to influence women to be both mothers and sexual, blurring long held 

distinctions between mothers and lovers.  Their homogeneously expressed sexuality 

symbolises, however, nothing less than a new form of subjection to the male gaze and 

                                                

96 Alice Rossi, quoted in Adrienne Rich, Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience 
and Institution (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1976), p. 183. 

97 Beth Spencer, ‘Powerful Readings and Important Endings: The Trial of Helen 
Diamond,’ quoted in Bartlett, Jamming the Machinery, p. 76. 
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compliance with patriarchal practice.  Sandra Lee Bartky attributes the workings of 

the male gaze to the Foucauldian notion of ‘disciplinary power’ and surveillance – 

compelling women to inscribe their bodies with the need for male approval of their 

physical looks and, thereby, reinforcing the rules of patriarchal discourse.98  Worth 

noting, of course, is that within the ‘supermum’ image the colluding forces of 

patriarchy and capitalism can be found.  Capitalism’s primary philosophy – 

consumerism – recasts the successful woman who mothers as one who also works 

outside the home, works hard to keep her figure slim and youthful looking and keeps 

up with fashion.  Naomi Wolf’s The Beauty Myth (1991) is a sobering document 

outlining the influences of consumerism and patriarchy on the female body and the 

ridiculous and tragic extent women can go to in order to reach what they believe are 

acceptable societal standards, set by others, for their bodies.  

In Leaning Towards Infinity the reader is invited to examine another feminist 

issue – that of the subjugation of the female body to social regulation.  Pregnancy and 

child rearing challenge many of the assumptions of patriarchy – something that will 

be focussed upon later in this thesis – and, therefore, are subject to forms of control.  

Julia Kristeva argues that the maternal body is the threshold between nature and 

culture – between the prelinguistic, the unrepresentable and the symbolic – and, is 

therefore, full of misunderstandings, complexities and controls:99 

as long as there is language-symbolism-paternity, there will never be 

any other way to represent, to objectify, and to explain this 

unsettling of the symbolic stratum, this nature/culture threshold, this 

instilling the subjectless biological program into the very body of a 

symbolizing subject, this event called motherhood.100 

                                                

98 Discussed in Alec McHoul and Wendy Grace, A Foucault Primer: Discourse, 
Power and the Subject (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1993), pp. 74-75.  
McHoul and Grace refer to Bartky’s article ‘Foucault, Femininity, and the 
Modernization of Patriarchal Power,’ in Feminism and Foucault eds I. Diamond and 
L. Quinby (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1988), pp. 61-86. 

99 Kristeva, ‘Motherhood According to Giovanni Bellini,’ in Kristeva, Desire in 
Language, pp. 237-243. 

100 Ibid., pp. 241-242.  
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Possibly at no other time has the female body as a reproductive unit been viewed with 

such anxiety.  Due to legal and social reform, such as effective contraception and 

abortion rights, women question whether, when and how to mother.  Naturally such a 

shift in body discourse has not occurred without penalty.  An affront to patriarchy of 

this degree has led to reactionary discourses, some of which can be found, for 

example, in the current Australian government’s nostalgic call for a return to 

‘conventional’ family styles, or in the emphasis by some on foetal rights as opposed 

to mother rights.  Selective public health concerns such as possible infertility in 

middle-class career women over thirty, media vilification of alternative mothering 

styles and male dominated reproductive technologies are reactionary behaviours 

convincingly documented as a patriarchal backlash in texts such as Susan Faludi’s 

Backlash: The Undeclared War Against Women (1992). 

Nothing about the body is discourse-free.  As writer Jeanette Winterson 

reminds us, ‘Written on the body is a secret code only visible in certain lights; the 

accumulations of a lifetime gather there.  In places the palimpsest is so heavily 

worked that the letters feel like Braille.’101  Even to engage in the process of talking 

and writing about the biological body, postmodernist theory reminds us, is to subject 

it to the cultural product of language.  Materiality is not metamorphosed in a vacuum 

– bodies, even pre-birth, are constructed by cultural values and influences, limitations 

and peculiarities of language and gender and through the forces of time and history. 

The discursive history of pain as experienced in childbirth is just one example of this.  

One of the folklores passed down to women is that, after childbirth, women forget 

their pain – a ridiculous illegitimising of a uniquely female experience.  Most are 

familiar with the Judeo-Christian view of labour pain as a retributive curse from God 

to women for their sister Eve’s successful temptation of Adam, and the consequent 

fall of humanity.  The echoes of this supposed curse have resounded throughout 

female history – loudly so in the disavowal of birth pain relief, the praise given to 

passive and silent suffering irrespective of its intensity, the bloody history of the use 

of hooks and forceps and the vilification and killing of those women who attempted 

to either control birthing or provide pain relief into and past the Middle Ages.  Rich 

                                                

101 Jeanette Winterson, Written on the Body (London: Vintage, 1993), p. 89. 
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soberly states, ‘What we bring to childbirth is nothing less than our entire 

socialization as women.’102 

Once sensitive to the social regulation imposed on the female body and its 

pliability for discursive purposes, it takes little to realise how strictly the pregnant 

body, even in this purportedly ‘post-feminist’ time, is regulated in Western society.  

Feminist writers such as Adrienne Rich, Sheila Kitzinger and Margit Shildrick show 

how bodily functions such as procreation are subsumed in discursive practices.  

According to these theorists, the specialisation of obstetrics, commonly held as 

resulting from advanced scientific knowledge and technology, is driven by a male 

need to control the physical powers of the female body and to maintain a claim of 

creation that is perceived as slipping from patriarchy’s control. 

Social regulation, so closely aligned to information and knowledge, is 

widespread in antenatal practice.103  The current emphasis on breastfeeding as a 

cultural measure of good mothering is a case in point.  Here social regulation of the 

female body occurs through selective dissemination of knowledge – the virtues of 

breastfeeding are extolled through posters, pamphlets, community health officials and 

lactation consultants.  In the 1950s the reverse stance on breastfeeding was taken, 

producing different social outcomes, although using the same type of regulatory 

techniques.104  Social regulation also occurs through the withholding of information 

as seen in the Western disavowal of the placenta and silence about post-parturitional 

discharge or engorged breasts – some of the most traumatic and meaningful bodily 

experiences that women giving birth experience.  The placenta, in many non-Western 

cultures, is given special significance and treated and ritualised as the significant 

organ that it is – in some cultures it is even regarded as the baby’s twin.105  In 

Western society, on the other hand, some mothers are still ignorant of its function and 

                                                

102 Rich, p. 182. 

103 See for an examination of the possible politics at play in the diagnosis and 
treatment of postnatal depression, Margaret Coombs, The Best Man for this Sort of 
Thing (Moorebank, New South Wales: Black Swan, 1990). 

104 See Shildrick for numerous examples of medical, scientific and cultural influences 
on female reproductive practices. 

105 Anne Oakley, Becoming a Mother (Oxford: Martin Robertson, 1979), p. 108. 
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many are not even given the opportunity to see it after birth.  Before Foucault’s ideas 

on regulatory powers, in her groundbreaking book Of Woman Born (1976), Adrienne 

Rich wrote of her own experience of regulatory powers over the body: 

When I try to return to the body of the young woman of twenty-six, 

pregnant for the first time, who fled from the physical knowledge of 

her pregnancy and at the same time from her intellect and vocation, I 

realize that I was effectively alienated from my real body and my 

real spirit by the institution – not the fact – of motherhood.106 

 

 

 

Tim had suggested that playgroup might be a good idea.  ‘Meet some local mums, 

share some stories…You seem sad so often.  Maybe being with other mothers will 

help.  Make you feel more empowered.’ 

Catherine acknowledged that there was something locked away inside of her 

that needed to change so that she could also succeed.  She repeated mantra-like, ‘If 

you always do what you always did, you always get what you always got’ and mostly 

she blamed herself for not being able to find what it was that needed to be changed to 

make herself feel more competent, more content with her life.  She wanted to be 

happier with Tim. 

The closest playgroup to their house was run by an Anglican church – St 

Columba’s.  It claimed to be open to all in the area, but Catherine noticed quickly 

that most of the mothers lived outside of the area and most were from the church.  ‘St 

Columba’s is evangelical,’ Alex had warned.  ‘Put the kids in day-care for half a day 

and give yourself a break.  Why would you want to hang around a group of 

evangelicals?’   

                                                

106 Rich, pp. 38-39. 
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Alex had been right, even if she was an evangelical of a different sort. 

The playgroup leader, a thin and stern looking psychologist who looked like 

she’d walked out of a Woody Allen movie, insisted on reading aloud the membership 

rules of the playgroup.  A large section of the sheet dealt with what each member was 

allowed – and more importantly, not allowed – to bring to morning snack.  ‘Only fruit 

and vegetables.  Washed at home already and then whoever’s on duty should wash 

them again.  Organic’s great.  No sugars.  No fats.  We sing a little grace before 

morning snack.  And we donate $1 a week to sponsor a World Vision child in 

Ethiopia.’ 

Nothing light-weight about this playgroup.  She should have walked out 

there and then. 

Sophie clung to Catherine’s leg.  The other children knew each other from 

other church activities and ran around happily.  First day and she felt a failure. 

‘My child slept through the night right from the beginning.’  Sally, a 

constantly smiling mother, pronounced. 

‘My child’s really musical.  I think it’s because I used to play Mozart to him 

in the womb,’ Karen said. 

‘My child’s a fussy eater,’ one mother confessed to Catherine’s relief and 

then added, ‘But my doctor says that’s a sign of intelligence.’ 

She should have listened to Alex.   

Then one of the mothers focussed, like a laser-guided missile, on what they 

all really wanted to know: ‘Do you go to church?’  When Catherine admitted that she 

didn’t attend any church regularly she could sense that their conversion instincts had 

been triggered.  She would be their ‘Project.’ 
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‘God,’ she thought irreverently.  ‘Do you all go to St Columba’s?’ she asked. 

‘No,’ they said in chorus.  Mandy, an earth mother type said, ‘Fiona  comes.  

She lives on Glendall Street and she’s a local mum.  She doesn’t come to our church.’ 

Almost on cue Fiona arrived with her three year old boy.  She smiled at them 

from the doorway and waved a hand in salutation.  At that moment, for Catherine, the 

most welcome scent wafted in with her – nicotine.  Thankfully, Fiona was flawed. 

 

 

 

Hypatia’s fifth letter to her mother, in Leaning Towards Infinity, describes her ill-

fated visit with baby Zoe to the Mother Possum Club at the Baby Clinic.  For anyone 

who has experienced this type of playgroup, Woolfe’s somewhat comical description 

rings depressingly true and acts as a reminder of the overwhelming pressure to 

conform to cultural standards of good mothering.  The atmosphere is nightmarishly 

unreal – ‘Everyone seemed to smile a great deal, as if their lips hadn’t been stretched 

for days … the Clinic Sister came in, large and jolly in a blue tent of a uniform.  She 

was so full of good cheer that she shouted’ (LI, p.159).  The Clinic Sister rules by 

tactics of intimidation, competitiveness and selected approval.  She is little more than 

a schoolyard bully and yet in this social context she proves most effective at 

regulating the mothers’ behaviour.  ‘Let’s practise swaying our babies, she shouted, 

rocking her bulging arms.  /Hickory dickory dock, shouted the cassette.  /In a circle 

now, shouted the Sister, you over there, are you going to join us, come on mums, rock 

away to the music, rock those little ones, rock away’ (LI, pp.159-160).  Hypatia, an 

intelligent person who is critically aware of the dynamics at play, still goes along with 

the activities and is clearly negatively affected by the situation.  ‘I felt like I was in 

school.  Do they all think we’re stupid because we’ve had a baby?’ (LI, p.161).  

Social regulatory forces abound at the clinic and are evident in the other mothers’ 

pretence of happiness, the unbalanced focus on children and the judgemental attitude 
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of the Clinic Sister. 

As we have already considered, bodies, from a postmodernist and feminist 

perspective, are discursive formations which can be highly regulated by indissolubly 

linked forces such as power, knowledge, history and sex.  Certainly the pregnant body 

is a lively and active discursive site.  One of the many paradoxes of the pregnant body 

lies in the fact that its discourses are often contradictory.  Whether we like it or not, as 

things stand at the present moment, the pregnant body equates to something that is 

essentially female.  Conception, lengthy gestation and subsequent childbirth and 

lactation clearly dominate the contribution of the male sperm.  Added to this is that 

pregnancy is a bodily experience which is inaccessible to men.  Discursively a 

woman’s reproductive capacity, irrespective of whether she chooses to use it or, 

indeed, can, has located her in the body, a state which has historically linked her to 

nature, and has been used to argue her inability to transcend her body into rational 

thought.  Pregnancy often further objectifies a woman.  She is viewed, especially 

from a medical, scientific and patriarchal perspective, as a ‘container’ for the 

developing foetus and pregnancy is viewed as a ‘condition.’107 

Nevertheless, even though pregnancy is viewed as a ‘natural’ state for women, 

it defies some key Western philosophical assumptions.  The notion of the individual 

as a singular and unified whole, the precursor to intelligent thinking, is confused by 

pregnancy – the experience of two and yet one and one and yet two.  Waldby 

expresses it as: ‘Pregnancy confounds this assumption because it is a departure from 

the apparent singularity of the self, yet does not involve the shattering of the self’108 

(as, for example, in madness).  In pregnancy, women can be both ‘self’ and ‘other’ – 

breaching discursive boundaries.  Moreover, the assumption that bodies have 

boundaries and locations that are stable is contradicted by pregnancy.  Pregnancy 

                                                

107 Iris Marion Young, ‘Pregnant Embodiment: Subjectivity and Alienation,’ in 
Young, Throwing Like a Girl, p. 160. 

108 Catherine Waldby, ‘Feminism and Method,’ in Transitions: New Australian 
Feminisms, eds B. Caine and R. Pringle (St Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 1995), 
p. 25. 
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contests the notion that the body is fixed.  Bodily changes occur daily.109  Iris Young 

in her essay ‘Pregnant Embodiment’ writes: 

Pregnancy challenges the integration of my body experience by 

rendering fluid the boundary between what is within, myself, and 

what is outside, separate.  I experience my insides as the space of 

another, yet my own body … The birthing process entails the most 

extreme suspension of the bodily distinction between inner and 

outer.110 

Young’s essay is concerned with the decentring of the pregnant body.  She highlights 

the dichotomy between the pregnant woman’s often powerful and strong sense of 

validity and self-respect during pregnancy and society’s devaluative approach of 

viewing pregnancy as a disorder.  This idea is also explored by Cixous in her essay 

‘Sorties’.  Cixous refers to ‘the delights of a pregnancy’ and identifies as one of the 

main delights of a pregnant woman the fact that she can ‘valorise herself as a woman 

in her own eyes.’111   

 

 

 

Catherine recalled how when she could no longer hide her bulge, everybody, it 

seemed, had wanted to tell her horror stories of childbirth.  ‘I knew of a baby born 

without a brain,’ a shop assistant had savoured.   

‘I wouldn’t be going camping at twenty-eight weeks – I know of a woman who 

had to give birth in the bush at twenty-eight weeks and, of course, away from the 

                                                

109 See Thiele, pp. 51-60. 

110 Young, ‘Pregnant Embodiment,’ in Young, Throwing Like a Girl, p. 163. 

111 Cixous, ‘Sorties,’ p. 90. 
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hospital, the baby died,’ Kim, a fellow teacher who was amazed to hear that 

Catherine was going on the Year 8 camp, had reported.   

‘My cousin knew the baby needed oxygen at birth – it was so blue – and they 

didn’t give it and he’s pretty brain damaged now.  Make sure you’re really assertive,’ 

another had said in a low voice.  

‘Don’t let your doctor have you go past your due date.  The baby’s head will 

grow so much that it will get stuck!’ Sarah, Tim’s cousin, had stated with eyes 

ballooning and legs crossed.  

‘I knew of a woman who was in full-on labour for three whole days!’ Chris, a 

Maths teacher, had said in disgust to a table full of work colleagues.   

Of course Catherine had never thought that any of this would happen to her.  

She had consumed the statistics like a seasoned gambler – first birth takes an average 

of six hours.  Her mother, Lorna and grandmother, Margaret had taken an average of 

five hours.  Catherine had supplemented her calculations with a few complications to 

prepare herself for the worst, knowing deep down that it wouldn’t happen to her.  She 

had estimated ten hours.  Just over a day’s work.  ‘I should be able to manage that.  I 

can do that,’ she had thought. 

The stories had formed a backdrop, forming the same type of deprecatory 

whisper that Virginia Woolf had written about – the masculine shadow which 

darkened the creative and intellectual endeavours of women.  Whispering and 

shadowing – casting doubt.112  And Sophie had taken so much longer.  Fluorescent 

lights, forceps, monitors, ice-cold gel to allow the ultrasound to work.   

 

 

 

                                                

112 Drusilla Modjeska discusses Virginia Woolf’s notion of the masculine shadow in 
Drusilla Modjeska, Stravinsky’s Lunch (Sydney: Picador, 1999), pp. 39-41. 
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Woolfe captures the spatial enigma of pregnancy and mother and child relationships 

in the representation of mother and daughter symbiosis.  Pregnancy and mothering 

are both about the numbers one and two and also about numbers of an infinite 

progression.  Pregnancy and the closeness of mother and child call numerical and 

spatial logic as defined by patriarchal thinking into question.  In this bodily and 

psychic symbiosis, Woolfe utilizes the seemingly disconnected subjects of 

mathematics and motherhood.  Leaning Towards Infinity focuses on numbers, 

randomness, patterns, spatial transformations, the temporality of past, present and 

future, both in its subject matter and narrative structure, to come back to the tension 

between separation and symbiotic identification as found in the mother and daughter 

relationship.  The title of the novel itself expresses this tension: ‘The desire on one 

hand to go on and on, to lean towards infinity.  On the other hand, to be caught, 

completed, with no more yearning’ (LI, p. 100).  Frances, while caught in her birth 

imagery of a tunnel of mirrors, suggests ‘perhaps that’s not where to begin at all, for 

who knows where a beginning happens?’ (LI, p. 80).113  Pregnancy can be seen as 

much as an act of the future as of the past, as much about two bodies as about one, or 

about hundreds of bodies in one/two body/ies.  Mathematically, Woolfe reminds us, 

the projection forward always returns to the point of origin. 

Frances’ yearning is for the antenatal state of bodily symbiosis with her 

mother, ‘breathless to be buried in her, to be her, to be instead of her’ (LI, p. 37), 

conscious of her navel that ‘once held me so close to my mother that I fed from her 

food’ (LI, pp. 89-90).  However, as Woolfe shows, this yearning cannot be fulfilled in 

a society, such as ours based on the logic of patriarchal laws, which struggles to 

validate the complexity and dichotomy of the mother and daughter relationship.  

Patriarchal discourse, as reflected in recorded history, law, economics, politics, 

literature and so on, is interested in the origin of man and does not give expression to 

the origins of daughters born of mothers who themselves were daughters.114  

                                                

113 This idea is expressed well in Gwen Harwood, ‘Mother Who Gave Me Life,’ in 
Cross-Country: A Book of Australian Verse, eds John Barnes and Brian McFarlane 
(Richmond, Victoria: Heinemann, 1984), p. 156. 

114 While the women in Leaning Towards Infinity take on the paternal name, there is 
an obvious exclusion of the father in their actual, lived lives.  Writer Kay Donovan 
echoes this idea in Bush Oranges when she writes, ‘Our surnames may come from 
our fathers but what women pass on is substance.  It’s in the way of doing things.  
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Irigaray’s demand in her essay ‘The Necessity for Sexuate Rights’115 for a maternal 

genealogy recognises that a daughter’s search for full female identity is thwarted by 

unavoidable submersion into the patriarchal psyche, laws and language.116   

Sue Gillett in ‘Beyond National Imaginings: Adventuring in the Motherland 

in Sue Woolfe’s Leaning Towards Infinity’ writes on the position of daughters: 

Bereft of a theory of her origin to support her existence the daughter 

lives an alienated relation to her sex, suffering from inarticulate 

longings for her first home in the first body, for recognition from her 

mother who is hardly nameable as the mother of a daughter.117 

In her article on Woolfe’s novel, Gillett proposes that there are three paths available 

for daughters and mothers.  The first and most trodden path is that of the 

appropriation of the father figure as maker and sustainer of life.  Aligning with the 

father, who can provide the daughter with a substitutionary language with which to 

function, forces an amnesia of the maternal womb, producing separation and loss as 

crippling psychic byproducts.  Similarly, Irigaray records the attempted substitution 

of the mother through father-oriented language: 

when a child is given a proper name, it already replaces the most 

irreducible mark of birth: the navel.  A proper name, even a 

forename, is always late in terms of this most irreducible trace of 

identity: the scar left when the cord was cut.  A proper name, even a 

                                                                                                                                      

Men deal in names in registers, but it’s the women who preserve the family links.’  
See Kay Donovan Bush Oranges (Camberwell, Victoria: Penguin, 2001), p. 202. 

115 Luce Irigaray, ‘The Necessity for Sexuate Rights,’ in Whitford, The Irigaray 
Reader, pp. 198-203. 

116 A maternal genealogy naturally requires much more than an historical 
representation of the female lineage in society.  Judith Butler’s position on the task of 
a feminist genealogy, namely that it should ‘trace the political operations that produce 
and conceal what qualifies as the juridical subject of feminism,’ is helpful in 
understanding that the same task is required in tracing the lineage of the subjectivity 
of women.  Butler, Gender Troubles, p. 5. 

117 Sue Gillett, ‘Beyond National Imaginings: Adventuring in the Motherland in Sue 
Woolfe’s Leaning Towards Infinity,’ Westerly 43:1 (1998), p. 95. 
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forename, is slipped on to the body like a coating – an extra-

corporeal identity card.118 

While the son can expel the mother without repudiating himself, the daughter cannot 

without repudiation, and, if she does so, in the act of expulsion she relinquishes a 

connection with her mother, her sex and, ultimately, herself.  Woolfe’s novel is full of 

acts of maternal expulsion and female disconnection.  The second path, possibly even 

more undesirable, is that of the total rejection of the father tongue and law, ending in 

silence or madness for a woman, a topic explored later in the thesis. 

The third path Gillett proposes, and which is also found in much feminist 

writing, is the most healing and, I feel, pragmatic.  A daughter may find a substitute 

for the omnipresent father culture in a celebration of her mother’s gift of life.  Rather 

than seeing other women in a rivalrous manner, as based on the logic of patriarchal 

discourse, a daughter can revel in the corporeality of the mother’s gift and ‘rediscover 

her female inheritance.’119  In acknowledging her mother’s bodily contribution to her 

life, she begins the journey of understanding her own unique bodily corporality, 

seeing it as a site of empowerment, not a site of marginalisation and control.  Irigaray 

writes of this need: 

[to] establish a woman-to-woman relationship of reciprocity with 

our mothers, in which they might possibly also feel themselves to be 

our daughters.  In a word, liberate ourselves along with our mothers.  

That is an indispensable precondition for our emancipation from the 

authority of fathers.  In our societies, the mother/daughter, 

daughter/mother relationship constitutes a highly explosive nucleus.  

Thinking it, and changing it, is equivalent to shaking the foundations 

of the patriarchal order.120 

Irigaray’s commonly used metaphor of female sexuality as two lips also represents, 

among other things, the mother and daughter relationship.  Like two lips there is the 

                                                

118 Irigaray, ‘Bodily Encounter,’ in Whitford, The Irigaray Reader, p. 39.  

119 Gillett, p. 95. 

120 Luce Irigaray, ‘Women – Mothers, the Silent Substratum of the Social Order,’ in 
Whitford, The Irigaray Reader, p. 50. 
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need for continual touch between the mother and daughter, while at the same time the 

need to retain their own individuality. 

There is good reason for women to turn away from the narrow specifications 

that patriarchy has given to female biology.  However, to recoil from the female body 

is to play into the hands of patriarchy in another way.  Cixous invites women to see 

their bodies as a resource, even while they are conscious of the social construction of 

the body.  Rather than perpetuating the long standing view of the female body as 

representing a lack, an absence, let us continue to move, just as traditional feminists 

have advocated, towards a celebration of the female body, careful nonetheless, not to 

essentialise it reductively so that we necessarily direct the female body back to 

maternity.  Many feminists invite a reconceptualisation of masculine notions of space 

as unified, rethinking concepts of temporality so that time may be viewed as a series 

of feminine cycles and rhythms rather than just linearly, a version of the 

postmodernist concept of power over the body.121   

One of Irigaray’s suggestions for countering what she views as society’s 

matricide is to establish a genealogy of women and she urges that women assert this 

genealogy as found in their mothers, grandmothers, great grandmothers and 

daughters.  Woolfe does this repeatedly in Leaning Towards Infinity.  The novel 

covers six generations of women, as symbolised in the family tree at the very 

beginning of the novel.  Her lack of interest in the father in each of these generations 

is obvious in their blatant omission.  Focussing on the maternal, Irigaray contends, 

assists women in their exile in a father-focussed society – ‘Let us try to situate 

ourselves within this female genealogy so as to conquer and keep our identity.’122  In 

Woolfe’s short story ‘Ghosts’ an estranged mother and daughter seek reconciliation 

after the birth of the daughter’s child.  Symbolically this process and event occur in 

the daughter’s grandmother’s house.  The mother will come to stay with her in the 

grandmother’s house – their need to voice and share their relationship away from 

patriarchal structures symbolically declared in the request: ‘Could you air the spare 

                                                

121 Grosz, ‘Desire,’ pp. 32-33. 

122 Irigaray, ‘Bodily Encounter,’ in Whitford, The Irigaray Reader, p. 44.  
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room?’ where ‘we could keep the ghosts away together.’123  Four generations of 

women are represented here and healing occurs when the four generations, 

symbolically, come together.  Again fathers are absent from each generation.  It is the 

maternal genealogy that is celebrated by Woolfe.  Conversely, Woolfe in her novel 

Painted Woman (1989) depicts the violent silencing of a daughter’s expression and 

artistic talent when her father literally – and symbolically – kills her artist mother.  

The father’s artistic needs cruelly dominate the daughter’s life and she is informed 

early on that ‘A woman’s mouth looks grotesque when she competes.’124  The 

destructiveness of the father-filled physical and psychological setting makes her yearn 

for the filling of ‘The Gap’ – the pre-father, pre-verbal space with her mother.  ‘The 

Gap……When I saw the distance between the breast and me.  The dreaded, awesome 

distance.’125  Only at the end of the novel, on her father’s death, does she find a way 

to understand her mother’s art and begin to express herself artistically in a free and 

connected way.  The gap is bridged and the maternal genealogy is restored. 

It is with Hypatia in Leaning Towards Infinity that the cycle of dysfunctional 

mothering promises to be broken, symbolised in her disdain for mathematics which, 

like Zeno’s non-progressing line, has held the mothers in her family from the future.  

At first she is shocked at the stultifying tedium of caring for babies and begins her 

journey with Zoe, her baby, with an inherited maternal aloofness – ‘my breasts were 

heavy with reluctance’ (LI, p. 62).  However, in time, Hypatia also begins to notice 

and delight in the everyday miracles available in the world of a baby.  Some of these 

delights are so strong that she feels them within her body:   

She’s just looked up again.  We held a gaze.  We shared it.  I almost 

forgot to breathe.  The baby, the baby melts my bones.  When I look 

up from her at things, they seem to have the haze of possibility she 

has, the newspaper folded on a chair, a fork with bent prongs on the 

                                                

123 Sue Woolfe, ‘Ghosts,’ in Mother Love: Stories about Births, Babies and Beyond, 
ed. Debra Adelaide (Sydney: Random House, 1996), p. 166. 

124 Sue Woolfe, Painted Woman (Milsons Point, NSW: Vintage, 1999, first published 
1989), p. 49. 

125 Ibid., p. 5. 



�

� � � � � �  � �

�

table, a leafless branch out of the window, they seem to merge with 

me and lose their hostile edges (LI, p. 83). 

Hypatia records in response to these glorious moments, ‘I wasn’t expecting any of 

this.  You always seemed so miserable about having me’ (LI, p. 83).  Certainly 

Hypatia’s mother, grandmother and great-grandmother failed to recognise moments 

of beauty in mothering, but, given the patriarchal theories Western culture is based 

on, echoes of mother and child glory are seldom heard.  Unless a daughter has a 

strong and articulate matriarchal lineage to call upon, most are surprised at the infinite 

moments of delight (and dread) in motherhood.  Hypatia and her partner, Jim, cry 

when Zoe consciously picks up a rattle and laughs out loud at her own deliberate 

actions.  Hypatia’s milk is not ice for Zoe and both Zoe and Hypatia touch and caress 

responsively.   

It is towards this end point that Woolfe encourages her readers, largely 

through the character of Hypatia and the relationship restored, late in the novel, 

between Frances and Hypatia.  Hypatia writes her mother’s story in such a convincing 

autobiographical style that the reader easily forgets that it is Hypatia ventriloquising 

her mother: ‘I have told the story of Frances Montrose as if I was her.  Some have 

said this is a liberty but they don’t appreciate how well I knew her.  Knew her through 

and through.  After all, I was her daughter’ (LI, p. xiv).  The narratorial strategy, 

therefore, reflects the bodily and psychological symbioses of the mother and 

daughter, in an attempt, on Hypatia’s part, to reclaim her mother, her origin.  

Structurally, Woolfe makes Frances’ story Hypatia’s, and in this sense they are 

represented as one, while the separateness of the two is reflected in the interjections 

Hypatia makes with her own letters to her mother and with short sketches about past 

mathematical mavericks, such as Svrinivasa Ramanujan and Bernard Riemann.  

Hypatia hints that this return to the origin as begun by the mother, this return to 

exploring her mother’s world and giving her mother a voice, as opposed to her 

father’s world, has contributed to the disruption of the pattern of dysfunctional 

mothering and has placated her unquenchable yearning for maternal recognition.  

Suggestions that Hypatia has changed, has healed some of the old wounds, over time 

and through revisiting events through the eyes of her mother, are scattered throughout 

the text in short, staccato moments such as, ‘Words were jerking out of me, like they 
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always did in those days’ (LI, p. 50).  Hence, Hypatia attempts, through positioning 

herself as her mother’s autobiographer, to return to a womb-like state, being in the 

mother and seeing the world through her. 

Most of Woolfe’s novel deals with Frances’ yearning for a return to the 

womb, expressed through her voyeuristic and narcissistic attempts at possession of 

her mother, Juanita.  Frances’ obsession with and idealisation of her mother’s beauty, 

and determination to win approval through working on her mother’s mathematical 

conjectures and theories, come about because of her desire to be her mother.  She 

wishes to be one, in that warm, unquestioning womb position, entirely united and 

imbued in her mother.  This unnatural obsession, which leads to copious limitations 

in Frances’ life, is finally healed through bodily connectiveness and touch during the 

time she spends in self-exile along a desolate part of the Greek coast.  It is through 

touch with a mother substitute that Frances begins to heal.  As Irigaray says, ‘All 

women can do is return to some tactile in-finite/un-finished.  Touch, the substratum 

of all the senses, acts before any clear-cut positioning of subject and object. … the 

site of a jouissance indefinable as such.…’126  During Frances’ seemingly 

‘phantasmagoric’ return to the psychic landscapes of childhood dreams127 the old 

Greek woman, Joanna, a mother substitute who is like an ancient symbol of grief and 

wisdom, lies beside Frances during the nights she is there, satisfying her infantile 

need of the mother touch, denied by her biological mother.  ‘So we lay for the night 

in each other’s warmth, the woman who never reached her mother, and the woman 

who had lost all her children but one, and sometimes we rocked each other, and 

sometimes we moaned, and sometimes we laughed’ (LI, p. 323).  Woolfe asserts the 

healing qualities of bodily touch and recentres the mother and child physical bond.  

The depiction of the Greek island in vivid contrasts of light and dark and land and sea 

echoes the emotional extremes that Frances experiences.  For example, ‘Happiness 

was suddenly an expanse as wide and full of light as the ocean before me’ (LI, p. 321) 

contrasts with ‘ You’re like a black stone on a beach in a black night’ (LI, p. 325).  

                                                

126 Luce Irigaray, ‘The Limits of the Transference,’ in Whitford, The Irigaray Reader, 
p. 108. 

127 Marion Campbell, ‘A Daring Orchestration of Motherhood and Maths,’ Australian 
Book Review 178 (1996), p. 44. 
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Interestingly, this imagery is to be found in Irigaray’s writing when she encourages, 

as Woolfe echoes, the need for mother and daughter rediscovery: 

Woman must ceaselessly measure herself against her beginning and 

her sexuate determination, beget anew the maternal within her, give 

birth within herself to mother and daughter in a never-completed 

progression.  She who possesses, in the darkness, the subterranean 

resource is mother; she who moves on the surface of the earth, in the 

light, is daughter.  She becomes woman if she can unite within her 

the most secret energies that lie deepest in her body-womb, with life 

in the broad light of day.  Then, an alliance no longer means being 

drawn into an abyss, but an encounter in the blossoming of a new 

generation.128 

 

 

 

In the car, in relation to Tim’s thinly suppressed anxiety, Catherine felt a certain 

sense of calm.  She had done this before.  Few cars were out on the road.  Who were 

they, she wondered, that drove around at this time of the morning – the nurse 

returning from a shift, the habitual gambler defeated by another night at the casino, 

the lover sneaking back home or the insomniac killing a few empty hours.   

‘Every bloody light’s red,’ Tim shrieked.  ‘There’s not even a car in sight and 

it has to bloody well turn red!  Main Roads should stick those bloody trigger plates 

farther back!’ 

Tim added moments later, ‘And don’t have the baby in the car.  We shouldn’t 

have taken the work car.  We should have taken our own like we did with Sophie.’ 

                                                

128 Irigaray, ‘The Limits of the Transference,’ in Whitford, The Irigaray Reader, p. 
109. 
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People seemed so concerned with the mess. 

 

 

 

Again, Catherine was pushing a pram through the deadly quiet of daytime suburbia.  

Matthew had been born, two years after Queen Sophie.  An easier birth she told 

herself – a dose of oxytocin administered by a brusque nurse and the abrupt 

puncturing of the amniotic sac by her obstetrician welding a crochet-like hook 

between her legs and probably wanting to get back to a dinner party – had replaced 

the long labour and violent epidural she had endured with Sophie.  The same brutal 

fluorescent hospital lights.  An even harder homecoming though.  She was lonelier.  

She was relearning the humiliating cost of dependence. 
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CHAPTER 2 
MOTHER AS UNCONSCIOUS 

In the previous chapter I examined, in particular, the social construction of 

motherhood, focussing on the maternal body and the ways in which certain theorists 

and writers express the maternal experience in corporeal terms.  In the search for an 

understanding of why the maternal experience and the articulation of it are repeatedly 

repressed or ‘rewritten,’ it is also important to consider how the mind contributes to 

social practices, how subconscious drives and motives translate into daily practice 

and why gendered patterns of thinking and behaviour occur.  For this purpose, 

feminist theory in general, and feminist psychoanalytic theory in particular, have a 

great deal to offer. 

Feminist psychoanalytic theory reaches into the heart of mothering in various 

ways.  It provides one means of understanding how gendered differences develop 

and, therefore, how different demands and expectations arise between sons and 

daughters and mothers and fathers and how social and sexual inequality are 

perpetuated, especially in regard to mothering.  Feminist psychoanalytic critics 

discuss women’s desire to reproduce and women’s power and ability to do this and 

why this is undervalued and, often, ignored or silenced.  Furthermore, feminist 

psychoanalytic theory tends to view motherhood in a relational framework, 
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examining how mother and child relate and how inner desires, emotions and outside 

factors impact on this relationship.  Psychoanalysis also allows for an examination of 

emotions and feelings and can provide an interpretive model for those drives, 

unconscious motives1 and conscious thoughts and feelings mothers experience when 

mothering.  Thus, both feminist psychoanalytic theory and a psychoanalytic reading 

of a literary text rich in psychoanalytic comment can bring useful insights to the 

project of this thesis.   

Feminist psychoanalytical theory responds to Freudian or classic 

psychoanalysis and challenges its narrow and oppressive definition of women, made 

in an uncontested patriarchal social context.2  Freudian psychoanalysis, it asserts, is a 

discourse which engenders and perpetuates certain representations of motherhood.  

Feminist psychoanalytic work argues that Freudian principles can be recast by 

opposing biological determinism, by highlighting the pre-Oedipal stage of sexual 

development and by reinterpreting the Oedipal narrative without privileging the 

male,3 offering an alternative exploration of conscious thinking and the workings of 

the subconscious.  Where other modes of feminist thought have concentrated on 

society’s political and economic structures to explain women’s secondary 

positioning, or on the repercussions of bodily difference between the sexes, 

psychoanalytic feminists view the oppression of women as arising from the way 

males and females are conditioned to think.4  Juliet Mitchell writes in her new 

Introduction (2000) to Psychoanalysis and Feminism (1974), ‘It was the analysis of 

“patriarchy” … that psychoanalysis was turned to as a possible source of 

                                                

1 Juliet Mitchell defines ‘unconscious thought processes’ as those that ‘are mostly 
ordinary thoughts turned into ones of which we are completely unaware.’  Juliet 
Mitchell, Psychoanalysis and Feminism (London: Penguin, 2000, first published 
1974), p. xxi. 

2 Rosemarie Putnam Tong, Feminist Thought: A More Comprehensive Introduction 
(St Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 1998), p. 137.  Tong especially refers to the 
work of Helene Deutsch and Erik Erikson – post-Freudian theorists who still hold to 
Freudian teachings.   

3 Ibid., pp. 137-154.  Tong uses examples of work by Karen Horney, Dorothy 
Dinnerstein, Nancy Chodorow and Juliet Mitchell, among others. 

4 Mitchell, pp. xxvi-xxvii. 
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understanding.’5  For such theorists, examining the social, political, economic or 

biological structures of gender inequality is not enough, as it still does not account for 

why these inequalities persist.  They argue that it is the subconscious – that area of 

the mind from which much conscious thinking and behaviour derives – that requires 

restructuring.  A shift of attention to the gendered structuring of the subconscious 

which derives from an individual’s upbringing is required for continuing progress 

towards equality.  Continuing to use Freudian ideas such as the Oedipus complex and 

pre-Oedipal existence, but contesting some of the traditional interpretations and 

practices surrounding them, with a different voice and emphasis, feminist 

psychoanalytic critics explain how gender structures and roles and the subsequent 

perception that men are more important than women have been formed through early 

childhood experiences.  Psychoanalytic feminists (including postmodern feminists) 

contend that in a non-patriarchal and androgynous-oriented society, masculinity and 

femininity would be developed differently and valued equally, leading to a fuller and 

more equal humanity.6   

This chapter undertakes a feminist psychoanalytic reading of The Sugar 

Mother (1988) by Elizabeth Jolley.  I will argue that this text begins a process of 

consciously representing the thinking behind the behaviour that produces gendered 

differences and gendered ideologies within the traditional family structure.  Jolley 

explicitly disavows a feminist allegiance: ‘“I’m glad if women have their movement, 

and I’m sorry if I disappoint them by not being a feminist writer.”’7  Yet the novel 

provides ideal material for psychoanalytic and feminist psychoanalytic readings.  On 

the one hand dominant conventional societal values regarding the family are depicted, 

reflecting certain Freudian notions; but, on the other hand, the text, through 

characterisation and plot development, critiques these notions and thus lends itself to 

a feminist psychoanalytic reading of mother, father and family.   

                                                

5 Ibid., p. xxvi. 

6 Tong, p. 131.  This is clearly espoused in the works of Kristeva, Cixous and 
Irigaray, postmodern feminists focussing on aspects of psychoanalytical theory. 

7 Elizabeth Jolley, quoted in Delys Bird and Brenda Walker, ‘Preface,’ in Elizabeth 
Jolley: New Critical Essays, eds Delys Bird and Brenda Walker (North Ryde, NSW: 
Collins/Angus & Robertson Publishers, 1991), p. xv. 
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In much of Jolley’s work an intense focus on the child/parent relationship and 

the psychological aspects of family relationships can be found.  In The Sugar Mother 

she concentrates on issues to do with mothering, fathering, surrogacy, pregnancy and 

marriage.  Ideologically Jolley’s writing does not easily fall into any camp, although 

she is clearly interested in formal cultural discourses as represented by the constant 

use of allusion and intertextuality in her writing.  While Jolley is far from adopting a 

contemporary feminist psychoanalytic position which would consciously prioritise 

the role of the mother as a counter-balance to the dominant role held in practice by 

the father, her continuing and often unconventional focus on women, their sexuality 

and reproductive capacity invites feminist discussion.  In The Sugar Mother Jolley 

gives Edwin, the father figure in the novel, the presiding voice.  Through Edwin’s 

intense focus on reproduction, the effect of The Sugar Mother is to give a masculine, 

and in this case a deeply patriarchal, perspective on mothering and family 

relationships.  However, since Edwin’s perspective is so obviously out of synchrony 

with what is evident to the reader and other characters in the novel, his conclusions on 

life are effectively ridiculed in the text.  Thus the text undermines and critiques the 

patriarchal discourses with which it engages.  As a result the text invites multiple 

readings.  No sooner does the reader detect a position, for example, on mothering, 

than it is occluded by the text’s undermining of itself.  Nonetheless, the multiple 

discursive viewpoints suggested by these shifts lend themselves to a psychoanalytic 

reading since psychoanalytic theory deals with the links, ruptures and contradictions 

between conscious and unconscious desire and practice.  Furthermore, psychoanalytic 

theory has itself, over the years, come under criticism for apparently normalising the 

very practices it seeks to explain – notably for normalising patriarchal thinking and 

practice.8  In addition, psychoanalysis springs from an intense focus on the child-

parent relationship.  In this sense The Sugar Mother mirrors the same concentrations 

and contradictions that are found in psychoanalytic theory.  

The concentration on family relationships found in The Sugar Mother is 

common to many of Jolley’s novels.  The Orchard Thieves (1995) and An 

Accommodating Spouse (1999) are two other examples.  In The Sugar Mother an 

                                                

8 See Mitchell.  Rosemarie Putman Tong (p. 122) writes about Mitchell: ‘As Mitchell 
saw it, attitudes towards women will never really change so long as female and male 
psychology are dominated by the phallic symbol.’ 
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unusual triad develops among the main characters.  Edwin, the fifty-four-year-old 

pompous, ritualistic and unworldly university professor of English, becomes 

infatuated with Leila, a young, nubile girl who moves next door with her cunningly 

dominant yet obsequious mother, Mrs Bott, while Edwin’s obstetrician wife, Cecilia, 

is overseas on a twelve-month sabbatical leave of absence.  Before long, using 

various excuses, Leila and Mrs Bott move in with Edwin and form a temporary co-

dependent relationship which culminates in an arranged surrogate pregnancy.  Edwin 

naively thinks he has fathered a child by Leila; however, all the while, he is used 

duplicitously by Mrs Bott and Leila as a sugar daddy (punned upon in the title) to see 

them through a difficult financial time and to legitimise Leila’s existing pregnancy.  

His longings for a child, for patriarchal deference to himself as a father and for 

maternal love from Mrs Bott are so intense that they lead him to the brink of 

emotional, financial and social ruin.   

A psychoanalytic reading of The Sugar Mother demonstrates the text’s 

complexity and its simultaneous use and resistance of dominant discourses.  

Throughout the novel, Jolley mocks and satirises the roles undertaken in family 

relationships.  She ridicules many societal expectations of men and women that have 

been normalised by classical Freudian theorists and, in this way, reframes dominant 

Freudian thinking.  Yet in other ways Jolley reinforces those discourses found in 

Freudian theory.  Most clearly she does this in stereotyping, mocking and 

depersonalising the voice of the older mother and virtually excluding the point of 

view of the pregnant woman – even though the chief focus in the novel is on child 

bearing.  Jolley occludes the mothering experience and eschews a personal maternal 

voice.  Jolley also presents a strong Oedipal framework – ‘father’, ‘mother’ and 

‘child’ – which provides roles rich with psychological motives and desires.  Many of 

the workings of the Oedipal complex are replayed in interactions among the 

characters of Edwin, Leila, Mrs Bott and Cecilia.  These include the desire for and 

fear of reproduction, daughter/father seduction, silencing of the maternal experience, 

the symbiosis of the mother/daughter relationship as found in the pre-Oedipal state, 

desire for and fear of the mother, paternal invasion of the maternal space, and the 

father as word and law.  A psychoanalytical reading of The Sugar Mother thus 

provides a basis for a re-examination of Freudian and post-Freudian ideas that attempt 
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to explain the behaviour, emotions, development and relationships of parents and 

children.   

A recognition of psychoanalytic interpretations and their ongoing and 

significant influence on Western thinking acknowledges that theories and ideologies 

can both define and perpetuate gender differences and inequalities.  Nancy Chodorow 

claims that psychoanalytic theory does this by ‘providing a developmental history of 

the emergence of separateness, differentiation, and the perception of difference in 

early childhood’9 – where ideologies concerning these stages contribute to inequality 

in adulthood.  Conversely, Ann Kaplan states in Motherhood and Representation: 

The Mother in Popular Culture and Melodrama (1992) that early ideological beliefs 

are reflected in later life practices and an examination of fictional representations of 

these informs the reader/viewer of those ideologies.  She writes, ‘psychoanalytic 

theory enables me to understand fictional phenomena…noticing certain repeated 

fictional mother-representations, which I wanted to explain…. I assume that these 

representations fulfill important psychic functions if they are so prominent, over so 

much time.’10  Challenges to social, cultural and psychological ‘givens’ can create 

new, and hopefully improved, social, cultural and psychological worlds.11  Kaplan’s 

idea is especially significant in an examination of the lack of space within which the 

experience of mothering can be expressed and represented from the inside.  In other 

words, it raises the question of what this lack tells us about our society. 

 

 

 

                                                

9 Nancy Julia Chodorow, ‘Gender, Relation, and Difference in Psychoanalytic 
Perspective,’ in The Future of Difference, eds Hester Eisenstein and Alice Jardine 
(Boston G. K. Hall, 1980, reprinted New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University 
Press, 1985), p. 5. 

10 E. Ann Kaplan, Motherhood and Representation: The Mother in Popular Culture 
and Melodrama (London: Routledge, 1992), p. 29. 

11 Chodorow, ‘Gender, Relation, and Difference in Psychoanalytic Perspective,’ p. 
16. 
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The pot of hyacinths in the room gave off a sickly sweet smell.  Their excessiveness 

matched the room, resplendent in chandeliers and Persian rugs.  Overpowering.  

Difficult to match with the yellow-scented gum that stood outside the window. 

A neatly formed group of Kindergarten mothers, Catherine included, sat to 

attention.  ‘I know we should finish the mosaics for the garden stall, but I want us to 

move on to fabric painting for the craft stall.  We don’t want the gardening stall to 

get more money than ours at the fete,’ chuckled Veronica, whose house (and 

hyacinths) it was. 

After the fabric painting demonstration, punctuated with, ‘Of course it’s up 

to you how you do it,’ but simultaneously insistent on how exactly it was to be done, 

the oddly matched group began talking among themselves as they applied paint to 

aprons and oven mitts. 

One of the first things Catherine noticed was how much time was spent by a 

chatty section of the group, assembled around a large and delicately engraved 

mahogany antique table, on the subject of their husbands.  Like the global positioning 

system she and Tim had used in a rental car in America, these women kept 

repositioning themselves against their husbands.  ‘I quite liked the new Lexus, but 

Michael doesn’t like it because it’s not European.’  Blah, blah, blah.  Catherine even 

caught herself trying to think what Tim thought of cars, but it didn’t seem that 

interesting.  She did, however, recall something she had read the night before about 

the modernist artist Stella Bowen.  All that time ago Bowen had asked, like Catherine 

did, why women were encouraged to stake everything in their lives on love.  In 

response to the widespread belief that love could cover all desires and needs in life 

for women, Bowen had proposed that a much more valid view of life was that one 

must stand alone – that this is what mothers, godparents and writers should have told 

her.12  Catherine scanned the room. 

It would be so easy to scorn these women.  If you didn’t understand how 

sanity requires a tenacious grip.  How skilfully the tarantula can bite. 

                                                

12 Stella Bowen, quoted in Drusilla Modjeska, The Orchard (Sydney: Picador, 1994), 
p. 39. 
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In the room the women come and go 

Talking of Michelangelo.13 

Ornate and seemingly empty.  When did they lose their self boundaries?  

Like dominoes collapsing, ‘I’s’ slowly begin to topple.  Locked in the fuzzy 

boundaries of others.  When filled with everybody else’s clutter it’s hard to sweep 

clean the storage room.  No back-to-back meetings and full diaries to prop up a sense 

of importance.  No queues of people wanting opinions or approval.  Vulnerability, 

mortality, self-doubt, tedium staring them unfiltered in the face.  Look at the clues – a 

set of finger nails bitten to the quick with picked and inflamed hangnails, lips full of 

anxiety lines that spread out like webbed feet, nervous high-pitched laughter, lots of 

teeth.  Anti-depressants probably in the cupboard.   

And though she’s not really ill 

There’s a little yellow pill 

She goes running for the shelter of a mother’s little helper.14 

Knowledge of the chthonic.  Pungent hyacinths, top heavy with excessive 

flowers, but bordering on toppling over. 

‘So, Emma, have you decided whether to go back to work at the end of your 

leave without pay?’  Veronica, queen of the morning’s session, asked. 

Sighing, Emma replied, ‘Yes and no. Part of me wants to go back, but I like 

being there for the children.’ 

‘Yes, that is so important.  I know just what you mean.  Alan tells me that the 

Oncology Department’s even worse than when you left.  There are two more female 

consultants, which brings it up to a total of four.’ 

                                                

13 T.S. Eliot, ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,’ in T. S. Eliot, Selected Poems 
(London: Faber and Faber, 1987, first published 1954), p. 11. 

14 The Rolling Stones Lyrics – ‘Mother’s Little Helper’ [online].Year unknown [cited 
2006 April 13].  Available from: URL: 
http://www.oldielyrics.com/lyrics/the_rolling_stones/mothers_little_helper.html 
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‘I’d heard.’ 

Bridget, sitting at the other end of the table from where most of the talk was 

occurring said, ‘What’s wrong with female consultants?’ 

‘Ohhh,’ groaned three ex-nurses in unison, all married to medical 

consultants themselves, ‘They’re the worst!’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Well,’ Veronica replied ,’They’re either fat and frumpy and can’t join in 

with the nursing staff or they dress really well and make coming to work so dress-

competitive that they make you feel like shit in a nurse’s uniform.  And then when 

you’ve finally worked out how to deal with them, they either get pregnant and muck 

everyone around or they’re menopausal and bouncing off the walls.  Don’t go back, 

Emma.  Surely David makes enough, and anaesthetists work such horrid hours that 

you couldn’t do shifts with the children, and isn’t your dad quite sick too?’ 

‘Yes.  He’s had prostate cancer for years,’ Emma said. 

‘So.  Decision made.’ 

Emma concentrated on painting the delicate mouth on the angel she was 

painting on a child’s apron. 

‘Whar dar is so much racket, dar must be something out o’ kilter,’15 

Catherine thought. 

Catherine looked at Emma’s confused face, willing her to speak.  Come on, 

Emma, talk about the part of you that wants to go back to work.  In isolation – not 

                                                

15 Sojourner Truth, black slave and later evangelist and social reformer, born c. 1797 
in Hurley, New York, quoted from her well-known speech given at a women’s rights 
meeting in Ohio in 1850.  See Sojourner Truth, ‘They all Know Jesus!  I am So 
Happy!,’ in Mystics, Visionaries, and Prophets: A Historical Anthology of Women’s 
Spiritual Writing, ed. Shawn Madigan (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998), p. 300. 
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with children and fathers and husbands as appendages.  Shake them off – shake us off 

– use this time to nurse, not paint smiling angels on children’s aprons.  

Emma hesitated. 

(Do I dare 

Disturb the universe? 

In a minute there is time 

For decisions and revisions which a minute will reverse.)16 

Instead Emma asked, ‘Do you mind if we move the hyacinths?  My sinuses 

are shocking and just about anything sets them off.’ 

Catherine, closest to the hyacinths, stood up and walked out with the clay 

pot to the back elevated decking that overlooked a spectacular pool area that looked 

like it had been plucked out of a resort now to only service the needs of a small family 

of four.  They belong outside, she thought.  Their perfume and beauty so strong, they 

were glorious outside where the wind diffused and could carry their scent away.   

Indoor their scent became a stagnant stench. 

 

 

 

The relationship between the child and the parent remains crucial to psychoanalysis 

which argues that this can influence all other future relationships and perceptions of 

self.  For Freudian theorists a person’s sense of self and sexuality is based on the 

relationship with the mother and father figures – firstly, experientially and, later in 

life, metaphorically.  Both boy and girl infants initially are physically and 

psychologically absorbed, in a physical, sexual and emotional way, with their 

mothers.  However, while their primary love object is their mother, they come to 

                                                

16 Eliot, ‘Prufrock,’ in Eliot, Selected Poems, pp. 12-13. 



�

� � � � � � � � �

�

recognise during their psychological development, concomitantly, the limitations of 

the mother and the potency of the father.  In the pre-Oedipal stage the child is fused 

with the mother, a fusion that is broken during the struggles of the Oedipus complex, 

where the infant separates from the mother and turns to the father.  Freud argues that 

language acquisition is a substitute for the fusion that was once possible with the 

mother.  The penis, symbol of the power and privilege of the phallus, becomes the 

object of desire and fear.  The infant views the mother as castrated and deformed and 

shifts his or her desire to the father, the phallus – which has the culturally privileged 

role.  The abjectification and loss of the mother has irreparable psychological effects 

on both the boy and girl child.  The girl child will come to view her anatomy and 

social status as less valuable than that of a boy and will seek to compensate for her 

apparent ‘lack’ in the form of a child, a substitute penis.  Freud argued that it is less 

likely that a girl will achieve ‘normal’ adult sexuality than it is for a boy.  In Freudian 

theory, as girls move through the Oedipus and castration complexes they develop 

negative personality traits that plague them into adulthood.  These include narcissism 

(active sexual aims become passive), vanity (appearance is important to compensate 

for lack of penis) and shame (embarrassment at her castrated body).  For a boy the 

rejection of the mother who is the castrated being leads to an assertion of patriarchal 

law and the quelling of emotions and instincts – culturally privileged practices, 

although, arguably, psychologically detrimental ones.17   

Freudian psychoanalysis – as with any theory – has its gaps and limitations.  

Freud’s lack of attention to the origins and consequences of female social repression 

and confinement is indicative of an already normalised patriarchal societal practice.18  

Freud took gender binaries and differences for granted, thereby reinforcing biological 

determinism in psychoanalytical theory.  Patriarchy depends on the majority of 

women observing the rules it has established on family and motherhood 

unquestioningly.  Adrienne Rich writes, ‘On this “underemployment” of female 

                                                

17 For a general outline of Freud’s theories, see Ernest Jones, Life and Work of 
Sigmund Freud (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1964); J. N. Isbister, Freud: An 
Introduction to His Life and Work (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1985). 

18 Mitchell, pp. xxxii-xxxiii. 
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consciousness depend the morality and the emotional life of the human family.’19  

Much feminist psychoanalytical theory, such as that produced by Nancy Chodorow, 

Julia Kristeva, Luce Irigaray and Hélène Cixous, some of which will be discussed 

further in this chapter, contests the Freudian discourse on female development.  

Instead these theorists argue that the girl child identifies with and achieves cathexis in 

the mother and that this is not interrupted in the Oedipal phase as it is for boys when 

they identify with the father.  In this way, she can, through the mother, develop a 

strong emotional sense of female identity. 

 

 

 

Catherine thinks of the long continuum and the wide gap between self-sacrifice and 

autonomy from time to time in relation to her own mother.  She evokes long forgotten 

feelings and events of a mother who was kinder to her in her childhood.  She recalls a 

time when as teenagers she and Alex were allowed to sleep outdoors on hot summer 

nights on the patio floor in their nighties on top of their sleeping bags and were 

joined by their mother.   

‘I think I learned to hate summer from my mother,’ Lorna said as she lay 

next to them looking up at the almost dark city sky where only the closest stars could 

be seen.  ‘Gran felt trapped in summer in those first years she came here.’ 

‘But you can change your mind now, Mum,’ Alex replied.  ‘Gran doesn’t 

seem to mind sitting by the pool and sipping wine nowadays when it’s hot.’ 

‘I know.  But feelings come from childhood.  A pattern gets set.’  They were 

silent for a while, listening to the diminishing number of suburban frogs calling and 

the dull thudding beat of summer crickets cooling down.  The house itself was 

cracking and groaning as it too cooled and spread.  ‘She didn’t start hating summer 

                                                

19 Adrienne Rich, Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution (New 
York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1976), p. 43. 
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until she was an adult, so it wasn’t too hard to change her mind later down the track.  

When thoughts and ideas are imprinted in you in childhood it’s like trying to change 

your DNA.’  

‘Think of the damage being done to us, Cath,’ Alex groaned playfully. 

‘Do you really believe that, Mum?’ Catherine asked.  She was always the 

more serious of the two girls – something she was reminded of at every family photo-

taking occasion. 

‘I know it,’ her mother sighed. 

Catherine lay still looking up at the night sky.  She thought of the things she 

disliked about her mother – her nagging, her sense of duty, her inwardness, her 

surrender to the safe confines of the house.  Would these then be the things she would 

do a lifetime’s battle with – now with her mother and later with herself? 

When Catherine thinks of her mother now the reverse had happened.  

Mother had made it very clear from the start, after Sophie’s birth, that she would not 

be there for the hard times or the plain old ordinary times.  It had to be special, an 

occasion, for Lorna to be pleased.  Just hanging around the house was not good 

enough.  If Sophie or Matthew did not smile and kiss her on cue, guilt-inducing 

laments would follow.  If they weren’t wearing the top or jumper she had given, 

questions were asked.  The children were meant to perform.  Much as Catherine and 

Alex had done for their father, Roger.  Self-sacrifice had curdled into selfishness.  

Dependence into hardness.   

What she wanted was a middle ground.   
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As children, Catherine and Alex were expected to sit on their father’s lap on 

Christmas mornings to receive their Christmas presents – presents their mother had 

fought in department store sales for throughout the year and had wrapped late into 

the night.   

‘Sit on Dad’s lap, girls.  Give Roger a big kiss.  What do you say?’  Mum 

cajoled predictably. 

Early on, when Catherine and Alex were little girls in brightly coloured hot-

pant suits or new linen dresses sewn especially for the parties that were held at 

Christmas, they hadn’t minded their roles as seducers, racing each other and 

clambering roughly onto their father’s lap.  Later on, when the ritual extended well 

into their teenage years, they reluctantly kissed the still confident patriarch. 

Hush, little baby, don’t say a word. 

Papa’s gonna buy you a mockingbird. 

And if that mockingbird won’t sing, 

Papa’s gonna buy you a diamond ring. 

And if that diamond ring turns brass, 

Papa’s gonna buy you a looking glass. 

And if that looking glass gets broke …20 

Promises for deference.  It was Catherine’s mother who always sang to 

them.  And did the shopping. 

 

 

 

                                                

20 Lullaby Lyrics [online]. 2005 [cited 2006 April 6]. Available from: URL: 
http://www.babycentre.co.uk/general/541660.html 



�

� � � � � � � � �

�

As previously mentioned, Jolley’s novels often concentrate on the relational needs of 

children and parents and the ‘inwardness’ of these, as seen in the concentration on 

domestic life and the relationships within it.  Critic Eden Liddelow states of Jolley’s 

writings, ‘Everything, they seem to say, comes back to this.  The home is the navel of 

the world.’21  Edwin’s preference for working in his study at home, rather than in 

what he perceives to be a hostile English Department at the University where he 

teaches, symbolises his desire to cocoon himself at home.  He resists visits from 

friends, representing these in images of aggression and invasion, and he comes to 

dread what he sees as Cecilia’s intrusive phone calls while she is away overseas. His 

home is indeed ‘the navel of the world.’  Leila and Mrs Bott’s entry into Edwin’s life 

and the endlessly recorded cycles of roast dinners, washing, cleaning and purchasing 

– all aspects of an inward, domestic life – comfort and ensconce Edwin.  The symbol 

of the sheet, also used in Jolley’s novel Cabin Fever (1990), and of the apron, depict 

domestic happiness for Edwin.  ‘The white sheet pegged on the sagging line, with the 

dark green foliage above and at the sides of it, seemed to be the most beautiful 

creation’.22  Jolley reinforces the significance of cycles of cooking, washing and 

drying by describing them in minute detail as her language repeats, strays and comes 

back.23  

Jolley’s detailing of domestic life, of the unrelenting cycle of work that 

sustains a household, is a hallmark of much of her writing.  Her attention to this 

ordinary side of life validates women’s work in the home as productive and in an 

apparently innocent way resists patriarchal notions that only work outside of the 

home is significant.  Like the goddesses of classical mythology, Mrs Bott is relegated, 

after her youth is over and her breeding has been done, to the role of worker, 

organiser and supplier of domestic services.  Her body, aching with real symptoms, 

unlike Edwin’s hypochondriac moanings and recordings of symptoms, continues to 

work for her offspring.  Jolley in The Sugar Mother details the sheer quantity of work 

involved in maintaining a household, a detail in the main unexamined and overlooked 

                                                

21 Eden Liddelow, ‘Bound by that Claim: Necessity in Elizabeth Jolley,’ Meanjin 56: 
3-4 (1997), p. 723. 

22 Elizabeth Jolley, The Sugar Mother (Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin, 1988), p. 153.  
All subsequent references will be to this edition, identified as ‘SM’. 

23 Ibid., pp. 725-726. 
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by writers and society as a whole.  However, the cycle of domestic duties that 

dominates the physical setting of the novel quickly moves past an apparent 

celebration of women’s unsung contribution to everyday life.  The fairytale domestic 

bliss conveyed strongly in the character of Mrs Bott and demonstrated in the 

organised pattern of washing, cleaning, cooking that Edwin accepts unquestioningly 

is, in fact, founded upon and subsumed in gender inequality.  The fact that Edwin 

never participates in looking after himself – never cooks, cleans or washes his own 

clothes – while the novel emphasises the repetition of these duties, emphasises the 

servile domestic arrangements among Mrs Bott, Leila and Edwin and the self-

consciously gendered nature of these arrangements.  It exemplifies the notion that 

‘the home is the mythic cornerstone of male-centred cultural repression and 

indoctrination of women.’24      

Thus the myth of the domestic ideal, while entertained for a short while, is 

overturned in The Sugar Mother.  The domestic haven becomes sinister and 

oppressive as Jolley hints at the lies and manipulations upon which it is based.  All of 

the main characters live out lies.  Edwin lives in self-denial of the actual state of 

relationships in his life, Mrs Bott clearly manipulates Edwin for financial gain and is 

caught out lying about Mr Bott, Leila is pregnant to someone other than Edwin who 

is told he is the father of her child, Cecilia, who it is suggested is in a lesbian 

relationship with Vorwickl her travelling companion, lies in her marriage to Edwin.  

John O’Brien in ‘Myths of Domesticity in the Novels of Elizabeth Jolley’ claims that 

Jolley thus demonstrates the ‘demythification’ that Roland Barthes discusses in 

relation to the deconstruction of texts: 

His [Barthes’] ‘distrust of the stereotype’ leads Barthes to applaud 

more open texts, like Jolley’s, which make it impossible to accept 

myths like the domestic ideal at face value.  Instead, he prefers ‘the 

text that discomforts, unsettl[ing] the reader’s historical, cultural, 

[and] psychological assumptions.’25  

                                                

24 John O’Brien, ‘Myths of Domesticity in the Novels of Elizabeth Jolley,’ in Bird 
and Walker, Elizabeth Jolley, p. 131. 

25 Ibid., p. 134.  O’Brien quotes Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text (New York: 
The Noonday Press, 1975), p. 43 and p. 14. 
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The symbols, or as O’Brien calls them, ‘codified signs,’26 of domestic bliss – the 

cottagey cabbage rose wall paper, the kitchen, hearth and aprons – must be read 

against the backdrop of false stories and beliefs, creating a sinister and claustrophobic 

impression. 

Nevertheless, in the inwardness of the novel, the focus on the family, the 

smell of roast dinners and baked desserts that permeate The Sugar Mother – in its 

concentration on this navel called the home – the text critiques the psychological and 

social construction of family relationships.  Jolley demonstrates the working of the 

Oedipus complex in an equivocal manner.  Conventional Freudian interpretations of 

the workings of the family structure, including the silencing of the maternal voice, are 

replicated and, in this way, naturalised.  Simultaneously, however, the self-

consciousness in the text of gender construction and gender role allocation and the 

undercurrent that mocks both Edwin, the representational father figure, and Mrs Bott, 

the representational mother figure, ridicule traditional interpretations of the workings 

of the Oedipal triangle.   

The role – as opposed to the voice and experience – of the mother is central to 

the novel, as indicated in its ironic title.  Through Edwin, through the stereotypical 

presentation of Mrs Bott and her clichéd opinions on men, women and children and in 

the spatial positioning of characters, many comments are made on the ‘role’ of the 

mother.  The terms of motherhood are established in the novel spatially, where 

motherhood and the public, outer, non-domestic world do not intermingle.  The two 

mothers in the novel, Leila and Mrs Bott, around whom the subject of mothering 

revolve, are represented solely in their private domestic world.  Leila and Mrs Bott 

remain firmly in the realm of the domestic and as such seem to be constructed and 

controlled by a patriarchal division between male workplace exteriority and female 

workplace interiority.  The Sugar Mother presents men and women who mother as 

living in different spheres – a view that is crucial to sustaining patriarchal and 

traditional psychoanalytical discourses and one which has placed men in the public 

domain and women in the private in the post-industrial West.     

                                                

26 Ibid., p. 134. 
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Feminist psychoanalysts such as Dorothy Dinnerstein identify the 

public/private division as an unspoken arrangement between men and women, where 

women focus on relationships and men on enterprise, each avoiding the other’s area 

of focus in order to maintain their own area of control.  Dinnerstein and Nancy 

Chodorow place much of the responsibility for male/female inequality on the fact that 

through the key role of the mother, men develop the need to control women and 

women the need to be controlled by men.  Chodorow writes: 

It is crucial for us feminists to recognize that the ideologies of 

difference, which define us as women and as men, as well as 

inequality itself, are produced, socially, psychologically, and 

culturally, by people living in and creating their social, 

psychological, and cultural worlds.  Women participate in the 

creation of these worlds and ideologies, even if our ultimate power 

and access to cultural hegemony are less than those of men.27 

If women did not do all of the mothering but shared it equally with men, in both the 

pre-Oedipal and Oedipal stages, Dinnerstein and Chodorow claim that 

psychosexually the child would develop much freer of current gendered structures of 

power, dependence and domination.  In her influential book The Mermaid and the 

Minotaur (1976) Dinnerstein argues that the male need to control women and nature 

stems from the anxiety felt in relying on the omnipotent mother force in early child 

development.  Conversely, she argues women fear the powerful mother force within 

themselves and rather than realising this power prefer to be controlled by men.28   

The dialogue between Leila and her mother forms a network of domestic 

references aimed equally at establishing their claim to control of the domestic sphere 

and excluding men (in this case Edwin) from this space. Quite overtly Mrs Bott draws 

a line between male and female, for example when she remarks upon ‘…the new little 

clothes … chosen carefully to suit any child so that a baby boy need not lie in his 

cradle distressed and fretful because he was wearing colors and clothes intended for a 

                                                

27 Chodorow, ‘Gender, Relation, and Difference in Psychoanalytic Perspective,’ p. 
16. 

28Tong, p. 141. 
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girl’ (SM, p. 167).  Dinnerstein argues that such gendered spatial difference results 

not only in greater gender inequality but also immaturity on the part of both men and 

women.29  This can be seen clearly in Mrs Bott and Edwin.  Mrs Bott demeans herself 

domestically and connives events and incidents to lock Edwin into providing for her 

and Leila financially.  Likewise Jolley depicts Edwin as an incompetent person in his 

own house – an equally pitiful position, but one that does not have as pervading 

financial consequences.  The delineation, as expressed by Dinnerstein, cuts both 

ways.   

Significantly, Jolley’s insistence on gender difference in spatial movement is 

confined to women who mother.  Daphne, a formidable personal advisor to Edwin 

and a non-mother, straddles the public and the private spheres.  She is often depicted 

with her dog, Prince, outdoors and is couched in images of activity: ‘Daphne called as 

she strode towards Edwin’ (SM, p. 41).  Cecilia who refuses motherhood is also 

placed firmly in the public sphere.  She has severed any domestic connection with 

Edwin while on a year’s study leave and is represented in images of mobility and the 

public sphere – air travel, passing hotel rooms, making telephone calls to home on the 

run.  While she is an obstetrician assisting in the birthing of others, Jolley places her 

ironically in the public domain as a non-mother herself. 

 

 

 

Matthew wouldn’t stop crying.  Catherine tried to feed him again, but he continued to 

turn away.  She tried to burp him, but nothing happened.  Just the crying: at this late 

hour of the afternoon this had become Catherine’s only certainty – that Matthew 

would scream and scream for the next three to four hours, regardless of what she 

tried.  She walked up and down the hall with Matthew half slung over her shoulder, 

looking, for the umpteenth time, and not missing the irony, at the framed prints out of 

an old edition of Charles Dickens’ Great Expectations that hung in a series on the 

                                                

29 Dorothy Dinnerstein, The Mermaid and the Minotaur: Sexual Arrangements and 
Human Malaise (New York: Harper & Row, 1976), pp. 208-210. 
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hallway wall.  When that track could be taken no longer she went up and down the 

wooden stairs that met the back door and led to the back garden.  Over and over the 

same paths were trod but Matthew would cry like a baby abandoned.  Between howls 

Matthew tightened his stomach and turned rigid – like a little concrete doll – and 

then let out another forlorn scream.  

Exhausted, Catherine responded to the ringing of the doorbell.  It was Alex 

on her way home from work.  She came in – a stainless steel grey and red flash. 

‘Hi, just thought I’d pop in to see how you’re doing.’   

‘Hi, Aunty Alex,’ Sophie called, thankful that at last there was someone to 

talk to. 

‘Dreadful.  I can’t get him to stop crying.  I rang the community nurse about 

it yesterday and she said that it’s not that uncommon in babies around this age.  It 

sets in at about three weeks and can last anywhere up to six months.  ‘Colic’ she 

called it and told me to go to the doctor if it got worse.  How much worse can it get – 

he howls for three hours every evening – five to eight – I can set my clock by it. 

‘Sounds dreadful.  Matthew’s only three months.  How long’s it going to 

last?  Up to six months?  It’s not causing him any damage, is it?’ 

Alex could be relied on to ask questions sensitively. 

She marched into the kitchen and flicked the jug on.  ‘I’ll make us a drink,’ 

she announced. 

Alex removed the jacket of her charcoal grey high collared suit and slowly 

folded  up the sleeves of her flame red silk blouse – as if she was royalty being asked 

to do a menial task.  Catherine looked down at her own body – it was out of shape – a 

second-hand, flaccid post-baby stomach that dimpled like a dehydrated  orange in a 

pair of grey tracksuit pants and aching breasts in an old T-shirt stained with baby 

vomit.  When they used to meet for a coffee straight after work, before Sophie was 
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born, Alex would always look slicker, more stylish, more in control.  Even as kids, 

when you looked back at the photos, Catherine thought, Alex always looked more 

polished, more authoritative.  Always aware of what was in it for her. 

‘So, has Mum been around?’ 

‘She came on Tuesday with Heather.  In the morning, of course.  Said she 

wanted Heather to see Matthew at his nicest.  Talk about pressure.  I raced around 

the house trying to clean up and when they arrived Mum was still making excuses to 

Heather about how hard it is to get housework done with a new baby and a toddler.  

Then, of course, Matthew refluxed a bit and Mum asked whether I was going to 

change his outfit and when I said that there seemed no point given he would just do it 

again Mum smugly announced that she used to change us the minute we ‘spoiled.’  

She stayed all through Matthew’s morning sleep and then as soon as he began to 

squawk, Mum and Heather were off…’ 

‘Like a bride’s nightie,’ they roared in unison, imitating their father. 

Alex said, ‘She raves about Matthew all the time and then asks if there’s 

anyone I’m seeing – doesn’t take an Einstein to work out what she’s up to, not that 

Einstein of all people would have got it. We all know how Mum loves to show off 

without rolling her sleeves up.’ 

God must never stop laughing, Catherine thought. 

‘I think Mum’s just figured that she’s done her time.  She’s a baby-boomer,’  

Catherine said.  ‘She’s always happy for an “Occasion,” but not the clean-up.  No 

bin-emptying for her!’ 

‘Sounds like every bloke I’ve ever been out with,’ Alex moaned.  ‘Anyway, 

Cath, just think how well equipped you’ll be now when Mum loses her marbles.  

You’ll think nothing of changing incontinence surfboards and spoon-feeding porridge 

into her denture-free mouth.’  
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Even as a child Alex’s sick humour had a prophetic edge.  Catherine 

shuddered at the prospect. 

‘What time’s Tim home?’ Alex asked as she sat down at the kitchen table 

with her coffee.  Catherine could tell that Alex was tired of the baby talk and ready 

for a good laugh with Tim. 

Catherine, pacing up and down with Matthew, said, ‘It’s the beginning of a 

new tax year, so there are hordes of meetings with new clients and heaps of end of 

year company returns he’s doing.  He’s really stressed with it all and I think he’s 

feeling guilty about not coming home at a decent hour to help out with all the 

screaming.’ 

‘Are you saying that he’s out schmoozing new accounts while you’re stuck 

here with Matthew howling like a wolf?  What time’s he going to be home?’ 

‘He doesn’t like schmoozing – he just has to.  He won’t be home much before 

eight.’ 

‘That late, Catherine!  Well, do you mind if I stay?  Why don’t we watch Law 

and Order together?’ 

‘We won’t be able to hear a thing above Matthew’s crying.  Look, to be 

honest, Alex, once Matthew stops and he goes to sleep, I put Sophie through the bath 

and then  I just go straight to bed myself because I’m up again at least twice in the 

night and he’s up for the day around 5 am.’ 

‘Yikes.  Have you had dinner yet?’ 

‘Haven’t even thought about it.’ 

‘I’ll order some home delivered meal.  Pizza?  Pasta?  Both?’ 

Catherine considered asserting herself but remembered the load of wash that 
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still needed hanging out.  ‘I’ve got a machine full of wash that still needs hanging out 

– it’s been there since this morning and believe it or not there hasn’t been a minute to 

do it.’ 

‘Believe it not,’ Alex’s expression said, but after ringing for some pizza she 

went out the back and hung up the wash. 

As she watched Alex through the bedroom window, Catherine thought, close 

to tears, ‘Well, that’s one fucking job finally done.  It has taken all day to do that and, 

in the end, it was done by someone else.  I’ve always got the baby strapped to me, 

only ever doing half a task before a cry, or a vomit, or a burp, or a shit, or a wet 

nappy, or an outfit change, or rocking off to sleep.  And then there’s Sophie. 

Alex came bounding in.  ‘That cry carries – I could hear it in the backyard.  

I bet the neighbours can hear it.  Do they say anything?’ 

Catherine thought of old Mrs Sporandezi – she’d raised four of her own 

children as an immigrant in a remote timber mill and she’d already buried one of 

them.  As if she wouldn’t understand. 

 

 

 

They sat on the lounge room floor and ate pizza – a tableau of a life three years ago.  

Matthew was asleep.  Alex began a diatribe about work, how much pressure she was 

constantly under and Catherine, eased of the daylong tension, was happy just to 

listen. 

‘These mining companies – when the going’s good they’re just chucking 

money around and now that resource prices are down they’re turning every cent over 

twice.  I’m trying to organise a national iron ore conference and I’ve been given a 
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food and drinks budget of two thousand dollars by the CFO.  We’ll be sitting under 

the trees eating cheese and gherkins off toothpicks and drinking red cordial.  Tight 

bastard.’  

They heard the front door rattle and Tim’s confident steps.  ‘What’s 

happening?’ he said as he reached the lounge room and put down his briefcase and 

laptop and began to loosen his tie. 

‘Nothing much.  Just having a take-away,’ Alex replied. 

‘We’re eating take-aways all the time nowadays,’ Tim said with a smile and 

sly look at Catherine. 

‘You’ll get fat.  It’s the slippery, greasy path of parenthood,’ Alex offered 

with a laugh. 

‘Hey, I’ve added it up – it takes about six hours a day just to feed Matthew.’ 

‘No-one’s saying a thing, Catherine,’ Tim said as he placed serviettes on a 

plate to soak up the excess fat of the pizza. 

Looking at the congealing pizza, Catherine thought of how pleased he was to 

go to his mother’s for dinner on Monday nights.  He’d never been that keen before 

Sophie and Matthew were born. 

‘Look, why don’t you two go out to the movies or something one evening?  

I’ll look after Matthew and Sophie,’ Alex offered. 

‘Oh no, I just couldn’t do that.  Matthew’s too little.’  Catherine reached for 

an impracticality to stand in the way, ‘He might want a feed while I’m gone.’ 

‘You could express a feed.  I think it would be great.  We’ve been cooped up 

in here like Carmelite nuns since Soph’s birth,’ Tim responded. 
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‘Go and see Swimming Moon,’ Alex suggested enthusiastically. 

‘Is that a film?  Band?  Theatre production?  We’re already so out of it, I 

wouldn’t know,’ Tim complained. 

 

 

 

Edwin is consumed with the myth of mother love.  This myth promotes mothers as 

consistently self-sacrificing, forever giving, self-effacing, unchallenging and all-

encompassing; attributes that are, of course, humanly impossible to sustain.  Mrs 

Bott, in her plan to gain financial support, is only too happy to perpetuate this myth.  

Edwin’s dream, at one level morbidly amusing and quite parodic, is based on a 

pitifully simplistic and conventionally idyllic notion of mothering.  Blatantly 

stereotypical fantasies fill his head as he believes Leila is to mother his child: 

Edwin knew that Leila, in an apron decorated with seafood, mainly a 

design of lobsters, was waiting with a new dustpan and brush to 

sweep the kitchen linoleum.  He saw the shape of her waiting outside 

the back door.  She was going to cook a dinner for him too. … He 

knew that Leila was looking forward to peeling the vegetables and to 

make everything nice for him (SM, p.92). 

His belief in the domestic idyll and maternal love, as symbolised in his gift of an 

apron to Leila, is further found in his fascination with Memling, Durer and Van Eyck 

paintings of the faces of the Madonna.  Here Edwin’s idealised images are located in 

a more discursive and intertextual level.  Edwin transfers his image of the Madonna, 

the archetype of maternal love and practice, onto Leila.  ‘He was thinking, as he 

continued to look at Leila, of the Madonna’ (SM, p. 192).  Not only does he see Leila 

as Mary but himself as Joseph and, by implication, the expected baby as Jesus – both 

the saviour of his relationship with Leila and an offering to Cecilia to redeem a dead 

marriage: 
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He saw again in Leila, as she sat resting, the Madonna-like quality, 

the tenderness in the tilt of the head and the possibilities of silence, 

patience and endurance.  The gray-haired Joseph, he recalled, had a 

wan starved look which he felt he could match immediately with his 

own reflection in the bathroom mirror (SM, p.193). 

It is only towards the end of the novel and very hesitantly that Edwin acknowledges 

he may have been fooled.  ‘Like Joseph, perhaps he was not the father of this child’ 

(SM, p. 193).   

Edwin’s psychology is depicted as particularly narcissistic and immature, 

paralleling in some ways attributes Freud identified as feminine.  At the beginning of 

the novel Daphne expresses concern for Edwin’s welfare after Cecilia departs on 

sabbatical leave.  Her language is as if she were addressing a child – she calls him 

‘Teddy’ – rather than a man in his fifties: ‘I know Cecilia’s arranged for lots of 

people to look after you and entertain you’ (SM, p. 4).  It is also indicative of female 

complicity in the maternalising and infantilising of men.  Psychologically, it would 

appear, inadequate separation-individuation (infant differentiation between self and 

selfhood of his/her primary care-giver, usually the mother) has occurred for Edwin, as 

seen in his intense self-focus and in his ready appropriation of Mrs Bott as a 

conventional mother figure.  Chodorow notes that while separation from the mother 

and recognising the mother as subject, rather than object, are developmentally 

necessary, they are often resisted by adults.  She writes: ‘Throughout life, perceptions 

of the mother fluctuate between perceiving her particularity and selfhood and 

perceiving her as a narcissistic extension, a not-separate other whose sole reason for 

existence is to gratify one’s own wants and needs.’30  Where mothers parent almost 

exclusively, Chodorow argues, this pattern of infantile development is more evident.  

Shared parenting in childhood will, she believes, lead to greater sexual equality as 

will a conscious rejection of the perception of mother as object.31 

                                                

30 Chodorow, ‘Gender, Relation, and Difference in Psychoanalytic Perspective,’ pp. 
7-8. 

31 Ibid., p. 8. 
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Edwin himself has long suppressed his attachment to his own biological 

mother.  He rarely thinks of her, even while he is focussed on children and parenting.  

In fact, he refers to philosophers and their comments on children and parenting, 

without considering his own childhood and his mother’s parenting.  Only when 

Leila’s baby is about to arrive, towards the end of the novel, do fleeting memories of 

her force their way into his consciousness.  ‘Long-forgotten times came back to him; 

he remembered his mother’s hands and the incredible softness of her forearm’ (SM, p. 

138).  Attachment to his own mother has long been denied and yet his longing for 

maternal love is so pervasive that he immediately allows Leila and Mrs Bott to 

control the workings of his domestic life.  It is as if his relationship with them will 

allow for some form of return to the safe pre-Oedipal semiotic space of mother and 

child, symbolised by the isolated domestic cocoon he creates with them in his home. 

From a classic psychoanalytic perspective the libidinal flipside of this ‘love’ 

of the mother function is hatred and fear – fear of the mother/child merger and hatred 

as a reactive response to the early separation from the mother.  Mother hate and fear 

is another strain in the Freudian Oedipal narrative.  Since the girl child attempts to 

take her mother’s place with her father, she comes to hate her mother as a rival.  The 

boy child’s hate of the mother is based on his fear of castration should he remain 

attached to her.  At the beginning of the novel, before Edwin is led to believe that he 

has fathered a child, he expresses misogynistic and matraphobic views through the 

words of Jason in Euripides.  He continues to return to a particular quotation from 

Euripides throughout the novel:  

If only children could be got some other way 

without the female sex!  If women didn’t exist, 

human life would be rid of all its miseries …(SM, p. 13). 

Edwin’s feelings demonstrate the paradoxical position the maternal body holds in 

patriarchal thinking as discussed in Chapter 1, ‘Mother as Body’.  Psychoanalytically 

the woman is represented as the castrated body; made ‘abject’ – an object of horror, 

distaste and fear32 – by her own lack.  Yet as a mother she is phallic and pre-Oedipal.  

Both positions objectify the female body – as the object of desire for the child and as 

                                                

32 Anthony Elliott, Psychoanalytic Theory: An Introduction (Houndsmill, Hampshire: 
Palgrave, 2002, first published 1994), p. 147. 
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an object to be feared and loathed as the child develops.33  Both positions are held in 

binary opposition between desire and loathing.  In Edwin both views are to be found.  

As he elevates Leila and aligns her with the Virgin Mary he concomitantly devalues 

and comes to loathe Cecilia, the sexually active non-mother. 

Psychoanalytic theory values the separation of the mother and child and 

argues that it is necessary for the child to develop independently to move into the 

culture of language and patriarchy.  Feminist psychoanalytic theorist Julia Kristeva 

distinguishes between the pre-verbal, pre-Oedipal stage and the verbal stage, referring 

to the former as the ‘semiotic’ and the latter, the language stage, as the ‘symbolic.’  

Rather than encouraging women to retreat into the ‘semiotic’ – a stage separate from 

the workings of patriarchy and a stage where mother and child are as one – she 

suggests ‘a certain kind of philosophy of translation,’34 where women function in the 

symbolic mode but are attuned to outside, experiential and repressed memories of 

another – the mother – ‘language,’ that is, the semiotic state: 

Let us refuse both these extremes [semiotic and symbolic].  But how 

can we do this?  By listening; by recognizing the unspoken in all 

discourse, however Revolutionary, by emphasizing at each point 

whatever remains unsatisfied, repressed, new, eccentric, 

incomprehensible, that which disturbs the mutual understanding of 

the established powers.35   

Leila and Mrs Bott have a particularly strong and, indeed, unhealthy symbiotic 

relationship.  Yet even though Edwin is aware that ‘Leila would be sure to be telling 

her mother everything.  They seemed to live their lives closed, as if they were in a 

nest’ (SM, p. 109), the reader seldom hears mother and daughter speak to each other.  

The lack of dialogue between them even suggests a pre-Oedipal fixation.  A 

psychoanalytical account recognises that this type of symbiotic relationship is more 

                                                

33 E. A. Grosz, ‘Desire, the Body and Recent French Feminisms,’ Intervention 21/22 
(1988), p. 32. 

34 Daphne de Marneffe, Maternal Desire (New York: Little, Brown and Company, 
2004), p. 105. 

35 Julia Kristeva, ‘About Chinese Women,’ in Julia Kristeva, The Kristeva Reader, 
ed. Toril Moi (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), p. 156. 
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likely to occur between the mother and daughter than the mother and son.  Chodorow 

writes: 

Though children of both sexes are originally part of herself, a mother 

unconsciously and often consciously experiences her son as more of 

an ‘other’ than her daughter.  Reciprocally, a son’s male core gender 

identity develops away from his mother.  The male’s self, as a result, 

becomes based on a more fixed ‘me’ – ‘not-me’ distinction.  

Separateness and difference as a component of differentiation 

become more salient.  By contrast, the female’s self is less separate 

and involves a less fixed ‘me’ – ‘not-me’ distinction, creating the 

difficulties with a sense of separateness and autonomy….36 

Leila and Mrs Bott function within a maternal enclosure denied to Edwin.  Of 

Edwin the narrator says, ‘It was annoying, in one sense, that Leila and her mother had 

a very close bond.  He made a face at the phrase.  They had something that seemed to 

physically hold them together.  In the presence of this he felt excluded, jealous even’ 

(SM, p. 108) and ‘He thought he was beginning to feel unwell, threatened, insecure, 

lonely – all the things he knew he often felt during his life’ (SM, p. 109).  Later in the 

novel Jolley writes, ‘he wrote in his book that he must go in to Leila even if it meant, 

as it did, invading the mother and daughter nest’ (SM, p. 135).   

According to feminist psychoanalysts such as Kristeva, however, this dyad 

cannot go unchallenged and must be uprooted for the perpetuation of patriarchal 

structures.  Susan Maushart echoes this belief when she writes: 

Motherhood is fearsome because it is so intensely powerful, 

entailing acts of creation before which all other human endeavour 

withers into shadow.  In the creation stakes, motherhood is the big 

league, and everything else – art, science, technology – is a farm 

team.  Is it really any wonder that (as evidence suggests) at some 

                                                

36 Chodorow, ‘Gender, Relation, and Difference in Psychoanalytic Perspective,’ p. 
13. 
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subconscious level all men are terrified, awestruck and deeply 

envious of the gender-specific miracle of creation?37 

Feminist psychoanalysts posit that the father’s fear of a mother’s capacity to 

reproduce leads to an invasion and denigration of the mother and child relationship.  

Edwin does indeed try to break into the mother/daughter dyad, yet he is always left on 

the outside.  This sense of exclusion is found in other relationships Edwin has with 

women and is symbolised in Cecilia’s isolating laughter with her female friends and 

the sounds of female companionability, that Edwin remarks upon, coming from the 

out-of-bounds female bathroom. 

The text suggests both a criticism and endorsement of the intense symbiotic 

relationship between Leila and her mother.  Leila’s inarticulateness and lack of 

initiative appear unnatural for a twenty-two-year-old.  She appears as the adult 

daughter locked in the sort of semiotic relationship with the mother depicted in 

Irigaray’s ‘One Does Not Move Without the Other’: ‘Already grown, but still in the 

cradle.’38  Leila is unusually passive and clearly trapped by her mother’s dominance.  

Even Edwin can see that their relationship is symbiotic: ‘Edwin recalled something, 

as they crossed into the dark pines, about mother and daughter, the symbiotic 

relationship’ (SM, p. 85).  Mrs Bott constantly speaks for her as if she cannot speak 

for herself and the reader gathers that Mrs Bott engineers most of Leila’s movements.  

‘Her mother did all the talking when they were together’ (SM, p. 52).  Kristeva’s 

theory – that a woman who has not repressed her relationship with her mother will 

find it difficult to participate in the symbolic order – seems to apply to Leila.  

According to Kristeva, sexual difference only becomes relevant at the point of entry 

into the symbolic order.  To master the symbolic order a child must identify with the 

father and repress the mother.  Kristeva writes: 

In her imagination, the girl obtains a real or imaginary penis for 

herself; the imaginary acquisition of the male organ seems here to be 

less important than the access she gains to the symbolic mastery 

                                                

37 Susan Maushart, The Mask of Motherhood: How Mothering Changes Everything 
and Why We Pretend it Doesn’t  (Sydney: Random House, 1997), p. 44. 

38 Luce Irigaray, ‘One Does Not Move Without the Other,’ Refractory Girl 23 (1982), 
p. 12. 
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which is necessary to censor the pre-Oedipal stage and wipe out all 

trace of dependence on the mother’s body.39 

Leila does not marginalise her mother.  She is inarticulate and awkward with Edwin 

and Jolley suggests that this is largely due to her symbiotic relationship with her 

mother.   

However, enough suggestions are given that Leila’s silence and projected 

inexperience – her representation as submissive – are part of her mother’s plan to use 

the father figure to their advantage.  In this way Jolley endorses the symbiotic 

relationship between mother and daughter which is used to manipulate patriarchal 

practices.  Since Leila and Mrs Bott remain in a symbiotic relationship, Jolley 

effectively contests the oedipal myth that mothers and daughters must separate in 

order to function in relationships with men.  Here Jolley presents women who do not 

appear to need a relationship with men, other than for fiscal reasons.  While Leila and 

Mrs Bott are complicit in reinforcing patriarchal behaviour they do not appear to be 

controlled by individual men such as Edwin and they are complicit only to the degree 

to which their own needs are met.  They depart as soon as Edwin has shouldered the 

financial burden of having a child.   

According to Freudian notions, the female desire for a child is based on penis 

envy.  Tong, referring to Freud’s work, writes: ‘At first the girl desires to have her 

father’s penis, but gradually she begins to desire something even more precious – a 

baby, which for her is the ultimate penis substitute.’40  This belief that women desire 

a baby in lieu of a penis further downgrades motherhood and also essentialises 

women’s desire for a child as an inescapable part of their psychological makeup.  

Jolley reverses this Freudian idea by having Edwin intensely desirous of a child, 

while Leila is represented as quite indifferent to her pregnancy.  ‘“Leila’s baby will 

be mine, my baby, mine,” he insisted, “my baby”’ (SM, p. 115).  Edwin’s 

observations of women’s capacity to reproduce, and his initially repressed but 

subsequently acknowledged desire for a child, lead to what is sometimes called womb 

                                                

39 Kristeva, ‘About Chinese Women,’ in Kristeva, The Kristeva Reader, p. 149. 

40 Tong, p. 133 refers to Sigmund Freud, ‘Femininity,’ in Sigmund Freud, The 
Complete Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis, trans. and ed. by James Strachey 
(New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1966), p. 542.  
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envy, symbolised in his sad loitering in children’s playgrounds.  If only, like 

Daphne’s dog Prince who was thought to be male but turns out to be female and 

pregnant, Edwin could have his own children.  Edwin is easily talked into the idea of 

surrogacy by Mrs Bott, of ‘renting’ a womb.  ‘“Better than adopting,” Leila’s mother 

said, “like a cake you’ve made yourself, a home-made cake.  You know what’s in it.  

I always say home-cooked is best.  You can’t go wrong”’ (SM, p. 63).  Edwin 

believes he has colonised Leila – he assumes that she has never been sexually 

involved with anyone else and that he can take what he wants from her in exchange 

for money.41  This patriarchal attitude, however, is thwarted when he falls in ‘love’ 

with Leila and becomes emotionally bound to her, recognising that he cannot buy her 

womb – she has first claim to the child, a claim she finally makes.  In Edwin’s intense 

desire for a child and Leila’s seemingly initial indifference, Jolley shows female 

resistance to the male-centred discourse of penis envy. 

A connection between writing and childbearing is also depicted in The Sugar 

Mother.  At the beginning of the novel while Edwin is childless he is absorbed in 

writing books, an activity which stops when he thinks he has fathered a child.  This 

common pen/phallus/childbirth metaphor,42 which resonates historically in the 

gendered division of creativity (writing/male) and procreativity (childbirth/female),43 

is used to ironic effect by Jolley.  The association of writing with childbirth is 

normally made with female writers where the patriarchal binary opposition between 

mind and body, word and child constrains them.  Where the association is made with 

men it is viewed as a form of womb envy.44  Hélène Cixous challenges the birth 

metaphor when she sees a parallel between the gestation drive and the desire to write, 

rather than separating the two: ‘among them [drives] is the gestation drive – just like 

the desire to write: a desire to live self from within, a desire for a swollen belly, for 

                                                

41 Doreen D’Cruz, ‘Contesting the “One Law – the One Sublimating Transcendent 
Guarantor”: Elizabeth Jolley’s The Well and Sugar Mother,’ SPAN 40 (1995), p. 68. 

42 See Susan Stanford Friedman, ‘Creativity and the Childbirth Metaphor: Gender 
Difference in Literary Discourse,’ Feminist Studies 13:1 (1987), pp. 49-82.  

43 Ibid. 

44 Marie Maclean, The Name of the Mother: Writing Illegitimacy, (London: 
Routledge, 1994), p. 152. 
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language, for blood.’45  Yet in The Sugar Mother it is Edwin who both strongly 

desires a child and who is distracted from his academic work and writing during the 

process of acquiring a child.  The books Edwin writes, based on his narcissistic 

introspections about his bodily functions, are bequeathed to Cecilia who hardly seems 

the type to read them and certainly is uninterested in a baby or baby substitute.  In this 

way Jolley disrupts the gender basis of the pen/phallus/childbirth metaphor and yet, in 

other ways, she maintains the traditional divide between childbearing and writing, as 

Edwin stops writing when childbirth becomes his focus.  By contrast, a feminist 

metaphor, Friedman suggests, tends to ‘defy those divisions and reconstitute 

woman’s fragmented self into a (pro)creative whole uniting word and flesh, body and 

mind.’46   

 

 

 

Catherine found herself reading whatever she could on the sociology of motherhood.  

It was a desperate attempt to try to understand the impossible situation in which she 

had found herself.  Is this what a heroin addiction is like, she wondered, desperate to 

have my children around me and craving them in absence, but self-annihilating when 

they are with me day in day out? 

She had begun to read Ann Oakley’s works and found the parallels with her 

own situation astounded her.  She read in the silence of her bedroom when the 

children were asleep or absorbed in their world of play.  During the day, when 

Sophie was at kindy and  Matthew was watching a children’s show on the old 

television set in their bedroom, she ducked behind the kitchen bench and, like a 

truant, hid on the cool tiled floor snatching from a book what she could before 

                                                

45 Hélène Cixous, ‘The Laugh of the Medusa,’ in New French Feminisms: An 
Anthology, eds Elaine Marks and Isabelle de Courtivron (Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 1980), p. 261. 

46 Friedman, p. 75. 
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Matthew’s square and chubby face appeared around the corner with eyes lit up like 

jewels and hands flapping in pleasure on the discovery of his mother at head level.  

She embraced his body, kissed and smelled him.  Smelling her cub.   

Sophie, old enough to understand the pleasure of books, said once after 

school when she found her mother on the kitchen floor reading in between making 

dinner, ‘What are you reading, Mummy?’   

How could she reply, ‘About why I’m unhappy at home with you kids’. 

Catherine read with recognition, 

Although having a first baby permanently alters the emotional interior 

of a couple’s relationship, it is the social division in parental roles that 

threatens it most.  Husband and wife can pretend to be equal: mother 

and father know they are not.47 

What an impossible word.  Equality.  It was important once.  After Sophie’s 

birth she still believed that one day she would wake up and it would be equal again – 

saying to Alex in a trendy café in the city one Sunday afternoon that soon she would 

go back to paid full-time work, that she also would have others waiting for her return 

home and that her mind would be clear and snappy, her tongue quick and her clothes 

confident.  She saw the scene before her through her thickly cobwebbed mind that 

resonated with scatter gram voices and noises.  Equality.  There were attempts.  

Catherine remembered a time when she corrected her mother-in-law Anne’s 

assumption that all kitchen and laundry utensils were hers. 

‘They’re not my laundry buckets.  They’re ours.  In fact, Tim went out and 

bought them.’ 

Catherine doesn’t bother any longer.  As long as the jobs get done.  An 

ineliminitable gap existed between the practicalities of reality and concepts such as 

equality. 

                                                

47 Ann Oakley, Becoming a Mother (Oxford: Martin Robertson, 1979), p. 234.  
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‘Don’t go and have any more sprogs,’ Alex had ordered after Matthew’s 

birth as she was contemplating an exciting twelve-month contract in London.  

‘Matthew will have middle child syndrome and will be a handful forever AND end up 

hating you.’ 

‘But I might want a third.’ 

‘Bet you can’t answer why.  You’re in self-destruct mode.  You’re miserable 

as it is.’  Her broad smile was plastic.  ‘What are you on about?’ 

Catherine had just read about a series of interviews Ann Oakley had run 

with a group of British prenatal and postnatal mothers and how she had noted that it 

was easier for women to answer the question ‘Did you want/plan a baby?’ than, ‘Why 

did you want a baby?’  

This [latter question] taps a vast minefield of unexplored or 

half-explored motives and reasons.  Some women have never 

asked themselves this question, or when they do the answer is 

framed in terms of ‘always’ having wanted a baby: others 

describe a long process of critical self-examination.48 

But there were so many reasons for ‘why’ once her children were born.  So 

many moments of pure pleasure, innocence revisited.  Beauty incarnate. 

‘Look at the leaves doing handstands, Mummy,’ Sophie said on a windy day 

at the park with her thick blue-black hair – Catherine’s replicated – rushing in the 

wind, trying to do the same.   

In those early years of fatiguing motherhood, no matter how irritable and 

exhausted Catherine felt, Sophie would flap her hands in delight and lurch her entire 

body forward should Catherine walk into the room.  Catherine relished these 

moments of redemption.  

                                                

48 Ibid., p. 33. 
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Or when Sophie, an indented frown mark on her forehead like a rock crevice 

asked, ‘How can we love granddad when he’s so grumpy?’  Innocent punishment. 

Matthew’s screw-on hands and feet.  Podgy.  Full.  Delicious.  

Or the time that Alex, after some boyfriend bust-up, sat crying and 

immovable on the sofa for hours during dinnertime hour while a desperate whirlwind 

of activity (and objects and food) spun around her.  Sophie sat beside her picking her 

nose energetically while Alex sobbed, ‘There’s something I’m searching for, but I just 

can’t put my finger on it.’ 

 

 

 

Sophie stood in the semi-lit doorway of Catherine’s and Tim’s bedroom.  Her square 

little shoulders heaved up and down.  She was sobbing.  ‘I can’t sleep and there’s a 

noise outside my window.’ 

 ‘Sophie, go back to your own bed.  There’s nothing outside the 

window.  Just close your eyes and go back to sleep!’ Tim growled in a half-asleep 

state. 

 Catherine looked at Sophie’s beautiful shape in the doorway.  She 

looked pleadingly at the double bed.  She didn’t even dare to begin the walk back 

down the dark hallway full of dark and moving goblins and monsters.  She was frozen 

to the spot.  She had come to the gods who could assuage every fear and Catherine 

knew that this trust would not last forever. 

‘Mumma,’ tears streamed down her face. ‘Please can I sleep with 

you?’ 
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 ‘Come here, darling.’ 

 In a flash Sophie was wriggling between them, elbows ricocheting off 

each parent.  First she hugged Tim as if to ensure that the more reluctant god was 

won over.  When Tim murmured, ‘Gorgeous girl,’ she swung around to Catherine.  

She cupped her crumpled sleepy face in her hands, pressed her nose against hers and 

firmly kissed her on the mouth.  ‘Gorgeous girl,’ Catherine echoed.   

 In an instant she was asleep, breathing heavily into Catherine’s face. 

 

 

 

Notwithstanding all that The Sugar Mother conveys about the role of the mother, the 

personal and experiential point of view of the mother is virtually excluded.  The 

distinction between the role of mothering and the experience of mothering is a 

significant one.  Jean Bethke Elshtain writes: 

Mothering is not a ‘role’ on par with being a file clerk, a scientist, or 

a member of the Air Force.  Mothering is a complicated, rich, 

ambivalent, vexing, joyous activity which is biological, natural, 

social, symbolic, and emotional.  It carries profoundly resonant 

emotional and sexual imperatives.49 

Only very brief snatches of Leila’s personal emotions regarding her pregnancy and 

mothering are given – and these through the filter of Edwin’s point of view.  The 

subject of mothering dominates the novel at one level as the plot focuses on the birth 

of Leila’s baby and Mrs Bott is ever-present, speaking and acting in stereotypical 

‘mothering’ ways.  However, the personal voice of mothering is absent.   

                                                

49 Jean Bethke Elshtain, Public Man, Private Woman (Princeton, New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 1981), p. 243, quoted in Tong, p. 36. 
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While The Sugar Mother centres on pregnancy and childbirth, much of the 

physicality of pregnancy is understated, if not ignored.  Joan Kirby in her article ‘The 

Call of the Mother in the Fiction of Elizabeth Jolley’ begins by quoting Alice Jardine 

in conjunction with Jolley’s work – ‘what is generally referred to as modernity is 

precisely the acutely interior, unabashedly incestuous exploration of these new female 

spaces: the perhaps historically unprecedented exploration of the female, differently 

maternal body.’50  Unlike other Jolley novels, The Sugar Mother cannot be cited as 

living up to this claim as there is very limited exploration of the ‘interior’ ‘new 

female spaces’ of the ‘maternal body.’  Most of the novel is written through the 

perspective of Edwin, an esoteric and emotionally disaffected academic.  Due to his 

limited perceptions, Leila’s pregnant body is constructed as remote from everyday 

bodily functions.  In this way Jolley, through the use of Edwin’s perspective, effaces 

much of the immediate bodily presence of pregnancy – blood, discharge, leakages – 

not embarking upon an ‘exploration of the female, differently maternal body.’  No 

attempts are made to express or understand the unique experiences of pregnancy and 

childbirth, even though the novel centres on these subjects.  No sense of the multiple 

layers of experience mothering involves is given.  The feminist psychoanalytic 

perspective that ‘the mother, like the poet, is ideally or optimally someone who can 

participate in the symbolic world of language and culture while maintaining access to 

multiple registers of experience’51 is not one conveyed in The Sugar Mother.  This 

omission and detachment from corporeal detail to do with pregnancy and childbirth, 

even while Edwin is extraordinarily obsessed with his own bodily function and is 

certainly obsessed with Leila and the baby, highlight glaringly the abysmal ignorance 

of a learned man of the fundamental human function of procreation.  Instead the 

novel offers a patriarchal view firmly focussed on the Oedipal relationship as relayed 

through the father figure, Edwin.   

Jolley does focus on the reproductive capacity of the female through Edwin’s 

womb envy – his desire to have a child while conscious that he cannot do so without 

a womb.  While this womb envy does not contribute to an ‘interior’ ‘exploration of 

the female, differently maternal body,’ it does provide another perspective on the 

                                                

50 Alice Jardine, quoted in Joan Kirkby, ‘The Call of the Mother in the Fiction of 
Elizabeth Jolley,’ SPAN 26 (1988), p. 46.  

51 de Marneffe, p. 109. 
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maternal body.  At the beginning of the novel, Edwin’s view of women who procreate 

echoes Kristeva’s notion of abjection,52 where the mother takes on the position of 

defilement and pollution, a perspective that represses ‘maternal authority and the 

corporeal mapping of the body’53 as given in the previously mentioned quotation 

from Euripides to which Edwin refers.  Yet when Leila comes with her offer to Edwin 

of a baby, all notions of disease, decay and defilement subside and are replaced by a 

valorisation of the idea of the maternal and an effacement of maternal corporeality – 

indeed, the flip side to the former position:   

And inside the house Leila blossomed.  Her skin glowed and her hair 

shone.  Her eyes seemed larger and her expression softer.  She 

carried the enormous bulge in her short plump body, Edwin thought, 

bravely.  He told her she was brave and she asked why. … Edwin 

thought she seemed happy and confident.  He thought he had never 

before seen real happiness like this (SM, p. 166). 

Edwin’s idealisation of Leila’s pregnant state is another way of confining and 

reducing the mother function.  He ignores the everyday practicalities and radical 

impact mothering can have.  It is true that Edwin envies a woman’s capacity for 

reproduction and that he is quite fascinated by it, but again he reacts in a detached 

manner.  He is also unwilling to acknowledge the bodily functions of pregnancy.  On 

the topic of babies and pregnancy he admits to ‘self-conscious and awkward feelings’ 

(SM, p. 120).  Edwin has to ‘make an effort to read’ (SM, p. 124) about pregnancy.  

While he attends antenatal appointments with Leila he ‘wished they could be 

somewhere else’ (SM, p. 122).  He has some knowledge of pregnancy, gleaned from 

his previous study of Cecilia’s books, but he repeatedly transcends the immediate and 

practical, turning rather to his Renaissance texts on children.  It is Mrs Bott who 

refers to some of the bodily aspects of pregnancy – for example – ‘Being sick like she 

is, having the morning sickness as bad as she’s got it, means she’s keeping that baby’ 

(SM, p. 137) or ‘she’s getting big … she’ll need some good nursing bras and I’ll run 

                                                

52 See Julia Kristeva, ‘Approaching Abjection,’ in Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: 
An Essay on Abjection (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982), pp. 1-31. 

53 Kirkby, ‘The Call of the Mother in the Fiction of Elizabeth Jolley,’ p. 49. 
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up some little cottons for her’ (SM, p. 150).  Edwin needs to be told of these aspects 

of pregnancy – he fails to notice the corporeally obvious. 

In all of this then, Edwin remains the outsider, largely by his own preference, 

but also encouraged by those around him.  This is expressed in Mrs Bott’s constant 

urging and Jolley’s comment, ‘“Just don’t you worry, Dr. Page.”  The familiar words 

of Leila’s mother consoled him at all times’ (SM, p. 205).  Edwin admits, ‘It was as if 

he was being carried along in the progress of Leila’s pregnancy’ (SM, p. 166).  

Through Edwin’s lack of acknowledgement of bodily processes, Leila’s body remains 

largely passive throughout the novel.  The representation of her pregnancy is a 

historically commonplace literary one.  As is also historically common in literature, 

the child arrives suddenly and no account of the childbirth is given.  In one section 

the reader sees Leila asleep in Edwin’s bed and in the next a baby boy is sleeping 

peacefully in a bassinet.  The novel is centred around the arrival of Leila’s baby and 

yet the birth itself is non-existent.  Interestingly the novel also focuses on the moment 

of Cecilia’s return but this, likewise, is denied the reader – reminding us that abrupt 

endings and unfulfilled narratives can be found in much of the corpus of Jolley’s 

works.  The disavowal of the birth cannot even be put down to the absence of Edwin, 

as the primary point of view, since we are later told he was present. Even the event of 

childbirth is represented by Edwin as if it is a masculine discursive subject rather than 

a female personal experience.  His only and dismissive reference to the event is, in 

fact, on face value, a summary of Jolley’s own approach: 

He still had his account of the childbirth to write up and, daily, had 

extra notes to make.  He sometimes wondered if he would ever be 

able to find adequate words for the description of the amniotic 

membrane and fluid (SM, p. 182). 

While The Sugar Mother contributes to the literary canon of silence on 

childbirth, its silence is audible.  A feminist reading demonstrates that, like Edwin, 

those who legitimise and authorise affairs in society frequently fail to acknowledge 

the importance of childbearing to the nature and continuance of society.  Since the 

point of view given is only Edwin’s, the reader is positioned, right from the start, to 

accept a masculine perspective on mothering and family relationships, even though 
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through Edwin’s arrogance and naivety the gaps in and ironies of his point of view 

are evident. In this way his observations and conclusions, especially on women and 

mothering, are held up for assessment, and in many cases, ridicule.  Even by the end 

of the novel when he is aware that he is not the biological father and that he has been 

used for financial purposes, and the reader has been informed of the deceptiveness of 

many of the characters, Edwin continues to romanticise notions of mothering, 

fathering and domestic life: 

Sugar mother.  Every day he had called Sugar Mother, as he opened 

the front door of his house.  He could not help thinking about these 

homecomings, which became every day more and more precious.  

He put his foot out as if to step into the hall.  Sugar Mother, he 

called to Leila; he always called her as soon as he stepped into the 

hall and she always came at once to meet him (SM, p. 209). 

The Sugar Mother comments on the position and role of the father, which, in 

turn, is suggestive regarding the (M)other.  Importantly, Jolley has made Edwin a 

professor of English.  Not only is he a male, and in the Lacanian sense,54 owner of the 

word, he is also a specialist in the word.  As Jennifer Livett writes, ‘Derrida, Lacan, 

Deleuze and Foucault have all by different routes arrived at the proposition that the 

human subject is ‘created’ by language.’55  The central character of The Sugar Mother 

is consciously associated with the discourse of language – he is a person ‘composed 

of the discourses of power, desire and knowledge.’56  Ironically Edwin’s surname is 

‘Page.’  He is in the process of writing a book entitled ‘Study of Man’ – correctly 

                                                

54Jacques Lacan, adding to Freud’s theories, describes the role of the father as the 
bearer of culture and language and asserts that the symbolic value of the phallus lies 
in its organisation and representation of a phallocentric world.  Tong, p. 197, writes 
regarding Lacanian thinking: ‘In the Oedipal phase the boy rejects identification with 
his mother, eschewing the undifferentiated and silent state of the womb, and bonds 
with his anatomically similar father, who represents the symbolic order, the word.  
Through identification with his father, the boy not only enters into subjecthood and 
individuality but also internalises the dominant order, the value-laden roles of society.  
In sum, the boy is born again – this time to language.’ 

55 Jennifer Livett, ‘Two Answers to Every Question: Elizabeth Jolley’s Fiction, Ethics 
and Criticism,’ Australian Literary Studies 17:1 (1995), p. 16. 

56 Ibid. 
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titled since he demonstrates little understanding of women.  Much of Edwin’s 

knowledge of the world comes through stories and quotations.  Indeed, he is 

presented as a man who lives through the discourses of others.  Edwin’s idealisation 

of mothering, based on one set of discourses, is countered by his recollection of the 

thinking of other writers: 

With all the care in the world you could never know how your child 

would turn out.  Euripides knew what he was talking about when he 

gave the words, They can never know whether all their toil / Is spent 

for worthy or worthless children to an old woman in the chorus.  

And Cardano (Renaissance lecture number 1), relentlessly honest, 

made it quite clear that most of his own misery was brought about by 

the stupidity of his sons (SM, p. 50). 

In ‘On the Genealogy of Ethics…An Overview of Work in Progress,’ 

Foucault outlines the ancient Greek notebook-keeping practice of recording what 

‘culture’ has already ‘said,’ a practice Edwin emulates in his notebooks, in sections 

entitled the internal, the external and the intangible.  As in much of Jolley’s work, the 

use of intertextuality and allusion is dominant.  In The Sugar Mother a reminder of 

the valued discourses of Western society found in The Bible, Shakespeare, Euripides, 

medieval morality plays and many other sources is provided by Edwin.57  What Jolley 

does is present a man who believes he is in command of the word, and, in a Lacanian 

sense, in command of the law of life, but who, in the end, is shown to be ridiculously 

captured by the discourses he depends on.  He is as caught up in the ‘false stories’ of 

Leila and Mrs Bott, largely because of his unquestioning belief in the recorded 

discourses on parenting and ‘love’ as given in Euripides, the Bible and Shakespeare, 

as they are caught up in the discourses of patriarchy.  In this sense Jolley consciously 

presents father as word, in the Lacanian meaning, but also demonstrates the 

limitations of a phallocentric world.  Only towards the end of the novel does Edwin 

begin to realise, through force of circumstance, that he must discard borrowed 

discourses.  He comes to see that the baby probably does not belong to him and 

partially confronts the ethical and moral dilemma of having ‘bought’ a baby that 

should be with its natural parent/s.  Jennifer Livett writes: 

                                                

57 Ibid., pp. 16-17. 
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Jolley is clearly pointing to a paradox in connection with this central 

poststructuralist idea.  Although she demonstrates time and again 

that what seems to be pure experience is actually inseparable from 

story and discourse, still, she also emphasises that readers, both 

‘common’ and professional, do, in fact, distinguish continually 

between inside-text and outside-text, between true stories in the 

world, false stories, and ‘fictions’.  To be able to make such 

distinctions is a primary requirement for the possibility of ethical 

judgement.58 

Not only does Edwin selectively ‘read’ the dominant male discourses of Western 

thought, in his daily life he is completely untouched by cultural criticisms to do with 

gender.  He deliberately misreads Leila’s situation to fit into his incorrect 

interpretations of medical, Christian and aesthetic discourses.59  Even his desire to be 

a father seems to come from the written word: ‘Some literary references made the 

idea, the idea of having children, very desirable’ (SM, p. 35).  His image of a child-

father relationship derives from E.M. Forster’s Where Angels Fear to Tread – yet he 

overlooks the tragic consequences of this relationship in that novel. The 

autobiography of Cardano, the Renaissance mathematician who fathers a child late in 

life, inspires him.60  Despite all of Edwin’s knowledge of language and discourse, 

Jolley depicts him as woefully ignorant of day-to-day life and none the wiser for all 

his ‘knowledge.’  Hence, in one way Jolley validates the Lacanian notion of the word 

belonging to the male, but in another way she derides this by juxtaposing it in the 

importance of the ‘everyday’ and of practicality.  

 

 

 

                                                

58 Ibid., p. 17. 

59 Ibid. 

60 Ibid., p. 16. 
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That evening when Sophie and Matthew were asleep and Tim was watching an 

American sitcom with the headset on and looking like the telly-nuked, Catherine 

decided that she would write a list of all the things she should do to improve her life.  

She was writing daily lists of things she needed to do, returning throughout the day to 

the list to try to clear her mind of the clutter it contained as the children bombarded 

her with information, requests and crying.  The list of what needed to be done for 

these children felt like it could never be finished – every second of the day could be 

filled with activity.  The jobs that needed doing around the house seemed never 

ending.  But this list she wanted to write would be about ways to find herself in 

amongst the demands of her family. 

Whenever she wrote or saw a list she recalled ‘The List’ her father had made 

and read aloud to the family – his children that is – when, after her mother had left 

him to live on her own, he had decided to move to Melbourne, the city of his 

childhood.  After reading a list of the advantages of living in Melbourne, which 

reading between the lines all revolved around not having to see much of his 

estranged wife, he read the disadvantages of such a bold move at almost sixty years 

of age. 

Cons of Buying an Apartment in Melbourne 

.  Considerable cost in relocating. 

.  Will need to sell much of the current furniture due to limited space in 

apartment. 

.  Will need to buy a new fridge, as apartment kitchen is considerably 

smaller. 

.  Will need to buy new light-fittings as the current apartment owners 

will take light fittings with them. 

.  Proposed apartment is in inner-city location and therefore less quiet 

than current house. 

.  Only two bedrooms, so no extra space for visitors. 

He cleared his throat to indicate that he had come to the end of the list.   
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‘Any other cons of leaving Perth?’ Tim asked between tight lips. 

‘Such as?’ 

‘The fact that you’ll barely see Catherine and Alex or any grandchildren 

they might give you.’ 

Roger looked blankly at Tim and said, ‘Don’t take it so personally, Tim.’ 

 

 

 

‘Bloody feminists.  All bitter and twisted,’ Roger, Catherine’s father, would spit out 

later in his life, if he so much as sniffed a whiff of female autonomy on the television 

set in front of which he would sit nightly.   

They cleared the ground for me, Catherine thought.  They hacked at the dark 

jungle so that I could plant some geraniums. Ursula Le Guin was one of them, daring 

to speak to a group of eager students about a language most would never legitimise: 

They have let themselves be silenced, and dimly they know it, and so 

resent speakers of the mother tongue; women babble, gabble all the 

time … Can’t listen to that stuff.61  

 

 

 

                                                

61 Ursula K. Le Guin, ‘Bryn Mawr Commencement Address (1986),’ in Ursula K. Le 
Guin, Dancing at the Edge of the World (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 
1989), p. 151. 
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Catherine stared at the paper that was to form her list.  How could words possibly 

contain the paradoxes her life twisted around now?  Words just couldn’t do it.  Words 

could not pull her apart from what she had created.  Maybe, if she had the time to 

find it, music could – in its mixture of sadness and the divine, its meeting of emotion 

and intellect, its focus on beauty among chaos. 

‘Grow up, kiddo,’ Alex started saying after she began to stay at home with 

the children.   

I have, Catherine thought.  She had written a quote down that she had read 

in an old university text and propped up on her bedside table.  She would brood over 

its meaning. 

Women are given the same words men are given: masculine words.  

These words cannot express what women feel, however; they can 

express only what men think.  Lacking feminine words, women must 

either babble or remain silent within the symbolic order.62 

Maybe tears could replace the words, the thoughts she was trying to find.  

But the wordless space of emotions she felt could not even find tears.  She tried to 

push herself into crying thinking that maybe that would help her find the words to say 

what she was feeling, experiencing.  Words that could form her list of ways to find 

focus, direction, strength within herself – so that she could keep returning, like the 

prodigal son (why was there no prodigal daughter?) to the safety of herself.  She 

could not cry.  Catherine was beyond tears. 

Instead she went to her bedroom and took her grandmother’s diaries from 

the ageing cardboard box which she pulled from the back of her wardrobe.  Lorna, 

Alex and she had read them, diaries which documented especially her early years in 

Australia.  She flicked to the entries on Lorna’s birth and early childhood.  It was 

while reading these that she knew that she was not alone. 

 

                                                

62 Tong, p. 197. 
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Psychoanalytically, the role of the father functions interconnectedly with that of the 

mother, daughter and son.  Feminist psychoanalyst Irigaray sees seduction and 

counter-seduction as the current basis for the father/daughter relationship.63  Irigaray 

in Speculum of the Other Woman (1974) writes interactively with Freud’s essay 

‘Femininity’ and challenges the phallocentric basis of his analysis of women.64  She 

attempts to unsettle this basis by asking provocative questions of Freud, men, the 

reader and also women.  She explores the cyclic nature of the daughter’s desire to 

seduce the father and the father’s desire for this to occur.  The daughter seduces her 

father by pleasing him through agreeable behaviour in accordance with, and 

submitting to, the law of the father and by favouring him over the mother, in order to 

gain his interest.65  Submitting to the law of the father entails a rejection of any actual 

sexual relationship.66  The father, in turn, inhibits his desire to be seduced in 

accordance with his own law, which, because of his castration anxiety, is a stronger 

force.  All of the marriages in The Sugar Mother are based on daughter/father 

seduction, creating a strong and recurring pattern for male/female sexual 

relationships.  Cecilia and Edwin’s marriage is often couched in father/daughter 

imagery: ‘Years ago, because he was older, while she perched on his lap …’ (SM, p. 

98).  Each of their male friends also has a significantly younger wife.  Daphne’s 

father had taken up with the considerably younger Miss Heller.  The couples, Dippy 

and Ida Fairfax, Paulette and Buffy Honeywell and Tuppy and Erica Wellaton, 

friends since their shared voyage out from England to Australia, are represented by 

                                                

63 Joan Kirkby, ‘The Joseph Complex or the Father/Daughter Bond in the Fiction of 
Elizabeth Jolley,’ in Bird and Walker, Elizabeth Jolley, p. 66. 

64 Luce Irigaray, ‘The Blind Spot of an Old Dream of Symmetry,’ in Luce Irigaray, 
Speculum of the Other Woman, trans. by Gillian C. Gill (Ithaca, New York: Cornell 
University Press, 1985, first published 1974).  Irigaray quotes from Sigmund Freud, 
The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. 
James Strachey, 24 vols. (London: Hogarth Press, 1953-74). 

65 Irigaray, ‘Blind Spot,’ in Irigaray, Speculum, pp. 37-40. 

66 Jane Gallop, The Daughter’s Seduction: Feminism and Psychoanalysis (Ithaca, 
New York: Cornell University Press, 1982), pp. 70-71. 
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Jolley in child-like images.  Their names are infantile and when they come together 

they play dress-ups and games such as ‘sardines,’ ‘photographers’ and ‘bullfights.’  

They revel in playing practical jokes on each other and enjoy role play.  They flirt 

continuously with a constant stream of laughter and kisses punctuating their 

conversations.   

Irigaray argues that the seduction function of the daughter/father relationship 

produces fantasies.  Again, The Sugar Mother reflects this idea.  The couples engage 

in dress-ups as a preamble to key swapping – partner swapping, which becomes a 

basis for their get-togethers.  Early on, Edwin is seduced by Leila and Mrs Bott’s 

regard for him: ‘Quite clearly Leila and her mother admired him.  It was easy to enjoy 

approval and admiration’ (SM, p. 60).  Edwin fantasises excessively about Leila who 

is almost a third of his age.  Leila certainly has no problem seducing Edwin, flattering 

him with her presence and attention and encouraging his desire to be a father figure.  

Ironically Edwin says to his friend Daphne about Leila, who is already pregnant, 

though he does not know this: ‘She is unawakened; it is a presexual feeling she has 

for me.  Perhaps she is looking for a father figure’ (SM, p. 44).  Their sexual 

relationship has many overtones of a father/daughter relationship: ‘The sweetest part 

of it – he allowed himself to slip into his dream of Leila – was the way he liked to 

hold her as if he were nursing her in his lap in bed, cupping her soft breasts in his 

hands’ (SM, p. 153).  In a sense the Freudian incest taboo is broken by Edwin and 

Leila’s sexual encounters.  Edwin, thinking he is the father of Leila’s child, states, ‘A 

daughter like Leila would be sweet’ (SM, p. 142).  Desiring to sleep with Leila, 

Edwin likens her to Miranda in Shakespeare’s The Tempest: ‘He made a small 

movement towards the bed disturbed by the suddenly remembered lines.  He was not 

Prospero.  Not tonight, it would amount to … He sought for the word, not finding it 

on purpose’ (SM, pp. 164-5).  No male/female partnerships are presented in The 

Sugar Mother that contest the seduction/counter-seduction model of the daughter and 

father.  The novel presents as the only alternative to daughter/father sexual 

relationships, those lifestyles or relationships outside of the Oedipal triangle: 

singleness as represented by Daphne and Mrs Bott or lesbian relationships as 

suggested between Cecilia and Vorwickl.   

Leila’s apparently childlike dependence on Edwin and Mrs Bott’s female 
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deference to him, albeit artificial, ignite in Edwin a desire to resurrect the authority of 

the father, an instinct that is now permitted to flourish with Leila and Mrs Bott since 

his independently successful and non-maternal wife is absent.  Leila’s childlike and 

deferential attitude seduces Edwin into behaving like the father, provider and 

authority figure: ‘she then told me that she liked me very much.  She had really liked 

me straight away.  She had never in her life ever really liked anyone as she liked me.  

She said she felt more at home in my house than in any other house …’ (SM, p. 46).  

Edwin revels in his position (although it is clearly artificial and satirised by Jolley) of 

‘head of the household’: ‘Smiling, he went into the dining room and took his place at 

the head of his table’ (SM, p. 88).  Edwin’s feelings of inadequacy in comparison to 

his highly successful wife ignite an inversion of normal patriarchal practice and lead 

to a desire to provide for someone socially and economically inferior to him.  Edwin 

wants to protect and provide for the Botts; his self-esteem depends on the degree to 

which he can continue to do this.  Edwin wants a boy child, out of a desire to extend 

his phallocentric view of the world.  However, there are enough glimpses of a 

conniving and powerful Mrs Bott to suggest to the reader that Mrs Bott is clearly 

aware of the by-products of a patriarchal structure – areas of male weakness and 

susceptibility.  ‘She [Mrs Bott] perceived and acted immediately on her perception.  

He was not sure that he really liked this.  There was something frightening, almost 

sinister, about the ease with which she adapted herself, fitted herself in’ (SM, p. 96).  

Either way, whether Mrs Bott and Leila are or are not victims of patriarchy, they are, 

along with Edwin, limited by it.  

Jolley’s depiction of the ease with which flattery and deference achieve the 

desired results echoes the patterns of behaviour between men and women examined 

closely in psychoanalysis.  No longer does Edwin think of all his trivial ailments; 

rather he dreams of how he can provide for Leila, Mrs Bott and the baby and of how 

gratefully and eagerly they wait for his return home.  Leila is for him like a daughter 

– dependent, but also both seductress and seduced: ‘“Would you like to have your 

bath now,” he said in a low voice, “and I’ll come in a little while.”  She smiled up at 

him, her plain round face almost pretty with the pleasure of obedience’ (SM, p. 130).   

Edwin is quick to take on the role of legitimiser – of the authoritative ‘last 

say’ – as the father figure in his relationships with women.  To the reader his 
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conclusions about Leila and Mrs Bott, often based on second-hand observations of 

life from philosophers or poets, are ironically tempered by both arrogance and blind 

naivety.  His pronouncements reflect his innate belief that he can legitimise women: 

Both Leila and Daphne had something in common, and this was that 

they had not been gazed upon naked by anyone with adoration or 

admiration, except of course by their mothers and, perhaps once or 

twice, by their fathers when they were babies (SM, p. 80). 

This pronouncement is all the more ironic since his belief that Leila is a virgin is so 

obviously incorrect and his belief that he knows Daphne’s needs is unsupported by 

her representation in the novel.  Daphne is clearly the most honest and 

psychologically self-aware character. 

Cecilia, who is present only by telephone, appears to have broken the 

patriarchal cycle of daughter/mother behaviour, by virtue of her specialist education 

and independent lifestyle.  She rejects motherhood, a fact about which Edwin, 

interestingly, feels he needs to lie, so normalised in society is childbearing for a 

woman.  He tells Mrs Bott that Cecilia has had three miscarriages, when, in fact, she 

has had three abortions.  Certainly her refusal to have a child affronts his patriarchal 

need for dominance and perpetuation of patriarchy.  She, as is reflected in the 

recurring image of her car reversing down the driveway, has in many ways pulled out 

of patriarchal practices.  As an obstetrician she has reclaimed the female in a medical 

practice appropriated by men.  She has withdrawn from Edwin, using her irregular 

working hours as an excuse for separate bedrooms and is involved in a lesbian 

relationship with a lover with whom she is coming home.  Vorwickl is considerably 

older than Cecilia, seemingly therein suggesting a mother and daughter relationship, 

excluding the father.  Yet even Cecilia’s actions demonstrates the subconscious 

working of a patriarchal society.  While rejecting motherhood as a life option, Cecilia 

marries a man fifteen years older and she is often presented in child-like daughter 

images.  Edwin is only too happy to take on the fatherly role, describing her in 

indulgent and diminutive terms: ‘Poor little Cecilia’ (SM, p. 87).  Having spent much 

of her life adoring her natural father, Cecilia substitutes him with Edwin, her husband.  

While possibly not feeling as much pressure to ‘fulfil’ her life with a child, given her 
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success in the largely male dominated world of medicine and her freedom to come 

and go as she likes, she still feels the pull to please men – not as a mother, but as a 

daughter substitute.  Although her marriage to Edwin has become a sham, she still 

needs the social validation that marriage gives; even to use it as a smoke screen for 

her lesbianism. 

While Edwin establishes himself as the father figure and Mrs Bott and Leila 

are highly complicit in this arrangement, the reader becomes increasingly conscious 

of the absence of  ‘real’ fathers in the novel – that is, of both Edwin’s and Leila’s own 

fathers as well as the biological father of Leila’s baby.  Jolley’s works often either 

consciously lack the father, as in The Well (1986) and The Orchard Thieves (1995), 

or privilege the father position as in An Accommodating Spouse (1999).  In The Sugar 

Mother neither Leila’s nor her mother’s sense of self appears to rely on a father 

figure.  Mr Bott is seldom mentioned, and is certainly not present.  Ambiguous 

references are occasionally made such as, ‘I gather Mr Bott is not available at 

present’ (SM, p. 117).  Nevertheless, as Jacqueline Rose argues, while in reality the 

actual father may be absent with no consequence, the metaphorical ‘father,’ from a 

psychoanalytical viewpoint, is ‘a place and function which is not reducible to the 

presence or absence of the real father … The father is a function and refers to a law, 

the place outside the imaginary dyad and against which it breaks.’67  The ‘father’ is 

the lynchpin of patriarchy.  Kristeva in her essay ‘The Father, Love, and 

Abandonment’ proposes that the father is never absent in a figurative sense since all 

of civilisation and language is based on the representation and authority of the father.  

She writes that the ‘father’ may determine ‘all granting of meaning: saying, writing, 

and doing.’68 

A psychoanalytic reading of The Sugar Mother traces much of the thinking 

and many of the subconscious drives that translate into daily practices of overlooking 

the maternal contribution to society.  In addition, Jolley’s novel reflects some of the 

                                                

67 Jacqueline Rose, quoted in Kirkby, ‘The Joseph Complex,’ in Bird and Walker, 
Elizabeth Jolley, p. 66. 

68 Julia Kristeva, ‘The Father, Love, and Banishment,’ in Julia Kristeva, Desire in 
Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, trans. by Thomas Gora, Alice 
Jardine and Leon S. Roudiez and ed. by Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1980), p. 155. 
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ways in which the  adaptation of psychoanalytical theory into current child 

developmental psychology has contributed to a further defining of the mother.  Steph 

Lawler in Mothering the Self (2000) argues convincingly that much psychoanalytic 

theory has been adapted in contemporary child development discourses and practices 

to the detriment of the mother.  This century’s focus, and that of the twentieth 

century, is on the psychological health of the child.69  Discourses on the 

psychological development of the child centre on the needs of the child, and, in turn, 

define the nature of the ‘good’ and ‘right’ mother – she who responds most 

thoroughly to the child’s needs as determined by psychological experts and works to 

repress her own needs and desires, that is, her own subjectivity, where there is any 

conflict between the two sets of ‘needs.’  The heavy emphasis on children’s needs as 

found in child development work such as Winnicott’s notion of the ‘good enough’ 

mother politicises and enclaves children’s needs strictly within the domestic sphere 

and around the mother.70  Lawler writes, ‘Discourses surrounding mothering so 

frequently begin from an assumption that mothers can (and should) provide for 

children’s desires, and, in the process, as Chodorow and Contratto (1982) argue, 

“needs” become conflated with “wants”.’71   

Mrs Bott in The Sugar Mother expresses some of society’s ideas on the 

mother/child relationship.  Comments are made about the naturalness of mothering 

for women.  ‘With no family … a woman can be very lonesome’ (SM, p. 22), says 

Mrs Bott.  Later she comments, ‘Dr Sissilly must in her most secret heart wish for a 

little boy or girl just like you.  All of us ladies are mothers in our real true hearts …’ 

(SM, p. 48).  Edwin goes along with this sentiment: ‘The whole idea is that we’ll be 

more together.  Cecilia will be at home more.  We’ll be more of a – well, more of a 

family, more together’ (SM, p. 118), and yet Jolley makes it clear enough that this is 

just another discourse he has appropriated that will not be realised.  As Daphne 

realistically states, ‘It seems to me that Cecilia would have had a baby herself, more 

than one, if she had wanted to’ (SM, p. 119).  

                                                

69 de Marneffe, p. 37. 

70 Elliott, pp. 31-32. 

71 Steph Lawler, Mothering the Self: Mothers, Daughters, Subjects (London: 
Routledge, 2000), p. 32. 
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‘So, what’s a community nurse like?  What do you have to do?’ Alex asked. 

‘You don’t have to do anything really – well, I suppose you have to try to 

demonstrate that you’re a suitable mother, well a good mother really.  Our one’s 

called Phyllis and I don’t think we’ve hit it off very well.  She asked me whether I was 

a full-time or part-time mum – meaning did I still work – and I could tell she thought 

I was pathetic when I said that I thought all mothers, and fathers, of course, were 

full-time, just by the nature of being a mother, irrespective of whether you were in 

paid worked or not.  She asked all those loaded questions, like, did I have a vaginal 

delivery or a Caesar, did I have an epidural, did I have any trouble breast feeding, 

did I have the baby blues in the hospital.  I sort of felt like I was failing in a university 

tutorial when I went to see her.’   

‘Sounds revolting.  How often do you have to go?’ 

‘She wants to see Matthew and me next week again.  She said she was going 

to do some sort of Post Natal Depression questionnaire on me.  Well, I think she does 

it on everyone.’ 

‘Don’t let her get to you.  Just lie to get her off your back.  You don’t want to 

score a positive result – those types never get off your back, once they’ve got you.  

Before you know it you’ll have a Health Department social worker visiting you, and 

you can only imagine how stuffed they would be.’  In a move of great sympathy while 

looking at Matthew, Alex added, ‘Doesn’t he even have a break in amongst all this 

crying?’ 

‘No.’ 
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‘Don’t you get a sore neck and arms?’ 

‘My shoulder and neck are killing me – he wants to be held in a certain 

position that makes me do this awkward contortionist act – I’d die for a good 

massage.’  Catherine mused whether Alex would offer her neck and arms for the task. 

She’d have to dry-clean the red blouse.  

‘Does anyone tell you it’s going to be like this?  Did Mum ever warn you?  

She always says we were perfect little babies.’ 

Matthew’s crying seemed response enough for Alex. 

 

 

 

A feminist psychoanalytic reading of The Sugar Mother enlightens and confronts 

issues to do with gendered thinking and how this is played out in daily life, especially 

in terms of mothering.  The text’s openness to both psychoanalytic and feminist 

psychoanalytic readings reflects the nature of its primary concern, that of parents and 

children, and both the way in which thinking and practice are linked and what the 

social and gendered outcomes are.  The text in relation to what it says about families 

continually invites readers to revise their views.  For example, from a 

psychoanalytical viewpoint, just when Jolley seems to be normalising the Oedipal 

myth, she contests it.  In The Sugar Mother she demonstrates many of the workings 

of the Oedipus complex – daughter/father seduction, the symbiosis of the 

mother/daughter relationship as commonly found in the pre-Oedipal state, the desire 

and fear of the mother, the desire and fear of reproduction, the paternal invasion of 

the maternal space and the father as word and law.  Nevertheless Jolley does offer 

alternative outcomes to the psychoanalytically presented practices of the Oedipus 

complex.  In The Sugar Mother the phallic father figure is finally alienated and the 

prohibited mother/daughter symbiosis is sustained.  The novel, by the end, shows the 

vulnerability of the male who takes on the father role in the Oedipal practice.  The 
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final paragraph of the novel is rich in symbolism of this vulnerability:   

He [Edwin] tilted his glass; it was empty.  Putting the pages of the 

‘Study of Man’ lectures within reach, he drew the notebook of the 

intangible towards himself and waited for the expected stomach 

cramps (SM, p. 210). 

Jolley suggests that the workings of the father role are problematic for the functioning 

of the mother/daughter role – suggestions also made by feminist psychoanalysts such 

as Dorothy Dinnerstein and Nancy Chodorow.  The maternal has a stronger claim to 

the child, especially initially.  When Leila returns to reclaim her own child, Jolley 

lyrically depicts the intensity of the mother and child love: 

She bent her head so that her lips rested in the softness of the down-

like hair.  She was, Edwin could see, completely absorbed in her 

son, in comforting him and in protecting him and in feeding 

him….She rocked to and fro on the cushions.  There was no sound in 

the room except the little gulping murmurs of swallowing which the 

child made.  Leila, rocking, began to sing, a low crooning song (SM, 

p. 189). 

Nonetheless, mothering is often represented in an axiomatic and reductionist manner 

through the eyes of Edwin, the representative of patriarchy, and the complexity of the 

maternal voice and experience is negated in the novel.  

Jolley’s characters in The Sugar Mother give an insight into the gendered 

structuring of the subconscious and how this is relayed in everyday practices that 

reflect gendered differences in the family.  Leila’s final claiming of the baby, her first 

independent and active gesture in the novel, asserts the mother’s dominance in the life 

of the newborn child.  However, Mrs Bott’s continued cohabitation with Leila, her 

lack of contact with the outside world and the fact that Edwin will still be living next 

door reflect the claustrophobic arrangement of the Oedipal complex and hint that 

Leila and her child will perpetuate Oedipal patterns of thinking and behaviour.  There 

is no further sense of maternal autonomy, participation in the public world or shared 

parenting as advocated by feminist psychoanalysts such as Chodorow or Dinnerstein.   
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Despite this silencing of the maternal voice The Sugar Mother does begin a 

process of analysing and partially disavowing conventional and naturalised gendered 

thinking, especially in regard to mothering and domestic life.  Drusilla Modjeska 

takes this process much further in her semi-autobiographical book Poppy, which we 

shall examine in the next chapter. 

 

 

 

Catherine was cross when most people surmised her third pregnancy had been an 

accident; for quite inexplicable reasons both Catherine and Tim had wanted a third 

child.  She toyed with the idea of a home birth, unsettled at the memory of her 

previous hospital births, but lacked the confidence to trust that nothing would go 

wrong with her own body.  

What Catherine remembers most of Margaret’s birth, what made it different 

from the others, is how much she swore at Tim just before it was time to push the 

baby out – when her body began to push like a large machine compressing goods.  

She cursed unrestrainedly.  Her voice worked as hard as her uterus.  At both ends of 

her body she spared him nothing. 

When Margaret was born she didn’t wait for the nurse to give her the baby.  

She reached over, scooping the baby up and, like the meeting of two lovers separated 

for too long, she refused to pass her over for her weighing.  She laughed and cried as 

if only she and Margaret were there.  The others stood back.  The viciousness of her 

tongue still alive in the room.  
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CHAPTER 3 
MOTHER AS VOICE 

‘I don’t know why you think going to church is such a good way to begin Christmas 

Day,’ Tim whinged from behind the steering wheel.  He could feel the post-Christmas 

fat rolls stacking on his paunch. The early morning heat had already managed to 

flatten his hair.  He made a dramatic gesture of wiping sweat off his forehead.   

Catherine sang in a Pavarotti-type voice: 

‘God rest ye merry, gentlemen,  

Let nothing you dismay, 

Remember, Christ, our Saviour 

Was born on Christmas Day; 

To save us all from Satan’s power 

When we were gone astray. 

O – tidings of comfort and joy…’1 

Tim smiled.  

                                                

1 God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen [online]. 2004 [cited 2006 April 6]. Available from: 
URL: http://www.carols.org.uk/god_rest_ye_merry_gentlemen.htm 
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‘Well, at least Mum’s got Matthew and Margaret.  Goes to show – miracles 

do happen on Christmas Day!’ said Catherine.  

Tim’s smile widened.  ‘Even she knows that the kids are more fun than 

church.’  He looked at Catherine with a glint in his eye, ‘Maybe we should just leave 

them there for the day.’ 

They both laughed conspiratorially.  ‘We’ll see how Sophie goes.  We’re 

hardly practised church-goers any more.’ 

‘I never was,’ Tim reminded Catherine.  ‘You’re the sculptured and kilned 

Presbyterian.’ 

‘Mummy, Sophie will sit still,’ Sophie said chant-like while kicking the back 

seat with her dress shoes. 

‘It’s not a “Wiggles” concert where you can shout out whenever you want.’ 

‘Can’t you drive a bit faster, Tim?’ Catherine asked. ‘We’re going to be late.  

I want a seat towards the back in case one of us needs to go out with Sophie.’ 

‘Best place to sit in church – under the Exit sign!’ 

It was Christmas Day.  Hot.  Dry.  Uncomfortable.  It felt as if the season 

had gone on for such a time already with Matthew’s nativity play and Sophie’s school 

Christmas concert and numerous end of year parties.  By the time Christmas arrived 

it was hard to muster full enthusiasm.  Like that original Christmas day, Catherine 

supposed.  She and Tim sat in church.  St David’s Uniting Church – built a long time 

ago by Methodist hands.  Its former glory had passed – quite literally – church 

attendance was down – but its longevity gave it a certain air of authority.  Sophie was 

already slouching over the pew and knocking over prayer books. 

A ticking time bomb.  An unrestrained, unpredictable, unwelcome voice. 
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‘And Mary, St Luke records,’ the minister heaved into the microphone, ‘ was 

heavy with child.  Heavy with child’ the minister repeated, as minsters like to, and as 

if he actually knew what Luke meant, let alone what Mary felt.  The phrase ‘heavy 

with child’ repeated itself in Catherine’s head.  Did St Luke have insight into what 

lay beyond the physical or was he only describing the physical?  Maybe this was what 

true inspiration could do for a person – understanding beyond their experience?  This 

from a person who could never know what holding a child in a womb could mean.  

‘Heavy’ not just with the discomfort, the feeling of excessive weight but with anxieties 

about childbirth, about what the presence of one life so embedded in another’s can 

mean.  The certain death of a former life.  The threshold of life and death.  ‘Heavy’ 

with fear, ‘heavy’ with darkness, with knowledge of absolute pain.  

…were we led all that way for 

Birth or Death?  There was a Birth, certainly, 

We had evidence and no doubt.  I had seen birth and 

       death, 

But had thought they were different; this Birth was 

Hard and bitter agony for us, like Death, our death.2 

The subject seen as an object.  Even birth recorded from an ‘ unbirthable’ 

perspective. Do we make rice pudding without rice?  Why do we then, Catherine 

thought, accept the authority of a man’s perspective on childbirth?  

It came back to Catherine what she used to like about church as a child.  

Church gave her space to just think – to take a thought that the minister threw out at 

his congregation – and just imagine, speculate, conjecture about what it could mean.  

Even with Alex sitting next to her in an identical starched linen dress, pinching her 

when she wriggled, it had given her time to think.  Alex’s verbal flashes could not 

interrupt and dominate.  

St Luke was probably caught up in the spatial.  Heavy.  The strangeness of 

Mary’s body.  Presumptuous.  A summing up of a woman’s maternal body.  ‘Heavy’ 

                                                

2 T.S. Eliot, ‘Journey of the Magi,’ in T.S. Eliot, Selected Poems (London: Faber and 
Faber, 1987, first published 1954), p. 98. 
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as opposed to ‘light.’  He probably never thought that a pregnant woman could be 

both at the same time.  ‘Light’ in the confidence that what she was doing – giving the 

world another life – could never be done by even the most powerful man.  ‘Light’ in 

the joy of creating, like moving beyond everything material and glimpsing the 

infiniteness of life.  ‘Light’ in the knowledge that the spiritual, the untouchable is 

somewhere there – maybe in that first cell.  

Adam, appointed by God to be that first word-giver.  The first encoder of 

what is important and what is less so.  St Luke pronouncing with words given to him.  

A long line of linguistic pedigree.  Could this be a type of blasphemy, Catherine 

wondered.  The taking of an omniscient stance – speaking for women and children.  

Assuming God.  The reverse of the ‘Word becoming flesh.’  They are the word.  They 

know.  They pronounce.  Oblivious to dialogue – language is theirs. 

Cannot Eve be a name-giver?  Cannot new words, images, structures be 

created that express other difficulties, conflate opposition, contain paradox, question 

an authoritative voice?  Is there, for example, a word for both heaviness and 

lightness?  If not, Catherine thought, why don’t we make one?  Where are the words 

that best explain my feelings, thoughts or interests?  Don’t children make up words 

all the time?  They defy and subvert ‘adult’ language with words like ‘googie,’ 

‘pong,’ ‘snog.’  Where was that island where the children of diverse immigrant 

groups made up their own language in play?  Why haven’t women done the same 

when faced with unilateral words like ‘heavy’ with child?   

Let’s make up a word now – ‘leheye’ – a woman’s word that we can use.  

‘I’m feeling so “leheye” at the moment, Doctor’ we can say in response to some 

language use like, ‘We’ll test for Group B strep prior to admission for inducement,’ 

which reminds us that we still have to work within their structures. I wonder if they 

will struggle to assert themselves to ask, ‘I don’t know that word?  What does it 

mean?’  Or will they be held back, trapped by their own awareness of the power of 

knowledge, like some of us are caught in the snares of other knowledges.  And if the 

doctor grasping the nettle says, ‘What does that word mean?’ why not reply, ‘It’s in 

the Oxford.  You’ll find it there,’ appealing to their love of authority.  And if they try 
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to look it up there and then, so affronted that they didn’t know the word, respond with 

a blank look, ‘Try the Greater Oxford.  You’ll find it there.’  Robin Morgan, 

Catherine recalled, had written about this; about the need to go beyond ‘the 

pictographs’ of descriptive language, the need to make a local dialect reflecting the 

phonetics of reality.  ‘Towards how reality sounds and feels.’3  

St Luke used the language available to him, Catherine thought.  He used it 

for something outside his own experience – what else could he do in describing 

Mary’s pregnant body?  Women had not given him, or maybe even thought to give 

him, or maybe been disallowed to give him another word or image.  

For generations men and women have sat in silence, like embalmed 

mummies, listening to the Christmas gospel story.  Catacombed by tradition.  

Catherine wondered, Did my grandmother sit in her stony cold Presbyterian Church 

in Fremantle and think, ‘And what would he know?’  Maybe she was moved by his 

attempted empathy, an acknowledgement at least of Mary’s discomfort, ‘He 

understands more than my husband does about how I feel.’  Will Sophie – this now 

wriggling but silent being – demand, in years to come, a contemporary 

understanding, a new image or just think, ‘Poor fourteen year old Mary.’  Or will she 

learn another kind of silence? 

Sophie did not utter a sound during the long and hot Christmas day service.  

For once Catherine would have welcomed the wordless screams she could still utter 

as a six year old.  They may have come closer to expressing Mary’s anguish than the 

minister’s exegetic babble.  

And what if Mary had said ‘No’ to Gabriel’s pronouncement that she would 

give birth to the holy child Jesus?  Shouldn’t the angel have been trembling with fear 

as on this fourteen year old girl the future of the Christian church hung?  On Mary’s 

response every Vatican priest’s job hung.  Ministers, clergy, the Pope, synods, 

presbyteries – all unemployed had Mary said, ‘No.’  Catherine looked around the 

church – you’d never know it.  

                                                

3 Robin Morgan, The Word of a Woman: Selected Prose 1968-1992 (London: Virago 
Press, 1993), p. 290. 
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The issue of the silencing of women is central to this thesis – in its discussion of 

theories, its analysis of literature and in its fictional writing.  The thesis is concerned 

with exploring the insights of theorists and authors on how women can renounce, 

defy and immunise themselves against the powers of silencing.  Imperative to this 

thesis is the examination of the suggestions theorists and writers make in combating 

and abnegating the destructive aspects and structures of culture, society and language 

that work to exclude approximately half of the human population from fuller self 

expression.  The process of reclaiming self expression whether linguistically, 

politically or domestically, and its reverse, the process of silencing, is one important 

meaning of the term ‘voice’ as used in this thesis. 

Drusilla Modjeska is interested in all her works in the concept of ‘voice.’  In 

her semi-autobiographical book Poppy (1990) she struggles throughout with theorists 

and her own academic education to find a voice that can express the maternal 

experience from the inside.  She formally allocates a section of the book to ‘Voice’ 

and writes within it, ‘To find a voice.  What does it mean?  What does it mean when a 

woman finds her voice?  And when she finds it, what then?’ (emphasis in original).4  

Modjeska uses the term at both an individual and collective level.  At the individual 

level Modjeska refers to the process and struggle to find one’s own voice; that is, 

one’s own means of expressing an inner life, of understanding the ‘story’ of one’s 

life, of expressing internal dialogues, of rejecting former censorships and filling in 

gaps, of tackling silences, of becoming aware and articulating impulses and ideas, and 

living in such a way that feels ‘right’ to one’s desires, knowledge and feelings.  

Modjeska says of this concept of voice in Poppy, after a description of how beautiful 

her mother’s ‘perfectly pitched, full bodied and without vanity’ voice was: 

But that’s not what I mean when I say she found her voice.  I mean 

she found a voice that narrates, orders, considers, reconsiders, 

                                                

4 Drusilla Modjeska, Poppy (Sydney: Macmillan, 1990), p. 132.  All subsequent 
references will be to this edition, identified as ‘P’. 
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backtracks, and gives life to a story, and a story to her life.  Maybe 

like a Zen paradox, the two are the same and the struggle of life is to 

know what was always there (P, p. 132). 

Voice here implies singularity and individuality of expression of one’s own 

experiences, despite the interconnectedness of all our expression.  As Lalage, the 

book’s narrator, concludes in this section of Poppy, reinforcing the individuality of 

voice, ‘My voice is of another order, earthbound and inky, but I no longer regard it as 

a sad echo of hers’ (P, p. 133). 

Modjeska refers to the writings and influence of feminist theorists such as 

Simone de Beauvoir, Luce Irigaray and Ursula Le Guin on women’s struggle to find a 

voice, and the actual process of doing so at an individual level.  Here the term ‘voice’ 

refers to feminist discourses that explore how women do or can live their lives and 

express themselves in Western society.  Modjeska self-consciously engages with 

feminist theory to deconstruct the silences in Lalage’s and Poppy’s lives – to give 

voice to the stories that are not permitted to be told and the subjects that are not to be 

entered into.  Modjeska’s narrator in Poppy, Lalage, is a feminist.  In addition, as a 

scholar and teacher of the humanities, she is positioned to bring feminist discourse, 

especially that of the 1970s and 1980s, to the reader.  Poppy, her mother, involves 

herself with the works of older feminists such as Simone de Beauvoir and Doris 

Lessing and so the reader is involved in various feminist discourses through the 

interests and reading of Lalage and Poppy.  Lekkie Hopkins writes in ‘Reading 

Poppy’: 

The book explores an enormous number of issues which have found 

expression in feminist politics over the past two decades: 

revaluations of motherhood; questions of love, sexuality, family 

relationships, sexual politics, abandonment, betrayal; definitions of 

madness; the politics of production and reproduction; privileged 

patriarchal ways of knowing; the invisibility of women and the need 

to name women’s experiences.5 

                                                

5 Lekkie Hopkins, ‘Reading Poppy,’ Island Magazine 64 (1995), p. 52. 
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Modjeska weaves into the fabric of her narrative feminist frameworks to explore 

these very issues.  Its quest for ‘revaluations of motherhood’ and the ‘need to name 

women’s experiences,’ particularly with reference to motherhood, are central 

concerns of this thesis. 

The predilections of this thesis support Modjeska’s use of  the term ‘voice,’ 

which suggest the powerful urgency to express, to write, to demand, to dialogue – the 

type of urgency one can walk away with after reading writers such as Hélène Cixous, 

Luce Irigaray, Julia Kristeva and Ursula Le Guin.  The term ‘voice’ has agency.  A 

voice is heard: it is noticed, even when it is condemned.  A voice can combat other 

competing voices and the one I recognise most strongly is the one Virginia Woolf 

wrote about so presciently: ‘that persistent voice, now grumbling, now patronizing, 

now domineering, now grieved, now shocked, now angry, now avuncular, that voice 

which cannot let women alone, but must be at them, like some too-conscientious 

governess, adjuring them….’6  The term ‘voice’ signifies that, given intellectual, 

psychological and social freedom, one can find a means to express one’s inner life 

and live undeterred by those forces that attempt to silence.  It means that, in the right 

circumstances, women can move beyond the numbing and maddening effects of 

silencing and can voice their own discourse.  Certainly the ability to speak and write 

are key components to finding one’s voice, but within the parameters of this thesis 

voice refers to more than the spoken or written word.  The inner world of a subject is 

also a part of voice.  

In her essay ‘Memoir Australia,’7 Drusilla Modjeska discusses Susan 

Johnson’s notion of writing as crucial to the way in which she can ‘exist.’  Johnson 

writes, ‘a waking life is not enough for a writer.  I needed a kind of parallel life to 

soothe me, to speak for me, to make darkness visible.’8  I read the image of making 

the ‘darkness visible’ as that of finding the means of expressing inner thoughts – a 

significant part of finding a voice.  Modjeska writes that when she thinks of her 

                                                

6 Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 1993, 
first published 1928), pp. 121–122. 

7 Drusilla Modjeska, ‘Memoir Australia,’ in Drusilla Modjeska, Timepieces (Sydney: 
Picador, Macmillan, 2002), pp. 159–200. 

8 Susan Johnson, quoted in ibid., pp. 199–200. 
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mother, whose life she contemplates in Poppy, or of Elizabeth Jolley’s character Vera 

in Cabin Fever (1990), she sees women who did not have the space, the words or the 

opportunity to narrate their own stories and that this withholding of words for ‘inner 

conflicts and outer pressures,’ leads to an abysmal result: ‘they are each [the would-

be speakers] cast into silence, psychological distress and illness.’9  

The silencing of women has been examined by many theorists.  Postmodern 

feminist theorists have had much to say on silencing and the process of claiming a 

voice.  Their aim is to obliterate in language, through writing, any reinforcement of 

phallogocentrism – a term that Rosemarie Putnam Tong uses to refer to ‘ideas 

ordered around an absolute word (logos) that is ‘male’ in style.’10  Postmodern 

feminism’s attack on phallogocentrism is centred on the belief that Western thought, 

through phallocentrism, logocentrism and dualism, insidiously represses women’s 

experiences as found in women’s corporeality and unconscious, social and cultural 

experiences.  Using Derrida’s notion of ‘différance’ the postmodern feminists urge 

the silent and silenced female voice to find expression.11  They argue that language, 

psychoanalysis, philosophy, religion and cultural and social practices need to be 

deconstructed, and deconstructed against the postmodern feminists’ ‘assertion of a 

bedrock female nature.’12  Hélène Cixous writes: 

There is phallocentrism.  History has never produced or recorded 

anything else – which does not mean that this form is destinal or 

natural.  Phallocentrism is the enemy.  Of everyone.  Men’s loss in 

phallocentrism is different from but as serious as women’s.  And it is 

time to change.  To invent the other history.13 

                                                

9 Ibid., p. 200. 

10 Rosemarie Putnam Tong, Feminist Thought: A More Comprehensive Introduction 
(St Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 1998), p. 193. 

11 Ibid., p. 198. 

12 Ann Rosalind Jones, ‘Writing the Body: Towards an Understanding of l’Écriture 
feminine,’ in The New Feminist Criticism, ed. Elaine Showalter (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1985), p. 361. 

13 Hélène Cixous, ‘Sorties: Out and Out: Attacks/Ways Out/Forays,’ in Hélène 
Cixous and Catherine Clement, The Newly Born Woman, trans. by Betsy Wing 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1986), p. 83. 
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What attracts me to the writing of postmodern feminists is their attempt, while 

acknowledging the problems, to experiment with ‘voice.’  Their energy, radicalism 

and urgency for women to find a voice rejects the silences imposed on them.  Cixous 

asserts: 

We, coming early to culture, repressed and choked by it, our 

beautiful mouths stopped up with the gags, pollen, and short breaths; 

we the labyrinths, we the ladders, we the trampled spaces; the stolen 

and the flights – we are ‘black’ [meaning that woman is the ‘dark’ 

and ‘unexplored’ in our culture] and we are beautiful.14 

This urgency is immediately appealing, especially when dealing with the topic of 

motherhood, a still stifled or superficially explored topic, even in some feminist 

theory and writing.  Through constant punning, parody, intertextuality, revisionism 

and experimentation with form, postmodern feminists reflect their consciousness of 

the history of political, economic and social oppression and the silencing of women.  

Certainly any unsettling of a totalised view of language, whether through 

poststructuralism, postmodernism or feminism, allows for an opportunity to construct 

new and plural models of meaning, representation and subjectivity which may lead to 

social and cultural re-representations.   

Postmodern feminists acknowledge that it is difficult to find a female voice 

outside the established symbolic order, as the process requires using the words and 

the structure of language from the very symbolic order it is trying to subvert.  For 

many poststructuralists and feminists it is not only difficult, but impossible, for 

women to symbolically define themselves.  Identity is located in the symbolic 

structure we call language which is masculine and operates within a binary system in 

which the only possible subject position is that of the masculine or ‘second’ or the 

‘other.’  Domna Stanton explains this dilemma: ‘For either we name and become 

entrapped in the structures of the already named; or else we do not name and remain 

trapped in passivity, powerlessness, and a perpetuation of the same.’15   

                                                

14 Ibid., p. 69. 

15 Domna C. Stanton, ‘Difference on Trial: A Critique of the Maternal Metaphor in 
Cixous, Irigaray, and Kristeva,’ in The Poetics of Gender, eds Carolyn G. Heilbrun 
and Nancy K. Miller (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), p. 164. 
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Ann Rosalind Jones exhorts that ‘Like the French, we need to examine the 

words, the syntax, the genres, the archaic and elitist attitudes toward language and 

representation that have limited women’s self-knowledge and expression during the 

long centuries of patriarchy.’16  This challenge is one that Modjeska in Poppy takes 

up.  In Poppy Lalage refers to the work of Irigaray and other theorists in her 

exploration of her mother’s and her own quest for identity.  Modjeska deconstructs 

for the reader both the limits of language as it is currently used in mainstream 

discourse and the authoritative position of the (female) subject in narrative. 

In examining the subject of ‘voice’ we can look at where we first began to 

speak.  As we have seen in the previous chapter, ‘Mother as Unconscious’, according 

to psychoanalytical theory the child begins to separate from the mother when he/she 

identifies the father as holding the position of power and representing the social and 

cultural order.  The child leaves the preverbal, semiotic stage to enter the symbolic 

order, that is the world of language.  Interestingly both Freud and Lacan overlook the 

fact that in our current Western cultural environment it is nearly always the mother 

who develops this linguistic passport to the symbolic world.  This supports Kristeva’s 

position that the mother, not only in the actual process of reproducing, but also in this 

language-teaching role, is the junction between ‘nature’ and ‘culture.’  It is not only 

in the preverbal – in the mother’s bodily nurture and in the mirroring of mother and 

child – that a sense of ‘self’ is created, but also in the entry into the symbolic, coaxed 

by the mother.  For the mother the task of introducing and nurturing speech is 

profound.  From my own experience I am deeply aware of how language will affect 

my children.  I prod them with words and stories that assert both female and male 

subject positions and yet all three children used the pronoun ‘he’ before ‘she’ – 

possibly a premonition of the world to come where men represent all of humanity and 

women are a subgroup.  Kristeva and other feminist writers stress that the mother has 

much more to contribute to the development of the child in the symbolic/language 

order than is acknowledged in psychoanalytical theory.  As Pamela Bagworth writes: 

If, as I argue, we constitute ourselves as subjects through the process 

of interaction with the mother which involves a desire for the mother 

and a need to separate from her, then it is the mother who holds the 

                                                

16 Jones, ‘Writing the Body,’ pp. 374-375. 
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strategic position, as thoroughfare between the pre-Oedipal and the 

Oedipal, between the semiotic and symbolic, offering the possibility 

of a folding and unfolding to create a diversity of subject positions, 

meanings and relationships as mother and daughter, mother and non-

mother, to effect a radical rupture of binary opposites.  The maternal 

metaphor offers a linguistic model in which the process of subject 

formation and literary production are enacted in relation to the 

mother’s body and it allows for a recognition of the semiotic in 

language and the maternal in society.17 

From Kristeva, Cixous and Irigaray I have taken those aspects of their theories that 

provide, for the purposes of this chapter, the most apt theoretical framework through 

which to examine the question of women’s voices.   

Another theorist discussed in this chapter is American writer and feminist 

theorist Ursula Le Guin, who has developed the idea that in language there are three 

types of ‘tongues’: a father tongue, a mother tongue and a native tongue.  Le Guin’s 

idea is useful for the part of this thesis that deals with why some discourses have 

more social and cultural validity and strength than others, in particular why what is 

public and rational is considered more powerful than what is private, ‘ordinary’ and 

emotional.  Modjeska is interested in these ideas too, discussing Le Guin’s theories at 

length in Poppy and occupied throughout her book with the split between 

public/private and rational/emotional.  Le Guin is concerned with the way in which 

language signifies what is important and what is less so.  She contends that the father 

tongue is that of social power, that of public discourse; it is dominant, it speaks aloud, 

it activates and initiates, it is dichotomous and it is a language of thought based on 

objectivity.  It is the language of government, law, universities – the language we all 

learn to function with in our present society.  Le Guin writes, ‘The essential gesture 

of the father tongue is not reasoning but distancing – making a gap, a space, between 

                                                

17 Pamela Bagworth, ‘The Maternal Metaphor: A Study of “The Mother” in the 
Novels of Elizabeth Jolley,’ (unpublished PhD thesis, The University of Western 
Australia, 1993), p. 14. 
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the subject or self and the object or other … The father tongue is spoken from above.  

It goes one way.  No answer is expected, or heard.’18   

The mother tongue is the first tongue for both sons and daughters but is 

deemed, in a world operating in the father tongue, to be inferior, primitive, common, 

colloquial and ordinary.  Le Guin writes:  

The mother tongue, spoken or written, expects an answer.  It is 

conversation, a word the root of which means ‘turning together.’  

The mother tongue is language not as mere communication but as 

relation, relationship.  It connects.  It goes two ways, many ways, an 

exchange, a network.  Its power is not in dividing but in binding, not 

in distancing but in uniting… It is a language always on the verge of 

silence and often on the verge of song.  It is the language stories are 

told in.  It is the language spoken by all children and most women, 

and so I call it the mother tongue, for we learn it from our mothers 

and speak it to our kids.19 

In Western society, the father tongue is the more desired as it holds social and 

political power.  Its objectivity distances one from emotions which can make for 

vulnerability.  However, Le Guin argues that ‘When it claims a privileged 

relationship to reality, it becomes dangerous and potentially destructive’20 – for both 

men and women.  Drusilla Modjeska in Poppy refers to Le Guin’s notion of the father 

and mother tongue and demonstrates that for Poppy the reign of the father tongue in 

her life, through Jack, her father, and Richard, her husband – one representing finance 

and the other the law – and through the very social structure that was hers, had 

ruinous effects.  For Richard, while perhaps not to the same physical degree, the loss 

of access to his mother tongue repressed his connection to his emotions.  Modjeska 

writes in her collection of essays, Timepieces (2002), of the different voices used by 

                                                

18 Ursula K. Le Guin, ‘Bryn Mawr Commencement Address (1986),’ in Ursula K. Le 
Guin, Dancing at the Edge of the World: Thoughts on Words, Women, Places (New 
York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1989), pp. 148–149. 

19 Ibid., pp. 149-150. 

20 Ibid., p. 149. 
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herself and her father in the writing of their respective memoirs.  She writes of her 

father’s memoir and ‘his evasion of domestic and emotional life’: ‘It wasn’t that he 

was an inattentive or distant father, or that family didn’t matter to him; rather it was 

that the world of emotion was opaque to him, he had no language for it, no way of 

interpreting its breaks and rhythms.’21  A friend of the family on reading the two 

memoirs likened the experience to ‘being taken on a tour round the outside of a house 

and then going in to see inside.’22  Describing the process of writing Poppy and her 

approach of ‘writing blind, not out of the part of me that had been trained to recognise 

the documentary evidence of history, but out of some capacity – or dark impulse – I 

had no name for,’ Modjeska confesses that ‘The part of me that is like my father was 

appalled by what I was writing.’23  In the process of writing Modjeska leans towards 

what Le Guin would call the mother tongue.  Modjeska writes, ‘What I wanted to 

capture in writing was the spreading, weaving talk that happens with an intimate 

friend.  Not the sort of talk that happens in argument with positions staked, and not 

the sort that happens in public at what my mother called dos, which I’ve never been 

any good at.’24 

The third tongue that Le Guin discusses is the native tongue, which she 

defines as ‘any use of language when it is spoken, written, read, heard as art, the way 

dancing is the body moving as art,’25 that is, the mixing of the public father voice of 

information and public access with the knowledge of private experience, the mother 

tongue: ‘This is a wedding and welding back together of the alienated consciousness 

that I’ve been calling the father tongue and the undifferentiated engagement that I’ve 

been calling the mother tongue.’26  Le Guin gives Sojourner Truth’s public 

impassioned speeches and songs for women’s and blacks’ rights in the United States 

of America in the mid-1800s as an example of speaking in the native tongue.  In 

                                                

21 Modjeska, ‘Writing Poppy,’ in Modjeska, Timepieces, p. 68. 

22 Ibid., p. 70. 

23 Ibid., p. 73. 

24 Ibid., p. 85. 

25 Le Guin, ‘Commencement Address,’ in Le Guin, Dancing, p. 152. 

26 Ibid. 
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literature, Le Guin argues, the native tongue is often subsumed by the father tongue.  

She invites a revision of writing and art and an embracing of distinctly female writing 

(where female is the subject) and that of the ‘low arts’ – activities, often domestic 

such as housekeeping and cooking, that are not viewed as art.  She writes in reference 

to this idea, ‘Art not as some ejaculative act of ego but as a way, a skillful and 

powerful way of being in the world.’27 

Le Guin urges the expression, the voicing, of female experiences because 

when women do not articulate these, ‘We are valued by men only as an element of 

their experience, as things experienced; anything we may say, anything we may do, is 

recognized only if said or done in their service.’28  Even in childbirth and 

childrearing, Le Guin argues, women are trapped in the father tongue: 

[Women] are not to talk about having babies, because that is not part 

of the experience of men and so nothing to do with reality, with 

civilization, and no concern to art. – A rending scream in another 

room.  And Prince Andrey comes in and sees his poor little wife 

dead bearing his son – Or Levin goes out into his fields and thanks 

his God for the birth of his son – And we know how Prince Andrey 

feels and how Levin feels and even how God feels, but we don’t 

know what happened.  Something happened, something was done, 

which we know nothing about.  But what was it?  Even in novels by 

women we are only just beginning to find out what it is that happens 

in the other room – what women do.29 

This voicing of what women can feel and do, especially in mothering, is important to 

this thesis. 

For complex reasons, some life experiences are articulated more than others.  

Some concepts and ideas have a long history of discussion and challenge – take for 

example the long recorded history of discussion on ethics as found in Plato and 

                                                

27 Ibid., pp. 154-155. 

28 Ibid., p. 155. 

29 Ibid., p. 156. 
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Aristotle.  Other concepts have a shorter and less practised discourse.  In this thesis I 

argue that motherhood falls into this latter category, which makes its voicing all the 

more pressing.  Simon Blackburn reminds us in Being Good (2001) that our ideas on 

some topics can remain unexamined.  He writes, ‘we may not be aware of our ideas.  

An idea in this sense is a tendency to accept routes of thought and feeling that we 

may not recognize in ourselves, or even be able to articulate.  Yet,’ he adds, ‘such 

dispositions rule the social and political world.’30 

Australian writer Kate Grenville expresses (still omnisciently and figuratively 

rather than experientially) the less vocalised experience of childbirth, in the opening 

of her novel Lilian’s Story (1985): 

It was a wild night in the year of Federation that the birth took place.  

Horses kicked down their stables.  Pigs flew, figs grew thorns.  The 

infant mewled and stared and the doctor assured the mother that a 

caul was a lucky sign.  A girl? the father exclaimed, outside in the 

waiting room, tiled as if for horrible emergencies.  This was a 

contingency he was not prepared for, but he rallied within a day and 

announced: Lilian.  She will be called Lilian Una. 

Later, the mother lay on her white bed at home, her palms turned up, 

staring at the moulding of the ceiling with the expression of surprise 

she wore for the next twenty years.  You didn’t tell me it would hurt, 

she whispered to her friends as they patted the crocheted bedjacket, 

and she was already beginning to suffer her long overlapping series 

of indispositions.  The friends picked up the baby from its crib 

beside the bed and placed it in the mother’s arms.  A lovely picture, 

they agreed, and left.31 

It is significant that Grenville herself has italicised three crucial aspects of the topic of 

voice.  Firstly, the act of the father uttering the words, ‘Lilian.  She will be called 

Lilian Una’ is reminiscent of the Genesis account of Adam, the first male, decreeing 

                                                

30 Simon Blackburn, Being Good: An Introduction to Ethics (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2001), p. 3. 

31 Kate Grenville, Lilian’s Story (St Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 1985), p. 3. 
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the names of the animals in the Garden of Eden and evokes previously discussed 

notions of phallogocentrism.  ‘You didn’t tell me it would hurt’ represents the 

silences, the unarticulated experiences and feelings that block a construction of voice 

in the first place.  Lastly, Grenville’s italicisation of ‘A lovely picture’ emphasises the 

role that society plays in repressing the fullness of the mother’s voice by constructing 

and reinforcing cultural codes and myths of motherhood. 

Grenville is suggesting here, and continues to do so throughout the novel, that 

maternal experiences need to be voiced, no matter how distressing and upsetting to 

conventional images of mothering.  In this first paragraph Grenville represents a 

commonly held view of childbirth – the bipolar description of childbirth often found 

in literature as that of an act of savagery or heroinism32 – as an act of extreme 

wildness and savagery.  Grenville is representing a particular cultural and social view: 

that childbirth should be recorded by an ‘outsider,’ that is, anyone but the mother, and 

that it is stereotyped into acts of extremities.  Carol Poston argues: 

Because female experiences, from menstruation to menopause, have 

been consistently slighted in our literature, childbirth is a virtually 

unexplored literary topic … When these by no means uncommon 

experiences of women are described, however, there is no 

vocabulary for them but men’s; and here is the trap, for language 

limits the great variety and even profundity of the birth experience.33 

Poston continues her discussion by denouncing such a poverty of authentic, first 

person childbearing words and stories: 

Not having had their voices [emphasis mine] to describe what they 

feel, women have lost the experience of childbirth in a very real 

sense.  The audience, chiefly men, not birthing women, have 

described the childbed scene for them.  What many men see, 

however, is ‘savage’ or an ‘ordeal,’ and eventually that sense of 

shame which we see as pervasive in women’s attitudes toward their 

bodies affects the birthing woman …the moment of birth … It is 

                                                

32 Carol H. Poston, ‘Childbirth in Literature,’ Feminist Studies 4 (June 1978), p. 21. 

33 Ibid., p. 20. 
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material for the highest art; and that authentic voice, that of the 

birthing woman, needs now to be heard.34 

In Poppy Modjeska also conveys the unnecessary pain and terror that silence 

on critical female experiences can cause.  Poppy tells her daughter Lalage of her 

experience of giving birth for the first time in the late 1940s:  

‘I was twenty years old, and ignorant,’ she said.  ‘I hadn’t read 

anything, no one told me what to expect and I hadn’t liked to ask.  

There was a woman ahead of me in the labour ward screaming in 

such terror that my contractions stopped, just like that.  They had to 

take me back to the ward, and wait for them to start again’ (P, pp. 

412-413). 

Poppy juxtaposes this with the difference that knowledge can bring.  ‘Then May was 

born and it was quite different.  The birth was wonderful.  I knew what to expect’ (P, 

p. 415). 

Examining the same opening passage from Lilian’s Story, Brenda Walker 

states: 

Maternity must be named from within ‘the social, symbolic bond’ 

(to use Kristeva’s terms) if the dangers of the mother’s tendency to 

be ‘open to her own psychosis’ are to be avoided.  Women need 

verbal initiation into natural mysteries, even if the knowledge is 

appalling….35 

While Walker’s use of the word ‘natural’ sides with essentialism and using this word 

in conjunction with ‘appalling’ appears contradictory and rather negative about 

women’s birthing experiences, her sentiments concerning ‘verbal initiation’ are of 

interest to this thesis.  Furthermore, if maternal voices are to find expression, those 

cultural stereotypes that diminish these voices must be challenged.  Attention must be 

drawn to half-truths, selected truths and untruths – something the Australian writers I 

                                                

34 Ibid., p. 29. 

35 Brenda Walker, ‘“Sweetest and Best in Womanhood”? Equivocal Representations 
of Maternity in Australian Women’s Fiction,’ Westerly 34:4 (1989), p. 73. 
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discuss in this thesis have undertaken on the topic of mothering.  Brenda Walker 

states regarding some Australian women writers, ‘They have done this by 

acknowledging that the process of becoming a mother may dislocate women from the 

symbolic order altogether, or may cause them to take an antagonistic position in 

relation to its dominant ideologies.’36  Either way, writers such as Sue Woolfe and 

Drusilla Modjeska are concerned with the struggle to find and articulate maternal 

voices. 

Exploring voice in Modjeska’s book Poppy invites an examination of the 

voice in Catherine’s Story.  In my own fiction writing for this thesis, finding a voice 

has been an interesting task.  Technically, the voice in ‘Catherine,’ is constructed as 

the third person point of view, limited in the main to Catherine’s perspective.  It is a 

personal voice, but it voices the political along with the emotive and experiential.  

Expressing maternal experiences, especially with multiple preschoolers, can present 

as complaining, mawkish or just plain uninteresting.  Yet this is the experience of so 

many women – in different forms and degrees.  The expressing, the contributing to a 

maternal discourse of the pleasures, difficulties, complexities and volatility of 

mothering and the how, why and where from which the subject’s voice arrives, is 

central to this thesis.  I cannot clearly distinguish between what is autobiographical 

and what is derived from the imagination.  The voice belongs to Catherine.  As 

Drusilla Modjeska writes in the ‘Author’s Note’ that concludes her story, ‘Ripe to 

Tell,’ ‘“I” is a slippery creature, much given to ambiguity and prone to an almost 

chronic state of contingency.’37  Peter Bishop writes of a successful, but unnamed, 

playwright who while reflecting on her life’s work to a group of students says, ‘When 

I look back on my work, it seems like it has all been autobiography.  That’s not to say 

there’s a single character or situation that actually comes out of my life; but put it all 

together and it makes an image of my life – the things that have moved me, the things 

that moved in me, the things I wanted to move.’38  The fictional writing in this thesis 

uses the narrative voice of ‘Catherine’ and this voice interpolates with theoretical 

                                                

36 Ibid., p. 75. 

37 Drusilla Modjeska, ‘Ripe to Tell,’ in Drusilla Modjeska, Amanda Lohrey and 
Robert Dessaix, Secrets (Sydney: Macmillan, 1997), pp. 171-172. 

38 Peter Bishop, ‘A Strange Coming and Going of Feet,’ in The Writer’s Reader, ed. 
Brenda Walker (Sydney: Halstead Press, 2002), p. 205. 
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work quite consciously.  However, postmodernism reminds us of the intertextuality of 

our own ‘voices.’  That is, the voice may appear as pure impulse and seemingly 

consist of imponderable articulations, but once engaged in the world of words, it 

becomes a complex matrix of social and cultural intersections between the self and 

‘the world.’  Modjeska writes in Poppy: 

The best I can do is to say Poppy recovered because she found her 

voice. 

To find a voice.  What does it mean?  What does it mean when a 

woman finds her voice?  And when she finds it, what then? (P, p. 

132). 

Poppy is the story of a daughter’s – Lalage’s – search to understand the life lived by 

her mother, Poppy.  Like Ariadne’s labyrinth, a leitmotif which Drusilla Modjeska 

refers to,  Poppy is a rich and complex piece of writing.  The dominant and recurring 

symbol of twisted braid embraces the weaving of biographical and imaginary material 

the author, Modjeska, the narrator, Lalage, and the reader must undertake to complete 

the tapestry of Poppy’s life.  The essence of this book lies in the process of finding an 

identity, or as demonstrated throughout, a number of identities of differing selves, 

that sit comfortably together like the differing threads and fabrics intertwined in 

Poppy’s braid.  Central to Lalage’s quest to establish her mother Poppy’s identity and 

in the process her own, is that of finding a voice of self expression.  Modjeska, 

herself, through deconstructing the process of writing and using a narrator, Lalage, 

who through the hesitations and uncertainties of her own conclusions challenges the 

notion of an authoritative voice, searches for the differing timbres of voice that are 

needed to express the complexities of mother and daughter relationships. 

There are four voices that I wish to examine in Poppy – that of the author 

Modjeska herself, that of the narrator Lalage, that of the narrator’s subject her mother 

Poppy and that of the voice derived from mother and daughter relationships.  My 

interest in the different voices in Poppy lies in how they inform the reader about the 

nature of voicing and silencing.  I recognise that no sooner will I begin to make these 

four distinctions than it will become obvious how interrelated these voices are – the 

task, therefore, becomes rather like trying to listen to individual voices in a choir.  
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However, part of the project of examining individual voices is to endorse the 

postmodernist assumption of the interconnectedness of discourses.  The voices in 

Poppy certainly support this – they are in conversation – there are no monologues.  

Modjeska examines how voices can be constructed and how stories can be told.  She 

examines ways in which female voices are silenced and through her questioning 

narrator, Lalage, she deconstructs some of the social and cultural practices that mute 

the female voice.  In her deconstruction of Lalage’s mother’s individual story she 

suggests ways in which the female voice can be restored. 

Firstly, I want to examine the author’s voice, which can be heard too in some 

of the commentaries that surround Poppy as well as in the form of writing and the 

style Modjeska has chosen to use in the book.  In an interview with Bronwyn Rivers, 

Modjeska acknowledges that her writing conveys a clear connectedness between the 

author and the actual work.  Rejecting Roland Barthes’ notion of ‘The Death of the 

Author,’ Modjeska states, ‘The writing of a book, more than anything else in your 

life, is intensely an expression of you.  Poppy is intensely an expression of me.  That 

idea of disembodied texts somehow writing themselves is complete crap.’39   

In the Acknowledgements and also in the publicity following Poppy, 

Modjeska records her original intention to write her mother’s biography, in which she 

would ‘keep to the evidence’ (P, p. 441).  However, in the process of writing, 

Modjeska found she needed to access a different form – she needed to find a more 

authentic ‘voice’ in which to tell her mother’s story.  She found it in fictocriticism – a 

form of writing discussed earlier in this thesis – writing that can embrace other forms, 

such as ‘life-writing,’ memoir and the self-discovery text – all differing labels given 

to Poppy.  Modjeska states in the Acknowledgements to Poppy: 

The resulting Poppy is a mixture of fact and fiction, biography and 

novel.  To stick only to the facts seemed to deny the fictional 

paradox of truthfulness, and the life that the book was demanding.  

On the other hand, to give up the facts, and the serious pleasures of 

history and biography, would have defeated the purpose with which 

I began (P, p. 441). 

                                                

39 Bronwyn Rivers, ‘Of Life and Love and Art: An Interview with Drusilla 
Modjeska,’ Meanjin 56:2 (1997), p. 324. 
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Part of the struggle in finding the ‘strange shape’ (P, p. 441) of her novel lies, 

Modjeska claims,40 in the divisions contemporary Western culture sets up between 

the rational and the irrational, between thought and emotion.41  Modjeska was 

influenced early in her writing career by Australian writer and academic Dorothy 

Green’s idea that thoughts and emotions belong together, not wrenched apart and 

made mutually exclusive as in much Western thinking – a belief also held by many 

feminist thinkers.  Modjeska writes in Timepieces about Green’s influence: ‘In this 

she [Green] came close to Virginia Woolf, for whom it was a matter of bringing the 

feminine pole of emotional knowledge into the realm of intellect and thought.’42  In 

Poppy, Modjeska melds emotions and intellect.  Philosophy and emotion lie 

comfortably side by side – Modjeska is afraid of neither, undaunted by difficult 

emotions such as grief and betrayal, resistant of the sentimental, and eager to examine 

both the rational and the irrational. 

By embracing this holistic view of life,  Modjeska fills in the factual gaps in 

her mother’s life with the imaginary.  She refers to this crossing of culturally imposed 

boundaries between fact and fiction as a ‘terrific freedom,’43 one that would be felt as 

all the more liberating given her training as an historian.  Modjeska  questions 

conventional boundaries and orthodoxies repeatedly in all her writing.  Stravinsky’s 

Lunch (1999), Modjeska’s biography of two Australian women artists, Stella Bowen 

and Grace Cossington Smith, is another example of where she consciously uses the 

imaginary to supplement the factual.  In ‘Memoir Australia’ she writes: 

Even when we try, it’s hard to be honest all the way through and not 

rearrange or tidy up the facts, censor or conceal, judge or invite 

judgement.  And yet, from another perspective, the stories we tell 

about ourselves don’t lie.  Any psychoanalyst will tell you that even 

                                                

40 Ibid., p. 321. 

41 Evidenced also in the fact that when Poppy was judged for prizes there was debate 
and uncertainty as to whether the book fell into the ‘fiction’ or ‘non-fiction’ category.  
Helen Thomson, Bio-Fictions: Brian Matthews, Drusilla Modjeska and Elizabeth 
Jolley (Foundation for Australian Literary Studies, James Cook University of North 
Queensland, 1994), p. 19. 

42 Modjeska, ‘Apprentice Piece,’ in Modjeska, Timepieces, p. 37. 

43 Modjeska, quoted in interview in Rivers, p. 320.  
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as we cover our tracks, we lay them out.  A memoir might be full of 

wishful thinking or fantasy or denial, but these are part of its ‘truth’.  

Our failures and dodges, our vanities, aren’t so easily concealed.44 

Lalage in Poppy discovers this broadening of horizons too.  As an academic, she 

begins to question and move beyond some of the orthodoxies held by others in her 

university department, so that, ‘I could see that with the loss of my ability to maintain 

the measured voice of the academy, jittery and on-edge as I was, there had been a 

corresponding expansion in what I was able to think’ (P, p. 214).  It is not until the 

Acknowledgements at the end of Poppy that Modjeska presents herself directly, 

without the intermediary of Lalage’s narrative.  Even here, however, she refers to the 

opaqueness and subjectivity of individual memory and the irresistible draw of ‘dream, 

imagination and fiction’ (P, p. 441), predicating the difficulty, if not impossibility, of 

prising apart the differing voices in the book. 

Part of Modjeska’s achievement of voice lies in the rejection of the linear and 

chronological structure conventionally used in narrative.  Poppy is primarily circular 

in its narrative structure, adding to, reassessing and even undermining its own 

certainties throughout – conscious of the process of its own production.  The 

dominant and recurring symbol in the book of the braid, the ‘thick multi-coloured 

twine’ (P, p. 21) that Poppy weaves from threads and scraps of varying materials, 

parallels metaphorically the intertextuality and self-reflexivity of the text.  The 

metaphor of Ariadne points to the labyrinthine structure of the book.  The story of 

Poppy’s and Lalage’s lives resembles a research project being undertaken as Lalage 

travels back and forth from Australia to England to research, interview, collect letters 

and diaries from and on her mother.  Furthermore, Modjeska combines many 

differing genres to make her own hybrid – those of letters, diaries, reference material, 

memoir, narrative, history and fiction.  The work, therefore,  reflects the 

interconnectedness of lives, emotions, structures, history and ideas in the construction 

of identity.  Gillian Whitlock in an article on contemporary Australian women’s 

writing uses Shirley Neuman’s term ‘life-writing’ to describe Modjeska’s Poppy – a 

form of writing Margaret Henderson points out is inspired by feminism and 

                                                

44 Modjeska, ‘Memoir Australia,’ in Modjeska, Timepieces, p. 195. 
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postmodernism.45  ‘Life-writing is understood not as a construct of facts, memories 

and documents,’ Whitlock writes, referring to Neuman’s work, ‘but as being 

produced by the conjunction of, as well as the gaps between, the ‘selves’ inscribed by 

the conventions of different genres.’46  From a feminist point of view this type of 

writing is important.  It allows for the expression of commonly silenced stories, and it 

examines the gaps between genres.  Whitlock views Modjeska’s text as ‘unruly’47 – a 

congratulatory response to Modjeska’s break with conventional narrative.  Modjeska 

herself comments that to understand notions of ‘self’ and ‘identity’ it is necessary to 

treat generic conventions fluidly, to move backwards and forwards and to examine 

the spaces in between a person’s life story: 

From quite early on I saw that I could structure Poppy by theme – 

family, memory, word etc. – rather than by chronology.  I wanted 

the order of events to be fluid so that Poppy’s life as well as the book 

would have a rhythm to it, a flow backwards and forwards.  This was 

partly the influence of the modernists with their interest in memory 

and a choreography of the self that defies temporal ordering.  And 

my own belated understanding that inheritance is not a particular 

thing, or idea, to be kept in a drawer like a letter, but an active, 

breathing ingredient in an exchange that Dorothy Green called ‘a 

great continuous discussion’. 

Rather than chronicle life’s events, I wanted to write about life as a 

process of change and modulation.  I wanted there to be a lapping 

motion between personal time and historical time, between Poppy’s 

time and mine.48 

                                                

45 Margaret Henderson, ‘Writing the Self In/After the Postmodern: “Poppy” and 
“Heddy and Me”,’ LiNQ, 25:2 (1998), p. 10. 

46 Gillian Whitlock, ‘Graftworks: Australian Women’s Writing 1970-90,’ in Gender, 
Politics and Fiction: Twentieth Century Australian Women’s Novels, ed. Carole 
Ferrier (St Lucia, Qld: University of Queensland Press, 1992), pp. 243-244. 

47 Ibid., p. 243. 

48 Modjeska, ‘Apprentice Piece,’ in Modjeska, Timepieces, p. 39. 
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One way in which Modjeska compasses this labyrinthine pattern is through 

the dialogue between fact and fiction which interacts with the medium of memory.  

The plot of Poppy is played out in a time and spatial frame.  Dates exist, places are 

recognisable landmarks, historical events are documented and the social and political 

milieu of England from the 1950s to the 1970s represented.  All of these ‘realities,’ 

however, through the medium of memory, become non-sequential and memory’s 

filter blurs the boundaries of what is fact and what is not.  In ‘Memoir Australia,’ 

writing about the writer’s voice in the increasingly popular genre of memoir, 

Modjeska sees that voice as absorbing the ‘material it works with: fact, fiction, 

memory, speculation, invention, testimony, fabrication, retrieval.’49  What Modjeska 

writes about memoir is what she undertakes in Poppy: ‘We’re responding to the 

writer’s ability to weave more than one time together: narrative time, historical time, 

personal time, psychological time.  And her capacity to make distinctions as well as 

connections, working the traces left by history, by experience and by memory into 

new patterns.’50  Stephanie Trigg observes in an article on Poppy, ‘As a scholar and 

teacher, Modjeska recognises the powerful and necessary discursive exchanges 

between fiction and fact; and indeed the power of the former to supervene the 

latter.’51  Modjeska reminds the reader of the influence of the postmodern on the 

writing of memoirs: ‘By then, as writers and as readers we’d learned from 

postmodernism that we could cross the boundaries of discipline and genre, that we 

could be several selves at once and speak in more than one voice.  We’d learned to 

fast-forward and channel-hop and cut up our time lines; we’d learned to distrust the 

heroic and find meaning in the ordinary.’52  These comments confirm the important 

role of feminism in the growth of fictocritical writing, as discussed earlier in this 

thesis. 

Lekkie Hopkins argues that not only in the form Poppy takes, but also in 

Lalage’s questioning, Modjeska encapsulates the feminist and poststructuralist aim of 

disturbing and surpassing ‘the dichotomous conceptual order and [achieves] the 

                                                

49 Modjeska, ‘Memoir Australia,’ in Modjeska, Timepieces, p. 196. 

50 Ibid. 

51 Stephanie Trigg, ‘A Gift of Sorrow: Modjeska’s Poppy,’ Scripsi 6:3 (1990), p. 138. 

52 Modjeska, ‘Memoir Australia,’ in Modjeska, Timepieces, p. 166. 
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continual elision of boundaries’53 and, in so doing, deconstructs the processes of both 

writing and reading and emphasises ideas of interconnectedness.  Hopkins cites the 

classification of Poppy as ‘Biography/Fiction’ as an example of dissolving the 

‘dichotomous conceptual order’ that poststructuralists and certain feminist thinkers, 

such as Cixous, examine.  She argues that by neither rejecting entirely conventional 

biography nor embracing only the imaginary, Modjeska has engaged both the 

masculine and the feminine, rejecting thereby the notion of either/or.  Hopkins sees 

the blending of Modjeska and Lalage as another rejection of orthodox dichotomous 

thinking in writing, that of author/subject,54 and therein makes transparent the reading 

and writing process.  Certainly Lalage comes to question narrative stability, as does 

postmodern theory, and she develops an argument using feminist theory and her own 

journey of self-discovery for the importance of multiplicity and indeterminacy.  

Referring to Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, Lalage concludes, ‘The 

feminine can act as a soft underbelly, a safety net, the cotton wool inside the bandaid.  

Or it can destabilise.  Oscillation, inconsistency, fluidity’ (P, p. 232).   

Vivienne Muller points out that this post-structural leaning in Poppy in some 

ways opposes an important function of the group of self-discovery texts of which, she 

claims, Poppy is a member.  On the one hand Modjeska is emphasising that the 

subject is fragmentary, unstable and multiple and, yet, on the other hand, Lalage is on 

a mission to ‘find’ her own identity and that of her mother.55  Henderson argues that 

the self-discovery novel is politically important in that, by constructing an alternative 

speaking voice to that of the mainstream, it often expresses stories that have been 

previously silenced and is, therefore, important because it provides previously 

withheld information and because it raises consciousness.56  Henderson expresses a 

dilemma that many other feminists are also concerned with: ‘If we accept the 

                                                

53 Hopkins, ‘Reading Poppy,’, p. 52. 

54 Ibid., p. 53. 

55 Vivienne Muller, ‘Once More with Feeling – Sex and the Self-Discovery 
Narrative,’ in Association for the Study of Australian Literature Proceedings 1994, 
ed. Association for the Study of Australian Literature. (Campbell, ACT: Association 
for the Study of Australian Literature/Australian Defence Force Academy, 1995), p. 
174. 

56 Henderson, p. 11. 
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discrediting of the Cartesian subject and personal experience, then we are left with the 

problem of how to know and tell the story of the self, that is, how to create a 

potentially politicised individual and hence, collective identity.’57  Postmodernism’s 

‘subtext of loss’58 – loss of authority, ‘death of the author,’ loss of a teleological 

world view – is used by Modjeska in Poppy but she also self-consciously questions 

the idea of the loss of a unified subject.  In an interview with Bronwyn Rivers, 

Modjeska comments on the attack on the authority of the subject: 

there’s a lot of danger in ‘The Death of the Author’, and it’s really 

interesting that that movement in literary criticism happens at the 

point at which women are achieving the kind of subjectivity, the 

social confidence, the position vis-à-vis publishing in which we are 

at last being able to speak our own authorship.  We have to be 

careful not to let them whip the carpet out from under our feet at 

exactly the point at which we can stand there and say I think, I 

experience, I know.59 

Henderson argues that in Poppy Modjeska counters the dissolution of a unified self 

by demonstrating that subjectivity is comprised of multiple and varied subjects and 

that this multiplicity can assist women to construct their own understanding of 

‘selves.’  Modjeska, she states, takes ‘advantage of the cracks in the unified male 

subject to focus instead on a female subject in process.’60  Lalage’s movement to a 

richer understanding of herself and of her mother runs parallel to her understanding of 

the multiple and shifting versions of identity, taking into account political, historical, 

social and linguistic conditions and still offering a resistance to patriarchal practices.  

Lalage comes to see (and encourages the reader also to see) that narratives which take 

an authoritative position without questioning and destabilising are part of the 

masculine and public discourse of the phallocentric Symbolic Order.  Vivienne 

Muller writes in regard to this: 

                                                

57 Ibid. 

58 Ibid., p. 9. 

59 Modjeska, quoted in interview in Rivers, p. 324. 

60 Henderson, p. 10. 
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The assumption that such public discourses serve male hegemonic 

interests and that a new kind of writing is necessary to record 

women’s lives, underpins this text [Poppy], requiring a different sort 

of methodology, chronology and narrative style.…61 

The uncertainty of Lalage’s voice is part of a technique employed by Modjeska to 

illuminate the constructed nature of representation.  Jack Bowers parallels this 

technique to that used by two other contemporary Australian writers: Germaine Greer 

in Daddy, We Hardly Knew You (1989) and Robert Dessaix in A Mother’s Disgrace 

(1996).  Bowers concludes that all three writers aim to ‘demonstrate to the reader the 

limits of the authenticity of the narrator’s evidence.’62 

Lacan argues that women represent a gap or a silence in the symbolic order 

since this order depends on the male as subject and places women on the outside – a 

theme, as discussed, central to the writing of many postmodernist feminists.  Cixous 

writes that silence is ‘the place reserved for her [woman] in and through the 

Symbolic.’63  Modjeska in Poppy, along with other contemporary Australian writers 

such as Marion Campbell and Helen Garner, self-consciously examines and 

deconstructs parts of women’s lives that are silenced.  In a post-structuralist way 

Modjeska struggles to establish the female subject, concluding that the subject is 

impossible to pin down as a solid identity, but is rather multiple and shifting.  Herein 

she sides with postmodern feminism’s claim that in the multiple and indeterminate 

position of ‘subject’ lies the feminine, evasive of the symbolic order’s male and 

public discourse, and that in hybrid forms and circular structures, writing can express 

some of the gaps and silences in women’s experiences.64  Again, in this way, 

Modjeska’s stance is made clear.  Along with the form of writing she engages with, 

the deconstructing of the female self/selves and the prising open of silences, 

Modjeska gives voice to her feminist and postmodernist position. 

                                                

61 Muller, p. 172. 

62 Jack Bowers, ‘Mother and Motherland: Home and Identity in Drusilla Modjeska’s 
Poppy,’ Southerly 59:1 (1999), p. 56. 

63 Cixous, ‘Sorties’, p. 93. 

64 Muller, p. 172. 
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The second voice in Poppy is that of the narrator, Lalage.  Initially it is 

difficult in a reading of Poppy to separate Lalage’s voice from that of Modjeska 

herself.  The parallels between Lalage’s story of Poppy and Modjeska’s own 

documented ‘facts’ about her mother, Poppy’s, life confuse the separation between 

the writer and the narrator and character of Lalage in the book. Many of the facts are 

the same.  For example, each has a barrister father and three sisters; like Modjeska’s 

mother, Poppy was admitted to a sanatorium; went to boarding school, spent time at 

Pilsdon, worked as a probation officer and died after spending a summer together as 

mother and daughter.  In many ways the difficulty in separating author from narrator 

is the same difficulty experienced when trying to separate ‘fact’ from ‘fiction’ in 

fictocriticism.  Modjeska writes of her attempts to find and reproduce her mother’s 

voice, which she does through Lalage’s searching, ‘My intention as a writer was to 

get inside not her shirt but her skin, to feel my way past the creases of her smile, to 

become her, exchanging my voice for hers.’65  Elsewhere she writes of the ‘privileged 

role I had as narrator’66 in Poppy and indicates how much Lalage is a part of her 

when referring to such things as ‘the last conversation between Poppy and Lalage 

before she (I) flew back.’67  Jack Bowers writes, ‘In Poppy it is, more often than not, 

impossible to separate the record from invention.’68   

Yet Modjeska does distinguish between her voice and that of Lalage.  The use 

of the name Lalage rather than Drusilla in itself indicates a desire to differentiate 

between the two.  Modjeska writes of her need to fill in the gaps where memory 

failed her or where narrative demands could be met in no other way than that of 

‘fiction’: ‘I don’t know what happened in the actuality of that last day.  As is so often 

the case with life, there wasn’t a climactic moment – but the book needed one,’69 

demonstrating that even though the reader feels that it is Lalage who is telling the 

story, an impression given through the chatty intimacy of Modjeska’s style and 
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66 Ibid., p. 89. 

67 Ibid., p. 91. 
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Lalage’s obvious intelligence and thoroughness as a researcher, the author is finally 

the one who controls the content and structure.  From the book’s dedication, ‘For my 

mother who died in 1984 and never kept a diary,’ we learn that a significant part of 

Poppy, Poppy’s diary entries, come from the imagination.  However, even this piece 

of ‘evidence’ that Poppy is, at least in part, fictional, is not as clear-cut as it would 

seem.  Modjeska comments on some people’s anger at discovering that Poppy’s 

diaries were not factual and argues that sometimes the imagination is very much ‘the 

truth’: 

They [some readers] felt cheated that they [the diaries] weren’t ‘true’ 

and had no existence other than on the pages of that book.  Yet for 

me in writing them, they seemed one of the most truthful parts of the 

book …. It wasn’t until I left my own voice and picked up hers that I 

began to feel her life from inside and reach into deeper layers of the 

complex of stories that was my material.  The diaries came easily 

and writing them was wonderful.70 

In the end it is impossible to say how much of Modjeska’s voice is also Lalage’s, but 

that Lalage is separable, to an indeterminable degree, from Modjeska is established.  

Modjeska states that the process of writing is ‘at once a gift of imagination and held 

in a bedrock that I don’t think I can call truth, but is related to truth.’71  In the 

Acknowledgements Modjeska writes, ‘Nothing should be taken simply as literal’ – 

this in itself included.  The gap, the leap between Modjeska’s voice and Lalage’s 

voice, is acknowledged, but the demarcation impossible to establish. 

Poppy is a text that embraces both feminist and postmodernist ways of 

representing subjectivity and Modjeska demonstrates this through the consciously 

intertextual nature of Lalage’s voice.  As discussed, Lalage’s voice is expressive of 

feminist postmodernism in a number of ways: it resists the rational, unified and 

authoritative voice which is defined as masculine; it self-reflexively examines the 

voice of its own narration; it consciously demonstrates the intertextuality of all 

voices; and it resists narrative closure.  Lalage’s subject is women and their position, 
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voice and agency.  Reviewer Barbara Brook wrote of the book at the time of 

publishing, ‘This is an extremely timely writing that weaves a coherent and highly 

articulate text out of the cacophony of narratives and the silences of its subjects.’72  

Lalage refers to Kate Millet, Gwen Harwood, Michel Foucault, Christina Wolf and 

Sigmund Freud, to mention just a few.  Modjeska, as reported by Diana Giese, claims 

that this intertextuality was necessary for her to find a way to begin the text.  Giese 

records Modjeska stating that without Christa Wolf she ‘couldn’t have begun.  What 

she gave me was the idea that you could write simultaneously about history – 

Depression and War – and also, in the same paragraph, putting the next meal on the 

table.’73  In some sections postmodern feminist Luce Irigaray is referred to 

extensively.  Thus, in a small way, the criticism levelled at postmodern feminists that 

their work does not impact of the everyday lives of women is counteracted.  Lalage 

concludes by quoting from Christa Wolf: ‘How do we become what we are today … 

One of the answers would be a list of book titles’ (P, p. 66). 

Like the postmodernist writings of Cixous, Lalage’s voice asks questions. The 

questioning of the place of ‘self’ in the family is a not uncommon theme in 

contemporary Australian literature.  Kate Grenville’s Lilian’s Story (1985) and 

Beverley Farmer’s The House in the Light (1995) are fine examples of this.  Lalage’s 

questioning may be exacerbated by her migration from England to Australia and the 

displacement and revisiting that occurs in the shifting of national identities.  Certainly 

Lalage’s questions are about identity.  Poppy complains to Lalage during the last 

summer they know they have together, ‘Questions, questions.  Always questions.  

What is it you think you’re going to learn?’ (P, p. 198).  Lalage’s voice echoes some 

of the stylistic issues that Modjeska herself admits to struggling with.  Lalage begins 

her quest with the mind of a rationalist, expecting direct and clear cut answers from 

her questions: 

I ask for evidence but yet when I get it I am more interested in the 

silent, forgotten stories, in the everyday, the ordinary, the 
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unsystematic and unrecorded, the omissions and slippages, the ways 

of living that affected us quietly, their meanings accruing over years, 

not exposed in a single, masculine climax (P, pp. 38-39). 

As Lalage questions, her voice loses the firm, authoritative and unexamined timbre of 

the traditional male voice.  It is Lalage’s questions that reveal the gaps, hypocrisies 

and culturally imposed injustices in Poppy’s life.  The constant use of the question 

echoes an observation Robin Morgan makes in her essay ‘The Word of a Woman.’  

Here she proposes a fictional women’s language called ‘Nushi’ and discusses the use 

of the question in language, seeing it as a mark of the outsider and an alterity to 

privileged discourses, mainly patriarchal: 

Who invented the question mark? … I think it not illogical … to 

hypothesize that a woman invented the question mark – and, for that 

matter, probably the question itself.  Such innovations spring from 

need.  If, for instance, you are forbidden to learn to read and write, 

you create a means of language.  If you are forbidden knowledge, 

you devise the question.  If you are forbidden both literacy and 

knowledge, don’t you invent the question mark?74 

Lalage experiences the frustration of a lack of knowledge and the silences 

surrounding Poppy’s breakdown and also the frustration of trying to find the right 

voice and wording to express this experience.  However, questions, of course, bring 

unforeseen and uncontrollable answers and this is Lalage’s Achilles’ heel – often she 

does not want to hear the answers to her questions.  Stephanie Trigg notes, ‘By the 

time Lalage is ready to hear Poppy’s story of her life, Poppy is dying, and Lalage’s 

own life has been set in patterns that make it hard for her to hear what Poppy is 

saying.’75  Poppy, on the other hand, resists answering Lalage’s questions – ‘she 

refused to co-operate, resisting my questions as if they tired her’ (P, p. 14) – knowing 

that Lalage is often asking the wrong questions.  Lalage’s questions focus on the 

outer, public face of femininity, female identity.  She comes to realise, after Poppy’s 

death, that ‘She knew that the answers to the questions I had would not be found in 
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newspapers.  The clues she was leaving were in the gaps and holes I was busily 

bricking up’ (P, p. 16).  

There are important moments in the book when Lalage’s ceaseless 

interrogation of her mother is questioned as an effective technique.  Modjeska 

describes Lalage’s questioning as like ‘my own voice firing away like a machete 

chopping trees’76 and the writing of Poppy’s letters and diaries as a way to counter 

the ‘mawkishness and special pleading’77 in the early drafts of Poppy prior to the 

inclusion of the diary entries.  On one occasion, Lalage’s Sydney house-mate, Mary, 

challenges Lalage’s self-righteous and superior attitude to her mother while she is 

visiting Lalage in Sydney – offering another perspective on Lalage’s assessments of 

her mother’s life.  On another occasion Poppy’s letters to Marcus, written during 

Poppy’s frustrating stay with Lalage, add detail and new insight for Lalage who must 

read her mother’s commentaries on herself.  Poppy’s sobering portrayal of Lalage is 

read and included in the book by Lalage with regret and humiliation: 

I can no longer avoid the diaries, or the voice (abrasive, powerful, 

scratching) that comes with them, a voice that disturbs the smooth 

surface of my narrative just as it had my childhood disguises, and 

leaves me feeling as if I were the one in the maze (P, p. 142). 

Towards the end of Lalage’s journey to understand her mother – as her mother is 

dying – Lalage realises the limitations to questioning as an interrogative style.  She 

writes, ‘I’m tired of the voice that comments, never admitting that what it’s striving 

for is wisdom.  It’s the voice I learned in universities asserting itself again, the voice 

I’ve lived by, constrained as much as enabled’ (P, p. 407).   

Poppy’s voice is represented to the reader in the diary entries and letters given 

in the book, however as we read these, lingering in the back of our minds is the 

opening comment in the dedication made by Modjeska that the ‘real’ Poppy never in 

reality kept a diary, thus reminding us that the Poppy in the book is a hybrid character 

crossing the boundaries between biographical detail and fiction.  Modjeska, as 
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previously discussed, claims that her reconstruction of her mother’s voice in the 

diaries is valid.  At other times Poppy’s voice is given in the reconstructed story of 

her life as told by Lalage – in this sense it is a third-person narrative.  Poppy’s voice 

then is heard largely through the narrator’s, Lalage’s, attempts to ‘speak’ for her 

mother’s life.  Lalage’s struggle to find her mother’s voice and then to give it to the 

reader is openly examined:  

The narrating voice, Gerard Genette says, is where most of the 

drama’s excitement is.  Is the drama of Poppy’s life to be found in 

the way she told it?  Or in the way I tell it?  Who speaks in whose 

name?  Dimly I begin to understand why my struggle with her is also 

a struggle with myself, and my own attempt to speak (P, pp. 132-

133). 

While the reader only has access to a self-conscious reconstruction of Poppy’s 

voice by Lalage, many of the silences that are a significant part of Poppy’s life are 

revealed.  One of Modjeska’s primary concerns in Poppy is the exploration of 

silences: the silences imposed on the individual at a cultural and societal level and the 

silences within the individual created by a lack of knowledge, understanding or 

language.  While postmodern feminists take a poststructural and Freudian 

psychoanalytical approach to how ‘voice’ is produced or stifled, other feminists 

concentrate more on how societal and cultural structures bypass or negate the 

requests, needs and debates of women.  The silencing of voices and issues and the 

gaps in information embedded in our society are of paramount concern to women. 

The mere fact that Western societies (to varying degrees depending on country) 

assume – through repression of the issue – that mothering can be done on a minimum 

income, that arrangements for children’s health care and education can be altered 

with limited public debate to accommodate government budgetary changes, and that 

child care is still not a government responsibility, reflects the reality that the 

‘mothering’ voice, in terms of political or legislative agency, is barely audible.  

Naomi Wolf writes, ‘Society has assumed that it could leave women and children at 

the bottom of the heap; that some profound mammalian force would manage to 

overcome lack of income, health care and childcare, and somehow nurture and 
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socialize the next generation.’78 In Lalage and Poppy’s comfortable middle-class 

English upbringing in the twentieth century, one ‘never expected to be able to ask, 

accepting like everyone else the protocol of silence that passes as good manners over 

painful and resented events’ (P, p. 426).   

For Poppy the thwarting and suppression of her self expression – her voice – 

began in the gaps and silences that were impressed on her from birth.  While 

suppression, to varying degrees, is part of anyone’s process of maturation, Poppy’s 

birth itself was marked by life and death – her life and her twin brother’s death, a 

death for which she was never forgiven by China, her mother.  Compounding this 

unhappy birth was the fragility of China’s own mental health, Poppy’s father’s 

impenetrable domination, the era in which she was born and, finally, the disadvantage 

that came with her sex.  Lalage writes that the gaps that were to contribute to Poppy’s 

breakdown ‘began the day they took her to the nursery that had been prepared for the 

dead baby, and she accepted her mother’s pain as her own’ (P, p. 17).  

From birth, with the domination of Jack and the critical and neglectful 

mothering of China, Poppy learned that silence was an effective way of combating 

brutality and misunderstanding.  One of her diary entries as she reflects on incidents 

of her childhood records the following exchange: ‘“Well,” Jack said.  “What have 

you got to say for yourself?”  Silence, she wrote, is my only weapon’ (P, p. 28).  

Unlike her brother Guy, who met Jack’s bullying with physical retaliation, Poppy 

‘could never knock Jack out cold on the street.  Her strategies were fluid and 

unobtrusive.  In silence she would reach through him to other possibilities’ (P, p. 35).  

This use of silence – taking advantage of its potency and destructiveness – is a subject 

that transfixes Lalage: ‘I am interested in the enigma, and therefore the power, of the 

silent feminine which I come up against time and again’ (P, p. 34).  Sustaining Poppy 

in the earlier years of her life is hope, that once away from Jack and China she can 

create her own personal oasis, symbolised in her escapist braid-making habit.  ‘She 

used the scraps and threads she’d saved to plait into a braid that would still her 

longings, drawing her forward to a better future’ (P, p. 48).  Yet hope turns into 

another form of repression.  ‘Poppy wanted an ordinary family… A family to be 

proud of … there must have been cracks even then, hairline cracks, injuries none of 
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us could see…’ (P, p. 12).  As she moves from daughter to wife the silencing of her 

own needs and her inability to identify and voice these needs continues, hinting at the 

Kristevan notion of the Imaginary and its unspeakable knowledge (those thoughts 

which are most specifically female).  According to Cixous, ‘Either woman is passive 

or she does not exist.  What is left of her is unthinkable, unthought.’79  For Poppy, 

these ‘unthinkable, unthought’ desires finally lead to a complete silence. 

Initially, Poppy’s marriage to Richard allows her to escape the repressed 

daughter role she lived out with Jack and China.  She willingly appropriates the role 

of the 1950s culturally defined housewife and mother and accepts the post-World 

War II promise that ‘In her house every child would sing, there would be a clean 

cloth on the table, and the windows would open onto lupins and roses’ (P, p. 10).  She 

is willing, for a while, to follow the script Cixous warns of: 

Beauties slept in their woods, waiting for princes to come and wake 

them up.  In their beds, in their glass coffins, in their childhood 

forests like dead women.  Beautiful, but passive; hence desirable: all 

mystery emanates from them … On the other side is the fall: 

enslavement for the one and for the other, domestication, 

confinement in family and in social function.80 

For a short while she accepts the cultural dichotomy of the good and bad mother and 

strives to be the ‘good’ mother.  China she views as the ‘bad’ mother – neglectful and 

selfish.  Gertie, Richard’s mother, is the ‘good’ mother, self-sacrificing and 

perpetually at home.  However, this socially acceptable 1950s masquerade of 

femininity is just that – a mask.  It does not take long for Poppy to recognise the 

numbing narrowness of Gertie’s world.  She is represented as only leaving her home 

to be buried in the next door graveyard and, symbolically, in her older age, she 

prefers to go slowly blind with cataracts rather than have them operated on, 

‘preferring shadows to a blind and blinding world’ (P, p. 123).  Poppy, herself, 

realises quickly that ‘selfless’ motherhood results in the objectification of the mother: 
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Family.  Family.  That’s all it ever is.  The children always wanting, 

wanting, their mouths open like little birds.  Richard wanting, his 

mouth like a beak, peck, peck, peck, peck, pecking.  And me?  

That’s beside the point.  Pointless (P, p. 146). 

 

 

 

Matthew was sick of peanut paste sandwiches for lunch.  He had told Catherine this 

yesterday, he lamented, and she had failed to remember.  He was crying in the car 

because he would have peanut paste again.  Catherine visualised him under the pre-

primary lunch shelter pouting as he opened his spectacular new Batman lunch box, 

deflated and inhaling the stale yeasty plastic smell of wrapped and hermetically 

sealed sandwiches.  

Sophie was stressing because she had forgotten to take a novel to read in her 

dad’s office where she had to go after school since her brother had to go to gym to 

help improve his ball-catching skills.  Sophie was busy berating her mother for not 

going back home so that she could get her novel and emphatically pointed out that 

Catherine would have gone home to pick up something Matthew may have forgotten, 

but would not for her, because she always had to be more organised than Matthew.  

Also, to add insult to injury, Catherine had forgotten to cover Sophie’s leftover 

pikelets with gladwrap and now they would get a fridge taste to them.  Just as 

Catherine realised that there was no milk in the house and that she couldn’t pick any 

up after the school drop-off because the lawyer who was coming over to discuss the 

will could be waiting outside the house already, Sophie suddenly yelled, ‘Stop, Mum.  

Today’s violin day.  We have to go home to get my violin!’ 

‘We can’t, Sophie.  We’re running late already and I’ve got to duck in to 

Dewson’s to get some milk.’ 
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‘I’m going to be in so much trouble and it’s your fault!’ 

‘You know it’s not and I’m not going to bail you out if you’re not organised.’ 

‘Well, you’re not organised if you have to get milk at the last minute.’ 

Oh the joys of having a smart kid, Catherine reflected.  ‘I’ll run the violin up 

to school later,’ she capitulated. 

‘I bet you forget!’ 

‘Don’t push your luck, Soph!’ 

Meanwhile, Margaret was filling up the cup holder in the arm console of the 

car with finely shredded bits of the toast that she had refused to eat at breakfast 

because she didn’t like to eat first thing in the morning. ‘Duck, duck, duck …’ she 

repeated in a war-like chant, while Sophie called out, ‘No, not that CD, I HATE it!’ 

and Catherine thought of a suitable rhyming word.  Margaret was surly about going 

to her one day of day-care.  Catherine was not. 

Matthew let out a final howl, the crescendo to his little opera, kicked the 

back of Catherine’s seat and sobbed, ‘I told you how much I hate peanut paste!’ 

Catherine turned on the radio.  She was greeted with the last thing she 

wanted to know.  The prime minister would not be retiring on his sixty-fourth 

birthday.  He would remain in office. She switched the radio off.   

Silence.  Voice.  The mind.  The body.  They were not as mutually exclusive 

as they seemed.  Catherine knew that when she dropped her children off they’d run to 

their friends and forget all their grievances – fair-weather demanders that they were.  

She would be left with silence and would barely know what to do with it.  Strangely, 

only by silencing their voices could she begin to utter hers.  She needed silence to 

bring forth a voice, clear her mind.  However, it was in the tin-pot-rattling clamour 
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and whine of her noisy children that she felt the need to voice most urgently. 

Catherine swung into Dewson’s Supermarket car park.  Sophie and Matthew 

were instructed to stay in the car as she double locked it and hitched Margaret onto 

her hip.  Sophie pouted, rummaged through her school bag and pulled out her latest 

‘Horrible Histories’ book – which supposedly she’d left at home – and Matthew drew 

mazes on the inside of the car window with his greasy fingers.  Another whirlwind 

scurry through the supermarket.  

In the biscuit aisle that smelled like spicy cardboard she bumped into a 

mother she saw occasionally at the school – immaculately dressed and hair-perfect.  

It was too late to pretend she had not seen her.  Margaret wanted to get down and 

run off, but Catherine held her with an ‘I’m going to win this one’ firmness. 

‘I’m having to put on morning tea at work,’ the mother said by way of 

explanation. 

‘I’ve run out of milk – Margaret won’t drink anything else and I’ve got the 

lawyer coming.’  

Catherine could barely believe she had offered this bit of useless information 

which could so easily be construed as pretentious. 

‘You don’t work, do you?’  

‘No.’ Catherine said.  Strangely, without hesitation. 

As she unlocked the car an older man who had parked near her raised his 

eyebrows as he looked at Sophie and Matthew sitting unsupervised in the back seat of 

her car.  Defensively, she hitched Margaret higher on her hip.  Bugger off, she 

thought.   

Back in the car and given the events of the morning – the solemnities of 

complaints – Catherine amused herself with thoughts of the largest genocide that 
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could be committed if every woman of her generation and younger refused to have 

children.  They could stop the human race.  She thought of the time it would take to 

detail the car where Margaret sat and the encore regarding the peanut paste 

sandwiches she would be treated to on the drive home from school when all the 

children would be as stale and limp as post-soccer game socks.  Why do we do it?  

Was the gestational drive so strong that normal levels of abuse tolerance were 

numbed?  Hardly.   

Catherine looked in the rear-vision mirror.  Matthew had reverted to his 

refusing-to-eat-breakfast stage this morning, which had been de rigueur for months 

on end a few years ago.  Stubbornly, he had refused to eat his breakfast cereal.  The 

milk had bloated the rice-bubbles until the bowl had looked like a pasty pock-marked 

face and then, of course, just when it was time to get into the car he had lamented 

that he was hungry. 

‘Eat your breakfast, Matthew,’ Catherine had insisted at the dining room 

table. 

‘No.  I’m not hungry,’ he had shouted, pushing the bowl angrily away and 

causing a rice-bubble tsunami that splashed on his laminated world map placemat. 

‘You’ll be hungry in half an hour’s time. We’ll be in the car then and it will 

be too late.’ 

‘NO!’ 

‘Matthew,’ Catherine sighed, already feeling the shadow of defeat on her. 

‘You must eat to be healthy.’ 

‘No.  And you can’t make me!’ he exclaimed pursing his lips firmly in a 

straight line together. 

Catherine, exasperated and pushed to the limit, did what she thought she 

would never do.  ‘See that country there on your placemat?’ she fumed tapping like a 
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woodpecker on the centre left hand side of the world map.  ‘That country’s called 

Africa and in that country there are kids your age who go to bed every night with sore 

tummies because they don’t have enough food to eat!  And meanwhile you just waste 

your food!’   

Even as she was saying it she couldn’t believe she had resorted to this 

degree of desperation.  She had childhood visions of strict teachers taking the moral 

high ground next to dented aluminium school bins at lunchtime. 

Matthew’s eyes had widened and the firmness of his mouth dissolved.  ‘And,’ 

Catherine said, feeling the pleasure of success, ‘these kids only have one set of 

clothes, and they have no bought toys – they just have to make their own out of twigs 

and things.  And they get sick all the time because they don’t have enough food!’ 

Matthew looked from Catherine to the country under her finger and back.  

Tears formed in his eyes.  It looked like she had actually made a break-through.  He 

straightened with authority and said, ‘And, Mummy, do you know what else they 

don’t have? 

‘What?’ 

‘Picture frames!’ 

Catherine blinked a few times, studying her son’s face. 

‘And,’ Matthew informatively continued, ‘no brass light switches!’ 

In the car Catherine looked at her grumpy brood in the rear vision mirror and began 

to hum and sing the Cold Feet lyrics of ‘Things Can Only Get Better’.   

Walk my path, wear my shoes, talk like me … 

Things can only get better …  

I must learn to deal with this disease,  

I look at things now in a different light than I did before … 
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Things can only get better…81 

 

 

 

Poppy undertook the early childrearing of her three girls in England in the 1950s.  As 

Lalage writes, it was a time when the mother was ‘at the centre stage of government 

policy, psychiatric strategy, popular sociology and everyday thinking’ (P, p. 121) and 

with the exponential growth of prescriptive child development theories such as those 

espoused by John Bowlby,82 Lalage concludes, ‘she could only have thought she was 

failing us’ (P, p. 121).  Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English in For Her Own 

Good : 150 Years of the Experts’ Advice to Women (1978) document the controlling 

effects on women of the rise of the scientific expert on child development and the role 

of the mother.  The cultural focus on ‘good’ and ‘bad’ mothering was, arguably, at its 

peak at the time Poppy was childrearing.  On another continent, but recording a 

similar cultural urge to see mothers heavily informed by scientific ‘evidence,’ Betty 

Friedan recalls the controlling force behind the new scrutiny on mothers: 

It was suddenly discovered that the mother could be blamed for 

almost everything.  In every case history of the troubled child; 

alcoholic, suicidal, schizophrenic, psychopathic, neurotic adult; 

impotent, homosexual male; frigid, promiscuous female: ulcerous, 

asthmatic, and otherwise disturbed American, could be found a 

mother.  A frustrated, repressed, disturbed, martyred, never satisfied, 

                                                

81 Cold Feet, More Songs Soundtrack Lyrics [online]. Year unknown [cited 2006 
April 6]. Available from: 
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82 Modjeska in Poppy cites as her source: John Bowlby, ‘Can I Leave My Baby?’ 
pamphlet quoted in Denise Riley, War in the Nursery: Theories of the Mother and 
Child (London: Virago, 1983). 
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unhappy woman.  A demanding, nagging, shrewish wife.  A 

rejecting, overprotecting, dominating mother.83 

The 1950s, Lalage concludes, was a time when Poppy was gagged and silenced – the 

words, stories, dreams and expectations of her world were not ones that could fulfil 

Poppy’s needs  The domestic sphere was the limit of her power and for many women 

severe restrictions on mobility and independence, along with the effects of limited 

education for a person of intelligence like Poppy, had negative effects.  One only has 

to look at the sobering statistics of post-natal depression to see that this societal 

problem is still prevalent.  Poppy tells Lalage: ‘Mostly we lived by moving from one 

thing to another, children, daily chores, vegetables to be prepared, small repetitions.  I 

lived by them,  I had to.  They sustained me.  And brought me down’ (P, p. 103).  

At home Poppy has no other name than the diminutive ‘Poppy,’ a name she 

later rejects when living in an ashram in India.  She refers to the name ‘Poppy’ as ‘A 

childish name, a pet name, used by people for whom I was no pet, a shallow empty 

name’ (P, p. 388).  Only when she enters the public world of paid work is she referred 

to as Pauline Nesbitt.  The domestic sphere in the 1950s, and still at present, is largely 

disconnected from the public spheres of government, finance and law.  It is viewed as 

private and, by implication and by its separation from the public sphere, it is either 

silenced or diminished.   Sidonie Smith writes:  

Since the ideology of gender makes of woman’s life script a 

nonstory, a silent gap, a gap in patriarchal culture, the ideal woman 

is self-effacing rather than self-promoting, and her ‘natural’ story 

shapes itself not about the public, heroic life but around the fluid, 

circumstantial, contingent responsiveness to others that, according to 

patriarchal ideology, characterizes the life of woman….84 

Modjeska questions both the valuing of the public over the private and the 

dichotomous presentation of the two spheres by elevating the private and by fusing 
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personal and political histories.  Lalage, who records historical events around private 

ones, is initially annoyed by her mother’s unwillingness to value the public, the 

historic, the ‘father tongue’ as described by Le Guin:  

When I asked Poppy to remember the crises of the fifties, she’d 

reply with domestic details. 

   ‘Do you remember the outbreak of the Korean War?’ I asked. 

   ‘Yes,’ she said.  ‘I was pregnant with May’ (P, p. 89). 

Such assertion of the private over the public is a common attribute of other forms of 

life-writing.  Whitlock cites this as an example of how ‘women writers fictionalise 

history in different ways.’85  

 

 

 

Catherine waited for Tim to come home from work so that she could duck out to the 

grocery shop and buy the milk she had needed all day. Sophie had a rota virus and 

could not stop being sick so there was no point in attempting a lightning raid.  

Matthew was cranky, no doubt brewing the same virus for when Sophie was better.  

Margaret, thankfully, was sleeping.  Mrs Sporandezi hadn’t even opened her kitchen 

blinds, indicating that she was having a turn and was probably propped up in bed 

watching daytime soaps and thinking with nostalgia of her childhood in Italy.  

Catherine strained to hear the sound of Tim’s smooth engine, annoyed with both 

herself and Tim when she pulled back the slim-line Venetian blinds in the living room 

– labelled in the shop as having a ‘passive white’ colour – only to find that it was not 

Tim’s car.  She resented his mobility.  His potency.  She noted the irony of the blind’s 

colour. 

Catherine spent a lot of time waiting.  It was like a castration of the mind.  

She had been waiting for years now.  
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She waited for him to notice something different in the kids – a new phrase 

that Sophie used – but he didn’t notice, so determined instead to rave about the 

stupidity of some of the new tax regulations.   

She waited to be alone with him and work through and discuss the pile of 

bills and correspondence accumulating like a sand-pile on the kitchen bench.   

She waited for him to pick up clothes from the floor, tidy away toys that 

obstructed the entrance way, wash a pile of plastics that couldn’t go into the 

dishwasher and looked, after a couple of days, like a Tupperware collection out on 

display for one of those horrid, plastic Tupperware parties she had occasionally been 

roped into in her early twenties.    

She waited until she had time to discuss with him important decisions, but 

the time seldom came and, if it did, they were both so tired that their conversation, 

staccato-like, revolved around trivialities.  Both slumped in lounge chairs with feet up 

on the coffee table.  She ended up just deciding herself.   

She waited late into the night while he was at a work dinner or due back 

from a trip over east or overseas, hoping to see him and hear his stories.  Mostly she 

fell asleep in front of the television and she was too sleep-dozed to listen to anything 

he had to say and he was too travel-worn or tiddly to say much.   

She waited for time itself.  Once she had been in command of time or in 

competition with it.  Now she watched time and waited for it to pass.  She felt like she 

was trapped in a Beckett play – waiting for Godot. 

Waiting drained her resolve.  Like a muzzle it numbed and stupefied her.  

With mutiny in her veins, she recognised this new function that had begun at Sophie’s 

birth and accelerated at Matthew’s: waiting.  Margaret’s birth didn’t even touch it.  

Rage sometimes still caught her breath, especially when she thought of how she must 

appear to the kids.  How long before their desires turned to their father?  Her chest 

conflated like a spent piano accordion. 
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Waiting, waiting, waiting – always bloody waiting, she thought. 

 

 

 

An association between women and madness has pervaded cultural beliefs for 

centuries – from Aristotle to the image of the mad woman in the attic literature of the 

nineteenth century.  However, ‘The mad woman has been rarely privileged or allowed 

[a] voice,’ writes Helen Thomson in an article on feminist psychoanalytical ways of 

interpreting some of the descendants of Freud’s Dora,86 one of whom she claims is 

Poppy.87  Poppy’s breakdown – its impact and the silencing taboo that surrounded it – 

is central to Lalage’s quest to understand her mother.  Acknowledging the blurry 

boundaries between mothers and their offspring, Lalage’s focus on Poppy’s 

breakdown derives partly from her own fear of a similar experience: ‘The fear that we 

will follow the patterns laid down by our mothers seems deeply embedded in the 

female psyche’ (P, p. 109).  She writes, ‘The central recurring fact from the cottage is 

the door that closed on us all when Poppy went into the sanatorium in 1959’ (P, p. 

56).  The image of the closed door comes to represent Lalage’s discovery of the 

impossibility of understanding Poppy’s ‘madness’ and it echoes the descriptions of 

Poppy’s childhood: ‘Lily described Poppy’s childhood in ways I’ve come to know.  

The closed door.  The silent child’ (P, p. 107).  Silence dominates the time spent by 

Poppy in the sanatorium, silence both in the form of her family’s unwillingness to 

discuss this period and of Poppy’s own silence at the time, her inability to speak.  

Lalage concludes: 

                                                

86 See Elisabeth Young-Bruehl, ed., Freud on Women: A Reader (New York: W. W. 
Norton & Company, 1990), pp. 69-88. 

87 Helen Thomson, ‘Dora’s Antipodean Inheritors: Psychiatric Therapy in Poppy, 
Julia Paradise and Still Murder,’ in Association for the Study of Australian Literature 
Proceedings 1994, ed. Association for the Study of Australian Literature (Campbell, 
ACT: Association for the Study of Australian Literature/Australian Defence Force 
Academy, 1995), p. 79. 
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It was not that she would not speak, but that she could not.  Her 

silence was a symptom and a cause.  Words literally failed her.  The 

voice she needed hadn’t been invented, or if it had, it hadn’t been 

heard in the south of England (P, p. 118). 

The eighteen months of silence that Poppy entered, Lalage comes to see, represents a 

time outside of language.  Poppy later reflects, ‘I was living with too much that was 

unspoken and unsayable’ (P, p. 102).  Madness here is seen as a rejection of or 

inability to use linguistic systems.  As Cixous argues, the Symbolic Order is 

phallocentric in its insistence on rationality and logic, and women, excluded by it, 

‘never ceased to hear what-comes-before language reverberating.’88  Lacan reminds 

us that outside of the Symbolic Order, ‘Woman does not exist,’89 referring to the 

masculinisation of language and arguing that, without language, representation cannot 

occur.  Helen Thomson emphasises the difficulty of making any ‘mad’ woman well 

since all women, whether viewed in a Freudian/Oedipal or a Lacanian/Symbolic way, 

are tangential to the ‘masculine humanist construction of selfhood.’90  In This Sex 

Which is Not One (1985) Irigaray writes, ‘The ‘feminine’ is always described in terms 

of deficiency or atrophy, as the other side of the sex that alone holds a monopoly on 

value: the male sex.’91  Part of Lalage’s inability to understand Poppy’s breakdown is 

that, as many feminist theorists have observed – theorists Lalage herself consults – 

there are no words for the irrational, the unstable and the illogical.  

Nevertheless, Lalage is willing to struggle with the gaps and silences in 

language to try to understand Poppy’s breakdown.  She resists the family’s version of 

Poppy’s illness as attributable to her mother’s early and continued emotional neglect.  

                                                

88 Cixous, ‘Sorties,’ p. 88. 

89 Jacques Lacan, quoted in Ann Rosalind Jones, ‘Inscribing Femininity: French 
Theories of the Feminine,’ in Making A Difference: Feminist Literary Criticisms, eds 
Gayle Green and Coppelia Kahn (London: Routledge, 1990), p. 83.  

90 Thomson, ‘Dora’s Antipodean Inheritors,’ p. 80. 

91 Luce Irigaray, This Sex Which is Not One, trans. by Catherine Porter with Carolyn 
Burke (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1985), p. 69. 
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Acknowledging the ease of ‘mother blaming,’92 Lalage nevertheless resists it: 

‘Condemned in every account of that distant childhood is China, the artless figure of 

the bad mother’ (P, p. 25).  China is demonised as a mother, and, Modjeska reinforces 

this cultural stereotype by giving little information for the reader to understand China.  

Lalage is astute enough, however, to know that Poppy’s breakdown has much more to 

do with the difficulty of expressing the feminine experience in language: 

What does it mean, to break down?  I become less comfortable each 

time I write the word, shorthand for something else, unnameable 

expressions of distress, perverse desires, unspoken terrors, who 

knows what else; a cover for another fissure in language (P, pp. 105-

106). 

Three formal stages of Poppy’s therapeutic treatment after her ‘breakdown’ 

can be identified: the eighteen months in the sanatorium, her time at Pilsdon, a 

Christian community half-way house, something between an institution and the 

outside world, and her psychiatric treatment.  Part of Lalage’s questioning of Poppy’s 

breakdown and the way in which she regained a social place and voice includes an 

examination of the psychiatric therapy she received.  Poppy partially finds her voice 

through years of twice-weekly psychotherapy undertaken with Jacob, her therapist, 

after Richard leaves her and ‘the pressure of a silence borne for forty years burst 

through the pain and fury of another loss [that of Richard]’ (P, p. 27).  Jacob’s 

potentially authoritative voice is muted by Lalage’s declaration that his sessions with 

Poppy have been fictionalised.  In some ways Lalage takes on the role of the therapist 

by asking questions and trying to make Poppy answer them, but unlike in the 

Freudian case study of Dora, Lalage continually questions herself and resists claiming 

interpretative authority.  Lalage acknowledges, after a lengthy contemplation of 

Poppy’s breakdown and time of silence, ‘it is with difficulty that I come to the point 

                                                

92 The concept of ‘mother blaming’ is explored in Molly Ladd-Taylor’s and Lauri 
Umansky’s book ‘Bad’ Mothers: The Politics of Blame in Twentieth-Century 
America (New York: New York University Press, 1998).  Ladd-Taylor and Umansky 
document the American/Western cultural phenomenon of skewing supposedly 
objective scientific research and treatment to a prejudiced concentration on the 
negative role of the mother in childrearing.  Susan Maushart in her book The Mask of 
Motherhood (Sydney: Random House, 1997), p. 46, refers to this cultural 
phenomenon as ‘matraphobia.’  
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where I can respect her silence on this episode and accept the limitations of what I 

can know’ (P, p. 119).  In this way, by avoiding the role of authoritative analyst, her 

comments on Poppy’s breakdown, the reasons for it and Poppy’s subsequent recovery 

are conveyed more reliably.  Thompson writes, ‘This reliability can only be 

established through the author’s awareness of her or his own speaking position, of the 

authorial complicity in the role of analyst.’93  Even though we know as readers that 

the interviews between Poppy and her therapist Jacob are fictional, since Jacob 

refuses to comment on his professional relationship with Poppy, Lalage’s self-

conscious and self-questioning narration reassures us that Poppy as subject is not 

made into Poppy as object.94 

Outside of the three formal stages of Poppy’s recovery lie equally as 

important factors and processes that ‘heal’ her – presented by Modjeska for the reader 

to see the ‘public’ ways of dealing with mental health and the ‘private’ and individual 

process of self discovery and finding a voice.  Poppy’s spiritual journey – a very 

personal and inner one – is examined by Lalage as an important medium through 

which Poppy recovers her sense of self.  While the church plays an important role in 

Poppy’s life – with Pilsdon as a Christian retreat, weekly Bible studies and her 

intimate relationship with a Roman Catholic priest – it is Poppy’s own spirituality, 

and not that of an institution, that helps provide some greatly needed sustenance and 

guidance.  Yet, ironically, it is the institution of the church that forces Poppy and the 

priest Marcus to live a duplicitous life by not recognising their relationship.  Poppy’s 

rightful place and voice are again repressed at Marcus’ funeral. ‘Poppy, in black, sat 

at the back of the church… listening to an oration that could not account for a life 

lived by terms that were not to be acknowledged’ (P, p. 404).  Towards the end of the 

book and her life, while she is on her spiritual quest in India and where she is 

renamed – an act that is symbolic of a new identity – Ma Prem Sono, Poppy 

concludes that much of her life’s silence is because of her femaleness.  She writes, ‘I 

am all that Jack and Richard hated in me, and that Marcus fears: emotional, fluid, 

intemperate, melodramatic.  Female’, and triumphantly asserts: ‘I am not afraid’ (P, 

p. 337). 

                                                

93 Thomson, ‘Dora’s Antipodean Inheritors,’ p. 80. 

94 Ibid. 
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Poppy’s travels to Crete, India and Australia contribute to her finding a voice.  

During her adventurous bus trip to India she breaks a life-long habit of daily diary 

writing, claiming that she does not want to deconstruct every detail of her life: ‘This 

is to be the journey I live for myself, without interference, and without scrutiny’ (P, p. 

370).  She acknowledges that too often she depends on another person’s validation.  

For her the opportunity of independent travel can break this co-dependent habit  and 

she aims to learn to speak and think for herself only.  Mobility, the opposite of her 

insular life as a housewife with Richard in England, emboldens her.  Lalage compares 

her own situation of independence with her mother’s at a similar age: 

Neither of our mothers [Lalage’s friend included] suffered a clinical 

disorder that could be inherited, and anyone could see at a glance 

that the conditions of our lives at thirty were absolutely different 

from those of our mothers.  We had mobility, independence and 

education they didn’t know how to dream of (P, p. 109). 

In a delightful example of the way in which travel enlivens and frees Poppy’s voice, 

she writes to Marcus in response to an unemotional and sanctimonious letter from 

him regarding their future together: 

Dear Marcus, Poppy wrote. 

   Bugger the Lord. 

   Thanks for the car. 

   Money no problem. 

   Heaps happening here too. 

   Love Poppy. 

Why were such things not possible in England? (P, pp. 375-376). 

After a year of travel and holding onto the principles taught at the ashram, Poppy 

returns to England and to a new, calmer and more independent life with Marcus.  

After her return, on a trip to Scotland where Marcus is photographing Poppy, he 

writes, ‘When I look through the lens I can see Poppy is another person, herself’ (P, 

p. 401). 

Another way in which Poppy finds her voice is in the discovery and 
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acceptance of a voice that is different from that of the hierarchical and authoritarian 

public discourse of community welfare in her time.  Her work as a welfare officer in a 

Day Centre for young offenders reflects a different type of leadership – consultative, 

pastoral, experimental and visionary – which leads to resentment from colleagues of 

her success.  When Lalage comes to examine her mother’s work life, and in the 

process her own, she finds that in returning to teaching she must attempt ‘a rigorous 

return to reason’ (P, p. 211), but acknowledges that this return to rationality leaves 

her feeling ‘restless and unhappy’ (P, p. 211).  Until she becomes familiar with 

Ursula Le Guin’s work, she writes that ‘I had begun to speak in another voice, but I 

hadn’t yet found terms which would describe and allow this change’ (P, p. 211).  

Lalage refers in some detail to Ursula Le Guin’s concept of the father and mother 

tongue in which she finds a ‘glimmer of sense’ (P, p. 211).  Le Guin’s revelation of 

her own discoveries of how language works and how we learn and ‘unlearn’ different 

types of languages parallels Poppy’s and Lalage’s experiences, and undoubtedly 

many women’s and men’s.  As previously discussed, Le Guin argues that in language 

there are three types of ‘tongues’ – a father tongue, that of social power and public 

discourse; a mother tongue, conversational and relational in its intent; and a native 

tongue, which mixes the public father voice of information with the knowledge of 

private experience as found in the mother tongue.  In terms of Lalage’s own struggle 

to identify the nature of her relationship with her mother, she finds that the mother 

voice is to be valued for a richer understanding of mother/daughter relationships.  The 

coming together of public, private, father and mother in the native tongue is 

metaphorically reinforced in the recurring symbol of the twisted braid – the plaiting 

of fragments which, like Ariadne’s thread, allows for a way home.  Certainly both 

Poppy and Lalage find that a melding of the two voices and a respect, in particular, 

for the mother voice, leads to clearer self knowledge.  

In ‘Sorties’  Cixous comments on the difficulty many women face when 

speaking aloud.  She writes, ‘for women speaking – even just opening her mouth – in 

public is something rash, a transgression.’95  This comment by Cixous of women 

speaking in public is echoed in the description of Poppy speaking aloud during her 

time at Pilsdon: 

                                                

95 Cixous, ‘Sorties,’ p. 92. 
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When I asked Percy what Poppy was like at Pilsdon, he said she was 

like a little girl asking permission to speak.  Whenever she spoke she 

put up her hand.  Sometimes she crooked her arm across her head.  

Other times she held it up straight, as if she were asking a question at 

school.  ‘She never spoke without raising her hand,’ he said (P, p. 

141). 

This representation of Poppy is contrary to the role of advocate she appropriates in 

her work as a welfare officer some years later and which is one of a number of gauges 

of the extent of Poppy’s recovery.  Lalage portrays her as a vocal, indefatigable and 

innovative champion of the welfare rights of young offenders.  Her work as a welfare 

officer is interesting on many counts.  As Lalage notes, Poppy seeks to work at the 

personal, private and domestic end of the legal profession, while her ex-husband 

Richard occupies the ‘cleaner, higher reaches of the legal and juridical world’ (P, p. 

193).  She tackles her challenging task using a ‘mother tongue’ framework.  Quickly 

realising that the authoritarian structure of interviewing young offenders to ensure 

that they meet the requirements of parole would not bring about any change, Poppy, 

against opposition from her colleagues, establishes a highly effective Day Centre 

where work and talk of feelings and emotions take place.  In the experience and 

achievement of constructing a place where others with little voice could speak, Poppy 

consolidates the finding of her own voice.  Lalage comments, ‘Jack had tried to 

control her lips, marriage had given her one voice but not another, and in the hospital 

she had colluded with a culture’s silence.  Now she spoke on her own behalf, and on 

the behalf of people whose fears she understood’ (P, pp. 209-210).  Poppy’s voice 

meets with fierce opposition as it is not that of the conventional ‘father tongue,’ rather 

more like Le Guin’s description of the ‘mother tongue.’  Lalage documents the ways 

in which her colleagues and supervisors try to silence Poppy.  The ‘mother tongue’ is 

clearly a threat.  

Poppy had found a way of working that was experiential and 

experimental, that was mobile, conversational and, within its own 

terms, open to question.  She was working out of the labyrinth of her 

own femininity.  At this most public moment of her life, I see her 

vulnerable and exposed, for what she stood accused of was that for 
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which she had struggled so long: the ability to speak freely, and as a 

woman (P, p. 210). 

Joan Kirkby, discussing the Australian writer Barbara Baynton, applies a 

Kristevan reading to the notion of voice as found in Baynton’s fiction.  She examines 

Kristeva’s idea that it is the symbolic order that cuts us off from the mother who 

represents the pre-symbolic order.  That is, by finding words to express ourselves we 

move away from the unconscious world of needs and desires.  Kirkby notes 

Kristeva’s reference to – ‘the struggle each subject must wage during the entire length 

of his [my emphasis] personal history in order to be separate, that is to say, to become 

a speaking subject ….’96  Kristeva depicts this process as a ‘struggle’ because while 

becoming part of the symbolic, the human psyche is continually interrupted by 

semiotic drives and desires.  For the writer (and other artists) and particularly the 

female writer, the use of words, a paternal set of codes, suppresses the semiotic 

further, so that, for Kirkby, ‘Although Kristeva argues in “Stabat Mater” that to love 

and to write are the same thing for woman – WORD FLESH [capitals used in “Stabat 

Mater”] – the woman writer who chooses WORD AND FLESH intensifies the split in 

her being.’  Kirkby goes on to say: 

In the quest for symbolic mastery she risks in her psyche a denial of 

the mother which is also a denial of her self – that is, in the 

identification with the paternal function and the repression of the 

maternal which she must undertake to become a carrier of the 

S/WORD.  For the entry into syntax, as Kristeva writes in Desire in 

Language, constitutes a first victory over the mother: ‘Language is 

in a sense the suppression of the mother; it represents the nascent 

subject’s success in separating itself from the mother; his/her victory 

in the combat to achieve autonomy.’97 

                                                

96 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1982), quoted in Joan Kirkby, ‘Barbara Baynton: An Australian 
Jocasta,’ Westerly 34:4 (1989), pp. 114-115. 

97 Joan Kirkby, ‘Barbara Baynton: An Australian Jocasta.’ Westerly, 34:4 (1989), p. 
115. 
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Kristeva claims that opportunities for strong and radical expression for women exist 

within the symbolic.  The position of marginality allows for alterity which challenges 

the totalised male views of ‘self’ and ‘authority.’  Kristeva, rather than trying to 

promulgate a new discourse, sees woman as challenging the current one: 

If women have a role to play … it is only in assuming a negative 

function: reject everything finite, definite, structured, loaded with 

meaning, in the existing state of society.  Such an attitude places 

women on the side of the explosion of social codes: with 

revolutionary movements.98 

The pre-Oedipal relationship between the mother and daughter is celebrated yet 

postmodern feminists acknowledge the impossibility of returning to this ‘pre-

patriarchal space before language.’99  However, in celebrating this space and 

documenting the departure from this space, new awarenesses increase the chances of 

a more powerful and articulate female subject position from which female voices can 

be heard.   

 

 

 

The thing about frustration was the energy it sapped.  Catherine brooded on this as 

she exercised on the treadmill with one eye half fixed on the television set.  The 

endless merry-go-round of voicing the same complaints and facing the same 

scenarios.  The old chestnuts continually being laid out for examination.  Frustration 

was about not being heard.  About knowing things, feeling things and then expressing 

them to someone who could help to do something to change the situation, structure, 

organisation – the ‘set-up’ whatever it be – but they only listened as carefully as a 

                                                

98 Kristeva, quoted in Jones, ‘Writing the Body,’ p. 363. 

99 Margaret Whitford, ‘Introduction,’ in The Irigaray Reader, ed. Margaret Whitford 
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991), p. 3. 
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well-fed baby – eyes fixed on you but with a far away glazed and disinterested look.  

They’d got what they wanted. 

An article that Alex had asked Catherine to read lay on the table.  She had 

read it last night and its title stared up at her: ‘Combating the Backlash: How 

Swedish Women Won the War.’  Catherine couldn’t help but wonder what ‘message’ 

Alex was trying to relay.  No doubt something to do with mobilising herself.  Alex 

loved to proselytise – she had even given the article to her boss.  It had been a 

worthwhile read and Catherine had underlined and asterisked huge sections – Alex 

would be pleased that she had taken note.  The article was about fairness and the 

ways in which passive and active ignorance were used by employees to resist issues 

of fairness.  Of course every word seemed to be written about Catherine and Tim 

rather than Swedish women.  Catherine flicked through it again and read, 

The passively ignorant are those to whom it has never occurred that 

societal problems, such as gender discrimination, exist, because they 

are lazy and never think very much about the world around them … 

The actively ignorant have found a lasting strategy.  They try to keep 

those with knowledge and interest occupied by requesting them to 

repeat the same things over and over again, while they themselves 

don’t listen.  Possibly, the person doing the repeating can eventually 

be accused of nagging.100 

Being heard was such a significant component of voicing.  How could she make sure 

that Tim heard her, really heard her?  Maybe if he became the primary care-giver – 

so that, rather than looking at the ocean and occasionally dipping his toes in, he 

could swim in it daily and experience the gulfs and crests, the storms and lulls and 

the tiring swimming against a rip. 

Would he want to? 

Could they afford it? 

                                                

100 Agneta Stark, ‘Combating the Backlash: How Swedish Women Won the War,’ in 
Who’s Afraid of Feminism?, eds Ann Oakley and Juliet Mitchell (London: Hamish 
Hamilton, 1997), pp. 237-238. 
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Would she let him? 

 

 

 

One long-standing cultural and symbolic silence that is upheld in Poppy is that 

surrounding female sexuality.  Modjeska often avoids the topic through the use of 

covert comments when referring to sexual relationships or euphemism or symbols.  

Stephanie Trigg notes that the very form of the work discourages exploration of 

Poppy as a sexual subject.  ‘[Lalage] repeatedly shies away from seeing her mother as 

a sexual being, even in the fictional mode she has chosen.’101  Vivienne Muller 

suggests that this could be because of the sexually repressive times that Poppy lived 

in and thereby ‘the silence about sex is just one more thing omitted from the woman’s 

story.’102  However, Lalage is not slow to deconstruct other silences in her mother’s 

life, in her position as wife and mother and her struggle to find a voice, and admits 

herself to be the author of her mother’s diaries, a likely place where Lalage could 

have explored her mother’s sexuality – with Richard, with Marcus her lover and in 

her sexual experiences in India.  Lalage circumvents the subject of  Poppy’s sexuality 

and indeed chronicles her own sexual encounters sparingly.  Furthermore, Marcus, 

Poppy’s lover, is a Catholic priest, a role that implies a non-sexual status.  Lalage, as 

she challenges many of the silences around her and in her family, also challenges her 

own hesitancy to acknowledge her mother’s sexuality, underscoring the dichotomous 

language of the father tongue: 

It occurred to me that my interest in the soul …might be another 

form of avoidance, as if the soul and body were separate from each 

other, as if I could attend to one without the other, as if I could 

understand my own femininity as much as hers without taking into 

                                                

101 Trigg, p. 140. 

102 Muller, p. 173. 
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account the demands of the body and the desires of a body that I first 

knew expressed through a voice that seduced me long before I was 

born (P, p. 188).   

Modjeska’s analysis of Lalage’s silence on her and her mother’s sexuality is limited 

to her questioning of these silences.  While demonstrating, for example, the split 

between the body and soul, Modjeska does not go on to write of the passion, pleasure 

or experience of sexuality.  In this way she appears to have internalised what 

feminists identify as the Western view of woman’s sexuality as external, as held in 

the male gaze, not within the female body.  There are elliptical moments, such as the 

following passage, but even these few references are couched in the intellectual 

domain, in the mind, in keeping with the still dominant liberal humanist ideal that 

values intellect over passion and the rational over emotions:103 

In presenting the diaries I observe that I resist showing Poppy, my 

mother, making love, and that my tendency is to pare all references 

down to their essentials. 

It may be prudery on my part, or a symptom of middle age, to censor 

anything unseemly.  But what would it achieve to dwell on that 

rearrangement of skin, lips, mucus; that sliding of sinew and muscle; 

that meeting of legs and arms and lashes?  The curve of the smile.  

Mary says this prudishness of mine is an avoidance.  I say that 

perhaps our emphasis on sex, the emphasis of our generation, is the 

avoidance: an openness of body that betrays a closure of the spirit.  

But I have to admit that everything about Poppy during those early 

years with Marcus shows a woman alive in her body: teasing, 

displaying, taking pleasure (P, p. 258). 

The previously discussed idea that Poppy dissolves the dichotomous 

conceptual order can be challenged on the topic of the portrayal of sexuality in the 

novel.  While the dichotomony is identified by Modjeska, she does not move beyond 

it.  The body and the mind are still kept as binary opposites.  Modjeska states here 

that Poppy’s relationship with Marcus consisted of ‘teasing, displaying, taking 

                                                

103 Ibid., p. 176. 
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pleasures’ but she does not narrate these details in the story.  Just as Marcus 

supposedly, as a priest, does not engage in sexual activity, Modjeska’s probing 

questions seldom involve Poppy’s sexuality.  Another example of the dichotomous 

presentation of female sexuality and the lack of detail given when discussing human 

sexuality in general is evident in comments made about Poppy and Richard’s 

wedding photo.  Of China, who is at one end of the female sexuality spectrum, 

Modjeska says, ‘Her large mouth is soft and fleshy, her lips painted red’ (P, p. 11), 

while Gertie, on the other end of the spectrum, is symbolised by her hair: ‘Gertie’s 

hair is pulled into the neat roll that nobody, except perhaps Ted [her husband], ever 

saw her without’ (P, p. 12).  These fleeting images of female sexuality are often all 

that the reader is given.  Modjeska’s muted treatment of female sexuality privileges 

the intellect, the rational over the body and its pleasures. 

Vivienne Muller concludes that while Poppy (and a number of other 

Australian texts) does record many of the silences of women’s experiences in a 

relatively subversive stylistic and structural manner, it diminishes the female sexual 

experience through avoidance of the erotic, compromising the nature of female desire 

and dissociating itself from any alternative to the heterosexual.  She writes, ‘In this 

respect women’s self-discovery texts may well be repeating the same old story, that 

our society is phallocentric, that women’s place is marginalised, that the expression of 

women’s sexuality and sexual desires cannot guarantee a change in social 

attitudes.’104 

The varying routes that Poppy takes to recovery after her breakdown become 

for Lalage, and the reader, a matrix of differing ‘selves’ that constitute Poppy.  The 

narrative focuses on the subjective.  This is Poppy’s story and by examining her 

unique subjectivity Modjeska emphasises that in women’s writing there are no 

prescriptions for the female subject, as dominant discourses may wish to impose.  

Gillian Whitlock emphasises this when discussing the sites of difference in the female 

subject: 

There can be no single woman’s tradition here; rather, a sense of 

multiplicity is required.  Women at different moments in history 
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have been both oppressed and oppressive, submissive and 

subversive, victim and agent, allies and enemies both of men and of 

one another.  There are varying scripts, rather than immutable 

prescriptions.105 

The last voice that I wish to examine is that which arises from the 

mother/daughter relationship on which Modjeska focuses.  Much of Poppy tries to 

give voice to the ‘reciprocal gaze of mother and daughter.’106  The opening sentence 

of Poppy reads, ‘The first wound comes with the cutting of the umbilical cord’ (P, p. 

3).  The reader is directed to a central component of the book’s subject matter: the 

nature of mother/daughter relationships, and how mothers and daughters struggle 

with each other to find their separate boundaries while acknowledging how much of 

the process of doing this is affected by the other and how inextricably linked are the 

boundaries of both selves.  Lalage identifies this as the struggle where, ‘neither of us 

knew what it was to be the same, or different’ (P, p. 159), and Modjeska 

acknowledges this complexity when commenting on the role of the biographer.  She 

writes how, ordinarily, in the process of working with the subject, the biographer 

discovers much about him/herself.  However, when the subject is one’s own mother, 

the experience is even more intense.  She writes, ‘With Poppy this exchange was at 

its most intense, obviously so, as my subject was my mother, and at the heart of what 

I had to write was a relationship that even as it formed me had blinded me.’107    

Poppy sets out to explore the relational nature of the mother and daughter 

dyad and the familial and cultural pressures that repress and silence expression of this 

significant bond.  This aim is echoed textually through the complex writing 

relationship established among Modjeska, Lalage and Poppy.  Modjeska, through 

Lalage and Poppy, tries to give this mother and daughter synthesis and bifurcation a 

‘tongue.’ 

Irigaray claims in her works that Western culture has largely erased the 

mother/daughter relationship from its memory, referring to it as ‘the dark continent of 
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the dark continent, the most obscure of our social order.’108  Freud himself had 

difficulty in understanding the mother/daughter relationship: 

Everything in the sphere of this first attachment to the mother 

seemed to me so difficult to grasp in analysis – so grey with age and 

shadowy and almost impossible to revivify – that it was as if it had 

succumbed to an especially inexorable repression.109 

Certainly, given the phallocentric nature of language, even to articulate the 

mother/daughter relationship is linguistically difficult.  Jack Bowers in an article on 

Poppy reminds his readers of the nebulousness of the notion of separate identities in 

the first place – ‘To demand a separation between the voices of Poppy and her 

narrator is to succumb to the assumptions of an essential, autonomous identity and to 

the normative conventions of a subject/object dichotomy.’110  The insistence on 

Lalage’s part on understanding her mother’s life and establishing where she herself 

fits into it is so urgent, and in some ways destructive, that Poppy observes in her diary 

that maybe only in a mother’s death can her daughter find peace: ‘Is my death 

necessary for her life?  I think this sometimes.  As if she’s been incomplete until now, 

and when I die she’ll become whole’ (P, p. 419).  On a more positive note, Margaret 

Henderson reads the process of a daughter understanding her mother as a reversal of 

the mother/child birth process, where the daughter only grows in self knowledge by 

reproducing her mother’s life (wherein the mother’s ‘self’ is reconstructed), as 

demonstrated to the reader of Poppy in Lalage’s growth in self-discovery.111  
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The examination of the mother/daughter relationship is at the core of 

important debates in feminism.  Feminists such as Nancy Friday, Jane Flax, Cixous, 

Irigaray and Kristeva, along with Modjeska, examine feminism’s ‘guilty refusals to 

listen to its first mothers’112 – a general unwillingness to acknowledge that much of 

what is achieved and created rests on the life and formative years given by mothers.  

The cultural denial of the mother and its associated silencing of the feminine along 

with the concomitant embracing of the values of the Symbolic Order displace women 

in their quest for identity.  Modjeska emphasises this when she has Lalage comment: 

‘I denied that I was like her [Poppy], just as she denied she was like China’ (P, p. 

159).  Lalage recognises this societal practice when she writes, ‘I noticed there was 

embarrassment at the mention of the mother, and the debt each of us owes to that 

secret place of origin’ (P, p. 213).   

Lalage’s voice comes out of the mother and daughter relationship she is 

primarily focussed on, one which she is having difficulty unpicking.  As previously 

discussed, Lalage’s voice is plagued with hesitations, circumspections and 

uncertainties.  Through questioning she is trying to find her own identity but she 

knows how infused this is with her mother’s identity.  Lalage writes, ‘I knew that by 

not knowing her, I could not know myself.  It was a frightened selfish grief’ (P, p. 7).  

The intertwining of the mother and daughter relationship is impeded by the same 

fusions and bifurcations as is the relationship between Modjeska and her characters 

Lalage and Poppy.  Lalage herself readily admits how difficult it is to tell her own 

story and find her own identity without blurring it with Poppy’s.  She is also aware of 

how difficult it is to establish Poppy’s individual identity and how the reference to the 

myth of Ariadne’s thread and the symbol of the twisted braid reflect the nature of the 

culturally defined female condition: 

It was 1961 [when Poppy first heard the story of Ariadne and her 

labyrinth], and she said it was exactly how she felt she’d lived her 

life, with a ball of twine in her hand so that other people could find 

their way. 

Is that the feminine condition, always a life-line to other people’s 

lives and therefore split from our own? (P, p. 22). 

                                                

112 Trigg, p. 141. 



�

� � � � � � � � �

�

In the section entitled ‘Voice’ Modjeska speculates that the primary struggle to find 

our voice lies in the separation from and fusion with our mothers.  She writes: 

I was engaged in a convoluted and private repetition of that primary 

struggle each of us first acts out with our mother, pulled by the 

desire for a love that draws us back to that first moment before we 

are held to the mirror and she says, look, it’s you, and in that 

reflection, hers and ours, we see the future.  Oscillation; fluctuation.  

Desire for separation; desire for return (P, p. 144). 

Part of the tension Lalage faces is recognising the clash between the cultural 

objectification that motherhood is subject to and her own feminist ideas of the 

individual identity of women.  Sidonie Smith writes of the culturally favoured view 

of women: 

if she [woman] conforms totally to that ideal script, she remains 

bound always in her relationships to men (and their progeny) and 

defined always in relationship to a life cycle tied to biological 

phenomena and the social uses to which those phenomena are put: 

birth, menarche, maidenhood, marriage, childbirth, menopause, 

widowhood.  Thus her life story is like every other female life story: 

In the end the protagonists are indistinguishable and always 

replaceable….113 

Lalage herself uses the structure of this ‘script’ to flag the chronological stages of 

Poppy’s life but is fully aware of the superficial nature of such a way of recording a 

woman’s life.  She then rebels against this structure by diverting, revisiting and 

rewriting these structural phases in Poppy’s life.  She acknowledges: 

Through this patchy evidence I piece together the story of Poppy 

who was born in 1924 and died in 1984, daughter of China and Jack, 

wife of Richard, lover of Marcus, mother of May and Phoebe and 

me.  That is how we mark a woman, by her kin and progeny.  But it 

doesn’t tell me who she was (P, p. 16). 
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Lalage comes to recognise that she, like most of her generation, has followed 

the predictable path of daughters, the path straight to the father:  ‘My heart was hard.  

I had long since taken my father’s side, as smart girls do… it was my turn to turn my 

back on my mother and choose a life to prove I was not like her, and in doing so to 

prove that I was, and to carry her with me to the other side of the world....’ (P, p. 

157).  Modjeska develops the postmodern feminists’ notions of the power of 

recognising and revisiting the maternal – that is, the time before cultural and 

linguistic forces repress – in finding one’s own voice.  In an interview with Bronwyn 

Rivers, Modjeska states: 

I had an intellectual, unconscious struggle between those two aspects 

of me in some ways represented by the father and the mother.  The 

fact that there was so little from her, so few of her words, meant that 

I had to find them in myself.  It was in a way her gift to me, in that it 

propelled me out of the Logos world of the father, and made me take 

on some of the imaginary, symbolic, fictional, metaphorical world.  I 

took up that kind of inner, less logical, less rational voice.114 

As Barbara Brook astutely points out, while the 1950s failed to give Poppy the words 

that she needed to find her voice, the 1990s continued the ongoing failure of mothers 

and daughters to find the dialogue necessary for reconciliation and mutual strength 

giving: 

Perhaps Poppy records the failure of 1990s words to articulate a 

desire that is particularly embarrassing to that generation of 

grammar-school girls whose rationality and success relied (relies?) 

on an alignment with fathers, and a rather patronising separation 

from mothers.115 

Lalage searches through feminist texts to try to understand her relationship 

with her mother and also her mother’s search for a voice in her society after her time 

of silence during her ‘breakdown.’  The feminist texts themselves become integral 

voices in the book – indeed Modjeska invites further reading in the book’s 
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bibliography – and their theoretical input is part of Lalage’s self-reflexivity.  Among 

the feminist theories are the feminine voices of the Minoan women and the myth of 

Ariadne, metaphors from which Poppy, and in turn the reader, extrapolate meaning.  

It is not just the immediate family that impacts on identities, but voices from the 

wider community and voices from cultural history.  Poppy identifies with Ariadne 

who is abandoned after risking her life for love.  The thread Ariadne uses to guide 

Theseus safely through the maze after fighting the Minotaur116 is like the braid Poppy 

weaves.  This braid clearly represents the umbilical cord and the mother and daughter 

symbiosis, along with the intertextuality of feminist texts in everyday female lives.  

The fact that the strong Minoan civilisation is lost to popular culture echoes the long-

standing silences about women’s achievements.  Debbie Rodan writes, ‘By including 

feminine identities constructed from myth, the author reiterates Luce Irigaray’s claim 

that there are lost feminine imaginations, traces of the other feminine identities that 

are unknown to the contemporary psyche.’117  The intertextual references sometimes 

hint, other times proclaim and other times warn, helping deconstruct for Lalage, and 

the reader, the ways in which female identity and voice are both constructed and 

eroded.  Poppy also participates in these feminist dialogues. 

Lekkie Hopkins further argues that Lalage’s search for understanding of and 

separation from her mother reflects developments in feminist psychoanalytical 

thought in the last few decades.  Moving away from the primacy of the father figure 

in the Oedipal phase, as argued by Freud and Lacan, feminist psychoanalytical 

thought foregrounds the experience of the baby with its mother.  Hopkins believes 

that Lalage’s search is reflected in intersubjective theory, where intersubjective space 

is defined as ‘the baby recognising its mother as subject, not as undifferentiated self, 

or object.’118  Hopkins writes, ‘One of the most important insights of intersubjective 

theory is that sameness and difference exist simultaneously in mutual recognition.’119  

Thus a feminist psychoanalytical reading of Poppy might view both Lalage’s and 
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Poppy’s searches for identity as a desire for a pre-Oedipal reunion with the mother 

and a need to reject the father in order to find their own place.  ‘Poppy is trapped 

inside the gap /space/ silence of the Semiotic and desire for the mother and rejection 

of the father and has to break out and move into a use of the Symbolic, to find a 

voice.’120  In this view, appreciation of the maternal and revaluing of contact with the 

mother and a wider female community derive from the female desire for the pre-

Oedipal.  Gillian Whitlock recalls this when she writes: 

Recent feminist psychoanalytic theory, which revalues the mother 

and maternal identification, intersubjectivity rather than autonomy, 

provides a quite different context for experiencing agency and desire 

and produces, in Poppy, a growing into a community which is 

celebrated in and through everyday reality.121 

Lalage, so immersed in what Le Guin refers to as the father tongue, must learn 

also to value the Semiotic from whence the mother tongue derives.  In the course of 

the book, through Lalage’s movement from the father tongue to an appreciation of the 

mother tongue, she moves from writing, ‘My mother had died and it was true what 

I’d said, I did not know her … I knew that by not knowing her, I could not know 

myself’ (P, p. 7) to writing at the very end, ‘Perhaps her last gift is simply that: a way 

of living and of being which has been made possible by reclaiming her and knowing 

her, in imagination if not in fact, for by doing that I have finally let her go’ (P, p. 

433).  Speaking of Le Guin’s concepts of the father, mother and native tongues, 

Lalage writes, ‘Was it possible that instead I could find for myself Ursula Le Guin’s 

third term: a native tongue, a dialect that accommodates learning with blood and 

heart, father tongue perhaps with mother tongue?’ (P, pp. 212-213).   

For Hopkins this movement of Lalage’s, from initially only valuing the 

rational, linear and public to an acknowledgement of the interconnectedness of 

society’s binaries, is like the shifts in feminist discourse: 

This reflects, in terms of the debate on the construction of women’s 

identity, the shift from the androgyny of liberal feminism vs the 
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essentialism of radical feminism, (and beyond such biological 

essentialism via Cixous and Irigaray) into new territory, in which the 

relationship of the Semiotic and the Symbolic of Kristeva’s 

psychoanalytic discourse is explored.122 

Hopkins argues that it is through memory and, in particular, Modjeska’s use of it to 

circumvent the linear and the rational, that this Kristevan notion is demonstrated.  

Modjeska embraces both phallologocentric thinking, in trying to create the rational 

and the factual, and, through the stylistic use of memory, the Semiotic.  Following a 

discussion of Modjeska’s use of circular and linear structure and lyrical modes of 

expression, Hopkins writes:  

In psychoanalytic terms lyric discourse replicates the desire for the 

imagined early mother-child bond, while linear narrative discourse 

reflects the later story dominated by the father.  In dealing 

thematically and structurally with contemporary feminist 

psychoanalytic notions of the construction of women’s identity, it 

seems to me that Drusilla Modjeska has created a work which 

encodes for the reader the Kristevan notion of the oscillation and 

fluctuation of the desire for separation and the desire for return to the 

timeless union with the mother.123 

In her quest to discover the causes of her mother’s breakdown, Lalage must 

examine what constitutes a woman at a particular time and place in history.  In the 

process aspects of the construction and repression of women are examined.  Barbara 

Brook concludes her review of Poppy by writing, ‘Modjeska conducts her 

explorations in a series of voices that constructs a material braid out of the complex 

abstractions of the last 20 years of Western feminist writing.’124  The representation 

of Poppy’s voice is an example of postmodernist and feminist impact on the 

representation of women in narrative structure and the possibilities for representation 

of subjectivity – self-consciously limited by discursive practices, but multiple, 
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alternative, complex and rich in its vertiginous questioning of the construction of 

selves. 

Sara Ruddick in her article ‘Maternal Thinking’ discusses how conflicting the 

three primary aims of mothering children – preservation, growth and promoting 

acceptability of the child – can be.  She reminds us that the very nature of much 

mothering thwarts the individual voice, especially in its exhausting oscillation 

between feelings and the circumstances of power and powerlessness.  Ruddick argues 

that this juggling, oscillating and constant analysis, while having a profound effect on 

the thinking of mothers, is rarely valued by society.  ‘What is a great sorrow is to find 

the task itself misdescribed, sentimentalised, and devalued.’125  Cultural codes, 

furthermore, reinforce the notion that while a mother is to nurture the growth of 

independence in her child/ren, at the same time, these codes promote self-sacrifice on 

the part of the mother as a virtue.  There is, of course, nothing wrong with self-

sacrifice, but when it is made into a virtue, often for the benefit of those more 

powerful in society and with little reference to the needs and desires of individual 

women, we are standing on ethically thin ice.  Ruddick quotes from psychologist Jean 

Baker Miller: 

Tragically in our society, women are prevented from fully enjoying 

these pleasures (of growth) themselves by being made to feel that 

fostering them in others is the only valid role for all women and by 

the loneliness, drudgery and isolated non-cooperative household 

setting in which they work.126 

The psychological effects of this can be significant and it takes little to realise that if 

‘maternal thinking’ becomes a type of strained, inimical and destructive thinking, the 

maternal voice, the expressing of this thinking, will be likewise compromised.  For 

Ruddick a solution lies in insisting that maternal thinking should shift to the public 

realm – that the growth, preservation and promotion of the acceptability of all 

children become a societal and legislative imperative.  Although her article was 
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written over twenty years ago, Ruddick’s goal is still, especially in terms of public 

policy, a long way from being realised.   

An analysis of the construction of voice and the way in which it is used may 

help us, for one thing, to understand why female relationships with other females can 

be problematic.  Female relationships with each other can be nurturing and enriching, 

but also can be fraught with subtexts, especially if a woman is outstanding in one way 

or another.  Mother and daughter relationships can also be highly troublesome and 

fraught with miscommunication.  Ursula Le Guin writes, ‘A Woman is afraid of 

women.  She’s a male construct, and she’s afraid women will deconstruct her.’127  

One of Susan Faludi’s primary concerns in her book Backlash: The Undeclared War 

Against Women (1992) is that in the decade prior to publication, the backlash against 

women’s gains in freedom, power and equality had aimed at setting women up 

against women – to isolate and fragment women’s voices: 

It [the backlash movement] pursues a divide-and-conquer strategy: 

single versus married women, working women versus housewives, 

middle- versus working-class.  It manipulates a system of rewards 

and punishments, elevating women who follow its rules, isolating 

those who don’t.  The backlash remarkets old myths about women as 

new facts and ignores all appeal to reason.  Cornered, it denies its 

own existence, points an accusatory finger at feminism, and burrows 

deeper underground.128   

Jane Flax in her influential article ‘The Conflict Between Nurturance and 

Autonomy in Mother-Daughter Relationships and within Feminism’ outlines the 

psychological reasons why women crave nurturing from other women while resenting 

other women’s autonomy.  She writes, ‘Only through relationships with other women 

can women heal the hurts suffered during their psychological development.  The rift 

between identifying with the mother and being oneself can only be closed within a 
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relationship in which one is nurtured for being one’s autonomous self.’129  This is 

hardly surprising given what we know of language and the position of women in 

relation to it.  In This Sex Which Is Not One (1985), Irigaray visualises a distinctively 

female cultural identity.  One of the means to this achievement of self expression is in 

the creation of a new language for women to voice themselves with – not an entirely 

new language, but one which challenges such things as linguistic practices that are 

socially determined, sexual differences in language use, such as those discussed 

previously, and the position of ‘subject’ in language.130  While this sounds somewhat 

optimistic, and Irigaray’s later work recognises the enormity of this suggested cultural 

shift, the linguistic awareness of poststructuralism and the feminist interpretations of 

it are large steps closer to the point where some women, at least, might find a higher 

level of self expression and understanding of the nature of female relationships with 

each other. 

Poppy’s lovely voice rose above us and gave May and Miss 

Hawthorne’s descant its body.  But that’s not what I mean when I 

say she found her voice.  I mean she found a voice that narrates, 

orders, considers, reconsiders, backtracks, and gives life to a story, 

and a story to her life (P, p. 132). 

 

 

 

When Catherine’s grandmother, Margaret, left the family home in Chelsea, London 

in early 1931 to immigrate to Australia with her husband John, her mother – that is 

Catherine’s great grandmother – lost her voice.  Distraught that her daughter was 

leaving and unable to understand how Margaret did not seem to fathom the losses 

that migration would incur, as the great passenger ship Oxford began to break away 
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from the waving crowd at Dover, Grandmother, as she was called,  found that only 

empty and hollow air came from her mouth.   

The doctor, summoned by Grandfather to come to the house immediately, 

had no explanation for Grandmother’s muteness, other than the distress of her 

daughter’s departure.  ‘Plenty of rest and much quiet should see the voice restored.’ 

The sons of the family came, with their young and well-dressed wives, to visit 

in the hope that their cheer could help Grandmother find her voice, but as the weeks 

passed and there was still no sound from her mouth, their plenteous visits turned into 

trickles and then dried up. 

It was not until Grandmother received the first of hundreds of letters post 

stamped Fremantle, that she spoke her first sentence.  Crying through the reading of 

the letter, she  took off her reading glasses, quietly put the letter down and said to 

Grandfather with the candour for which she was well known, ‘The tearing of the 

streamers as the boat broke away was like the cutting of Margaret’s umbilical cord 

when she was born.’ 

At least now she had the written word. 

So, Grandmother spoke again.  Every Sunday afternoon she sat at the dining 

room table and wrote to Margaret telling her the details of life in Chelsea and the 

family so that should she return the very next day she would know that Douglas, her 

youngest brother, had taken up photography, that the local grocer had had his second 

heart attack in four weeks and that the front window frames had been repainted 

recently. 

Margaret’s letters were irregular and became increasingly so.  

Grandmother knew that this was in part explained by the fluctuating efficiency of the 

postal service and partly by the workload immigration demanded, but she also knew 

that some of it stemmed from Margaret’s unanticipated unhappiness. 

‘Margaret,’ she wrote after some time, ‘Never stop writing.  Write to me as a 
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confidant, rather than a mother.  Do not be afraid to tell me of the difficulties you 

face and never feel that you must whitewash these with your pleasures.  Remember, 

dear girl, should you need respite, I am able to cable a fare over to you.’ 

Another time she wrote, ‘Margaret, keep a journal.  Write in it regularly and 

speak to yourself in it.  Difficulties and hardships are lessened in the expression of 

them.’ 

It was this journal writing of Margaret’s that Catherine came to read 

seventy years later after Margaret was buried at South Fremantle Cemetery and her 

house had been neatly swept clean. 

June, 1931:  The garden is improving but the difficulty of working with 

sand rather than soil is a great challenge.  I am currently growing 

cauliflower and broccoli in the vegetable patch and the parsnips are 

coming along nicely.  Growing my own vegetables helps stretch the 

housekeeping money, as does my friendship with Sarah, two houses up 

from us, who is the wife of the Forrest Street Butcher.  I mind her two 

boys some Wednesdays when she requires a day out and she drops off 

leftover meat from the shop for this.  The boys are easy and, since 

John and I are hoping to be blessed with our own children some day, I 

enjoy being with Tom and George.  They like to help in the garden, 

although their ‘help’ is seldom such. 

February, 1932:  The heat is unbearable.  I wake up perspiring to a 

new, hot, oppressive day.  I never imagined that heat could be so 

draining, so humbling.  By 10 in the morning most of my resolve to 

undertake or complete tasks has melted and I sit on the front verandah 

thinking of Chelsea and the wet and cold there, which always, at the 

time, seemed miserable, but now, in comparison, seems kinder than 

this smothering blanket of heat.   

John leaves very early, around 6 am, to be at the office before the sun 

begins to burn.  He returns at 6 pm, when the sun has dulled.  The 
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days are long.  Lonely.  I cry often.  I sit on the verandah and quietly 

cry.  I do not think that those who pass by notice.  I smile at them and 

say ‘Good morning,’ but I am crying.  I do not want to be in Australia.  

I fear that I have made a most terrible mistake, made all the worse by 

John’s delight in Fremantle.  He talks eagerly when he returns from 

the export office, telling me bits of office gossip he thinks amusing.  I, 

on the other hand, have very little to say.  My world, although 

physically expanded, feels diminished, shrunken …  Mother knows this 

and implores me to keep this journal.  She writes that speaking will 

lessen my troubles.  Writing may help me understand the experiences I 

encounter every day in this strange place.  Douglas has told me of my 

mother’s silence when I first departed, so I feel that she understands 

the darkness I now experience. 

December, 1932:  John is turning out to be mean.  I would never have 

suspected him of meanness three years ago when we first met, but now 

he grumbles about the money ‘wasted’ on writing every week to my 

parents.  He says this needs to be rationed and that writing every three 

weeks should be enough since all we do is work to make this migration 

successful so there is not so much to report in the first place, unless – 

and this I think is the nub of his meanness – I am busy reporting all his 

failings as a husband.  John says the postage is an added expense, but 

he seems to have no problem paying for his tobacco and whisky. 

March, 1933:  Men have movement – they can come and go – and they 

have  space – they use more of it up.  Women have the home, but this 

feels like a prison most days.  Supposedly, women have speech, words 

too.  

Words fail me. 

September, 1933:  I have joined St Stephen’s Church choir.  The 

silence of the past few months has driven me to it.  I was hoping to be 

put in with the sopranos, but I am an alto, I’m told.  Well, contralto 
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because I am female.  The closest to a man’s voice. 

I go with Betty Coulthard, whose husband works with John at the 

office.  It only takes us fifteen minutes to walk to the church and even 

though our husbands have offered to walk with us, we both prefer to 

walk together.  I look forward to Wednesday evenings.  We are 

practising for the Christmas concert to be held on Christmas Eve.  The 

music makes me feel closer to home. 

‘Guide Me, O Thou great Jehovah, 

Pilgrim through this foreign Land. 

I am weak, but Thou art mighty, 

Hold me with Thy powerful hand.’131 

I notice that there are others who cry quietly while they sing.   

I find a release in singing and I feel less alone in the collective unison 

of music.  For the two hours of rehearsal I think of nothing other than 

the pleasure of music and the relief to be singing again – to be simply 

taking one deep breath after another and to experience unfiltered 

expression. 

January, 1934:  100º in the shade of the front verandah.  The shastas 

shrivelled in a day, never having had the opportunity to bloom fully.  I 

know that I am carrying a child, but will not tell John until I have 

departed Fremantle.  I must see mother again.  She will know 

immediately that I am expecting and she will insist the child be born in 

England.  Hopefully I will not need to return here for at least twelve 

months.   

John is incapable of looking after himself.  He will have to hire a 

housekeeper. 
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Available from: URL: http://www.hymnsite.com/lyrics/umh127.sht 
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The strangeness of the experience of reading her grandmother’s journal, 

Catherine found, was that she did not see her grandmother in the images the writing 

evoked, but rather, herself.  Passivity, dependence, voicing and the darkness of 

silences were her experiences, she thought.  Sixty years later the grandmother she 

buried – a retired school teacher from St Mary’s College, a vocal member of the 

Anglican Church who wrote and spoke in favour of the ordination of women priests 

and a woman who had had a separate bedroom from Pop’s since Catherine’s earliest 

memory of rummaging through Nan’s costume jewellery heaped in an exotic cut 

wood box on the bedroom floor – did not meld easily with the picture of Gran in the 

journal.   

At some point things had turned.  Had this disjuncture come from a slow 

slide on a long continuum or a sudden leap over a wide gap? 

At some point the necessity to please above all else had slipped.  There was 

an ability to live with silence.  Ideas had come and the words had followed.  

Maybe it was the extended return to her mother.  The mother. 
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CONCLUSION 

The experience of mothering is a topic little addressed in contemporary Australian 

literature.  In particular, the expression of mothering from a subjective position, 

unmediated by the perspective of another persona, is relatively unusual.  This thesis 

concludes that this gap in literature is a result of long-standing discourses and 

ideologies that place women, in general, in problematic and secondary positions.  

Such discourses, in turn, impact at a much broader social level to financially and 

socially disadvantage women.  The thesis is based on the conviction that a different 

approach to these issues can help to fill the gap of under-representation of mothering.  

It contends that if subjective mothering stories were a more significant part of our 

culture, current discourses on mothering would be more open to challenge.  As a 

result mothering would not be as silenced, undervalued and misunderstood.  If it were 

possible to disassemble myths surrounding mothering and ideologies that disempower 

mothers, the conforming and narrow grip of dominant mothering discourses could be 

loosened.  If this occurred, it is more likely women would experience mothering more 

fully and positively.  Sons and daughters might also understand their mothers more 

fully and, in turn, act as parents themselves with greater knowledge and 

understanding.   

Such arguments are integral to the theories of the postmodern feminists, 

Hélène Cixous, Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva, as shown throughout the thesis.  
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Kristeva writes: ‘I believe that we should trust mothers and listen to them.  We should 

recognize the “civilizing” role that mothers play, not only in psychoanalysis but in 

general.  Feminists have not stressed this enough ….’1  Sue Woolfe, Elizabeth Jolley 

and Drusilla Modjeska, too, have emphasised the discursive nature of mothering in 

their novels Leaning Towards Infinity, The Sugar Mother and Poppy.  Their main 

characters or subjects are mothers and their novels chart the impact of prevailing 

social and ideological discourses on the experience of mothering.   

Sue Woolfe’s novel Leaning Towards Infinity concentrates on mothering as a 

corporeal experience.  In this thesis I use feminist theory and fictocriticism to discuss 

the concerns of this novel.  I pay particular attention to the ways in which the female 

body is subject to social regulation, the nature of the corporeal construction of the 

female body, its interaction with social and cultural practice and its materialisation in 

a process of interaction with society.  In Leaning Towards Infinity Woolfe affirms the 

maternal body as a site for empowerment and confidence as demonstrated in the 

triumphant ending of the novel where the mother and daughter are reconciled after 

they both come to understand the world through the experiences of their own 

mothers.   

Elizabeth Jolley’s novel The Sugar Mother, just as does psychoanalytic 

discourse, centres on the family.  As such The Sugar Mother is open to a feminist 

psychoanalytical reading.  It can be read in a way that highlights how the mind 

contributes to the social practices surrounding mothering.  Such a reading suggests 

that a refiguring of the gendered structuring of the subconscious, especially through 

challenges to socially accepted family practices, may lead to greater equality in the 

family and a greater respect and valuing of the contributions of the mother to the 

functioning of society.  The Sugar Mother in such a reading contributes to an 

understanding of the thinking underlying representations of gender and their 

perpetuation.   

In Drusilla Modjeska’s Poppy, Lalage in her quest to deconstruct her mother’s 

life story explores ways in which the mother can resist the cultural silencing of the 

maternal experience and can, rather, reverse this silencing through articulation, even 

                                                

1 Julia Kristeva, Julia Kristeva Interviews, ed. Ross Mitchell Guberman (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1996), p. 10. 
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though language and social structures are themselves inescapably phallocentric.  

Calling on feminist theorists such as de Beauvoir, Irigaray and Le Guin, Modjeska 

maps women’s struggle to find a voice.  As does the work of these theorists, her 

fiction encourages women to express, write, discuss and insist upon their uniquely 

female experiences. 

One existing and fruitful approach to addressing the social and financial 

disadvantage in which women can still find themselves today, and which can help to 

explain why gaps such as those found in the discussion of motherhood still exist, is to 

present empirical evidence that challenges claims of equality and post-feminism.  

This approach is used by Anne Summers in The End of Equality (2003) where she 

draws attention to the multiple facts of economic, industrial and legislative 

disadvantage that bring about inequalities for women – facts which are not currently 

on the Australian political agenda.  Notwithstanding the argument that inequalities are 

more noticeable today due to a much higher awareness and incidence of reportage, 

Summers’ statistics are alarming.  For example, she argues that equal pay still does 

not exist,2 and that never before has the number of women dependent on welfare been 

so high.3  The federal government has strategically abolished or weakened the very 

agencies, such as the Office of the Status of Women, the Women’s Bureau in the 

Department of Employment, Education, Training and Youth Affairs, the Human 

Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, that were established to promote and 

monitor gender equality among other things.4  Childcare is too costly for many and 

unable to meet a large and increasing need.5  Of twenty-eight OECD countries, 

Australia ranks twenty-sixth on childcare spending.6  Domestic and non-domestic 

violence against women has increased in the last three decades – more than one 

                                                

2 Anne Summers reports: ‘In May 2002 women averaged $555 per week while men 
got $839, and this was a larger gap than ten years earlier.’  See Anne Summers, The 
End of Equality (Sydney: Random House, 2003), p. 3. 

3 Ibid. 

4 Ibid., pp. 6, 126-141. 

5 Ibid., pp. 56-59.  For a detailed discussion on childcare expenses, difficulties and 
changing philosophy in family assistance see ibid., pp. 142-171. 

6 Ibid., p. 147. 
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woman is killed in Australia each week through domestic violence alone,7 and each 

day forty-three sexual assaults are reported to the police, most against women.8  

Clearly these facts indicate that equality with men has not been attained.9   

This thesis argues that it is when women mother that practical and 

representational gender inequalities enlarge significantly, and that such inequalities 

are even more noticeable in the pre-school years.  Many feminists have focussed on 

gender inequality and the general disadvantage experienced by women, which are 

obviously important issues for all women, including those who mother.  However, the 

dominance of the debate about overall equality appears to have distracted attention 

from much needed discussion on specific matters relating to women as mothers.  

Women today are aware, possibly more than ever before, how life-changing it is to 

have a child.  There is a strong consciousness of this since the choices available are 

greater in almost every way from those available to previous generations.  Women are 

having children later; it is not unusual today for educated middle-class women to 

have their first child at age forty or older.10  From Ann Oakley’s ground-breaking 

social research in Becoming a Mother (1979) to Anne Summers’ recent research in 

The End of Equality (2003), women report that they do not take the decision to have a 

child lightly.  They are aware of the loss of income, status and mobility they will 

                                                

7 Ibid., pp. 78-79.  Later Summers records the shocking fact that the ‘1997 National 
Crime Prevention Strategy allocated only $210,000 of a total budget of $14 million to 
domestic violence prevention’ (p. 91). 

8 Ibid., p. 100.  In regard to this statistic, Summers reports, ‘The Australian Institute 
of Criminology informed the International Crime Victims Survey in 2000 that only 
15 per cent of women who experienced sexual violence reported it to police and this 
is now accepted as the official rate of under-reporting’ (p. 102). 

9 In case the old slogan ‘the personal is political’ is also deemed passé, Summers 
stridently concludes that the primary reason for these reductions in women’s rights is 
that most of those in government and industry leadership are men who live ‘very 
traditional lives.  Their wives might have had careers but now are full-time wives.  
You have to ask yourself why it is that these people who are in such positions of 
power live lives so at odds with the rest of us.’ (Anne Summers in interview with 
Deborah Light, ‘Is She Right or is She Wrong?,’ The Bulletin 121, November 4, 
2003, p. 29.)  Summers also states in The End of Equality (pp. 188-190) that this is 
both a world-wide and genderless trend; that is, if the female is a CEO or government 
minister often the male partner will support from home. 

10 Summers, The End of Equality, p. 32. 
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incur, against a backdrop of social indifference.  Furthermore, having more than one 

child appears to push most women past the point of juggling work and domestic lives.  

Summers writes:  

[I]t is the second child that is the crunch for so many women.  They 

can cope with one, and still manage their working lives, but the 

demands of the dual life often impose impossible burdens once the 

second child is born.  That is why many women today are having 

only one baby.11 

It is little wonder that Australia’s fertility rate is lower than it has ever been.12  

Furthermore the more educated a woman is, the fewer children she is likely to bear.13  

Summers’ response to this is straightforward: ‘As a society, we ask women to give up 

too much when they have children and we give them far too little in return … [They 

will discover that] a society that claims to value motherhood is lying, that women’s 

status – and with it, their self-esteem – is likely to plummet once they have babies 

and, especially, if they stay home with them.’14  It is these practical and, especially, 

psychological and expressional aspects of the maternal that this thesis examines at 

both a critical and experiential level. 

Even Summers’ study, however, fails to address the issue of unequal domestic 

labour distribution – surely a major factor in accessing gender equality.  Her study 

pays a great deal of attention to the industrial inequality of women but avoids a 

detailed acknowledgement of the emotional, psychological and experiential aspects of 

mothering and their cost to women who mother.  One of her concluding comments 

reflects this lack of attention to the corporeal, psychological and expressive aspects of 

mothering.  Summers concludes that the attainment of equality for women who 

mother could be ‘simple enough’ by  

                                                

11 Ibid., p. 167. 

12 Summers (ibid., p. 44), records that in 2001 the national birth rate had fallen to 1.73 
where the nation requires a rate of 2.1 births per woman for it to replace itself. 

13 Ibid., p. 56.  

14 Ibid., pp. 46-47. 
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Ensur[ing] women have the legislative and financial support to be 

able to work while pregnant, to be financially compensated for loss 

of income following the baby’s birth, to be able to return to the job 

in due course and to have childcare appropriate to their children’s 

ages throughout their pre-school and school lives.  How hard is 

that?15 

Another approach to filling the gap of knowledge of the mothering experience 

and questioning the social and financial disadvantage many women – and especially 

those who mother – find themselves in, is to examine the qualitative aspects of 

mothering.  Australian writer Gabrielle Carey begins to ask questions about the 

experience and the impact of mothering on the individual, offering a personal and 

experiential perspective to the statistics that Summers provides.  Discussing the 

emotional aspects of having children, she suggests that there are other, seldom 

discussed reasons why many women struggle with the decision to have a child or 

children in the first place and then struggle further, practically and emotionally, once 

mothering: 

[J]ust as there are some products which will never find a profitable 

place for themselves in the ‘market’ – such as poetry for example – 

having babies can never ‘pay off’, at least not in contemporary first 

world culture.  In our society our children will not support us when 

we grow old or help us pick coffee in the fields from the age of 

five, as they do in Mexico.  So rationally speaking, I suppose the 

pain, the cost, the time involved in having children really is too 

high.  But the same could be said about love.  Or life. 

The fact that the fear of having children – how they will change, 

diminish, limit our lives – appears to be the reason behind many 

people’s decisions to stay childless, seems to me to be a symptom 

of an even deeper fear of life itself.  Having children means they 

would become too involved.  This is, undeniably, a well-founded 

fear.  Once you’re a mother you do become permanently and 

                                                

15 Ibid., p. 256. 
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inextricably involved.  Your sense of self, so precious in a society 

where religion has been largely replaced with the philosophy of 

individualism, is indefinitely blurred.16 

Such a qualitative viewpoint, which moves beyond the quantitative level, can help to 

fill the gap in the experiential knowledge of mothering.  It is Carey’s kind of honest 

and individual insight based on experiential knowledge of motherhood that is under-

represented in contemporary Australian fiction but which underpins Woolfe’s and 

Modjeska’s work, in particular.  The importance of this sort of writing lies in its 

challenge to and difference from the conventional and reductionist 

sentimentalisations and orthodoxies of mothering that still dominate popular culture.   

Mothering as a subject should be more consciously recognised as a valid area 

of knowledge.  To do so would be to provide a greater challenge to current practices 

and discourses surrounding mothering.  However, it is not enough to say that 

experience should be recognised alongside academic understanding and that the two 

represent equally valid, if different, types of knowledge.  Both must be examined 

critically and both can contribute to a greater and wider knowledge of mothering.  

Assuming mothering is only ever an ordinary, everyday practice devoid of intellectual 

content and divorced from intellectual endeavour promotes a naturalising of the 

practice which currently disadvantages women.  In Jolley’s The Sugar Mother the 

main character, an academic, consciously quotes from the academic discourses of 

literature and philosophy, yet undervalues the domestic and mothering activities 

sustaining his existence on a daily basis.  Nor does he make the connection between 

the subject of the academic discourses he refers to and the daily practices of domestic 

life that surround him.   

This thesis has examined, in particular, the discourses on corporeality, 

psychoanalysis and phallocentrism and the practices of patriarchy as they relate to 

mothering.  The discussion of the corporeal examines women’s alienation from their 

bodies and their reproductive achievements.  Essentialist, constructionist and feminist 

postmodernist positions are examined to discuss how much of the oppression and 

                                                

16 Gabrielle Carey, ‘Prenatal Depression, Postmodern World,’ in Mother Love: 
Stories about Births, Babies and Beyond, ed. Debra Adelaide (Sydney: Random 
House, 1996), p. 194. 
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overlooking of women centres on the discourse of the female body.  Using the work 

of postmodern feminists Cixous, Irigaray and Kristeva, psychoanalytic assumptions 

and practices are challenged, particularly the way in which psychoanalytic theory 

naturalises the practice of phallic authority and silences the maternal, helping to 

determine a cultural order which privileges the masculine.  The discussion of 

phallocentrism analyses the ways in which language and linguistic structures in 

Western thinking and practice privilege ‘man’ as the norm and fail to acknowledge 

sexual difference within this term.  In this practice the female is negated.  The fact 

that the rearing and continuation of the human race in the form of mothering can be 

so undervalued and underrepresented is a result of patriarchal practices and 

discourses, some of which are analysed in this thesis and contested and traversed 

through articulation of alternative realities.  

The integration of fictocriticism is a significant feature of this thesis which 

distinguishes it from other treatments of the discourses of motherhood in Australian 

literature.  Anne Brewster writes, ‘fictocriticism interrogates the way in which 

academic knowledges are constructed.  It can be seen as a “space-clearing” strategy 

which enables the dialogisation, the hybridisation and the relativisation of 

knowledges.’17  The motherhood experience as found in my fiction writing as well as 

that of Woolfe, Jolley and Modjeska interrogates the boundaries and hegemonies of 

knowledge.  My approach in this thesis therefore underscores the relationship 

between academic knowledge and daily experience and thus offers a new critical 

perspective on mothering. 

Nevertheless, describing experiences is not enough to question and fill the 

gaps in motherhood discourses.  An analysis of recognised social structures and 

discourses and their role in disadvantaging or negating the female experience is also 

necessary.  Irigaray says in ‘The Three Genres’: 

No narrative, no commentary on a narrative, is enough to bring 

about a change in discourse. … Two approaches are important for 

                                                

17 Anne Brewster, ‘Fictocriticism: Pedagogy and Practice,’ in Crossing Lines: 
Formations of Australian Culture (Proceedings of the Association for the Study of 
Australian Literature Conference, Adelaide, 1995), eds Caroline Guerin, Philip 
Butterss and Amanda Nettelbeck (n. pl.: Association for the Study of Australian 
Literature, 1996), p. 90. 
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the establishment of different norms of life: the analysis of the 

formal structures of discourse, and the creation of a new style.18 

As a practice fictocriticism can be viewed as offering what Irigaray encourages: ‘the 

creation of a new style.’  Fictocriticism’s gradual acceptance into academic 

pedagogies19 reflects a shift in writing practice.  Influences such as feminism and 

postmodernism in academic environments have challenged the traditional binary 

divide of either/or and objective/subjective and substituted a move into the 

postmodernist and feminist position of both/and.  Criticism is thus in the process of 

being transformed.  Less often is criticism in a position of commentarial ‘mastery’20 

over its text.  Instead it is conscious of its own provisional voice and position.  

Additionally, fictocriticism allows the critic a dramatic voice, disallowed previously.  

The conflation of literature and criticism occurs Amanda Nettelbeck states: 

not only through the irregular intrusion of a slippery subjectivity 

(the subject ‘who says I’) but also through various other devices 

that insert ambiguities into the text.  To play upon metaphor and 

metonymy, to deploy intertextual echoes and analogies, to write 

(back) to a parallel text in a way that invokes that absent text but 

avoids the interpretative gesture: these are all devices that point to 

the simultaneous occurrence of more than one way of reading.  

What this strongly suggests is that fictocriticism is not just a 

‘genre’; more than that, it is a way of speaking, a mode of 

performance.21  

                                                

18 Luce Irigaray, ‘The Three Genres,’ in The Irigaray Reader, ed. Margaret Whitford 
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991), pp. 147-148. 

19 Rosalind E. Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist 
Myths (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1985), pp. 291-295. 

20 See Bob Hodge and Alec McHoul, ‘The Politics of Text and Commentary,’ Textual 
Practice 6 (1992), pp. 189-209. 

21 Amanda Nettelbeck, ‘Notes Towards an Introduction,’ in The Space Between: 
Australian Women Writing Fictocriticism, eds Heather Kerr and Amanda Nettelbeck 
(Nedlands, WA: University of Western Australia Press, 1998), pp. 5-6. 
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Therefore in this thesis not only have I examined the representations of motherhood 

in selected Australian texts in the context of more formal academic discourses, but I 

have also written my own text to add to the discussion through the use of a dramatic 

and performative voice.  This can echo, mimic or confront the voice found in others’ 

writings and can interpret the world through interactive means and in this way create 

new portals of understanding. 

A story can change a person’s outlook in a way that ‘facts,’ knowledge, 

critical distance and statistical detail sometimes cannot.  What is it about stories or a 

person’s specific story that can make such a difference to often firmly held opinions, 

stereotypes and attitudes?  In the hearing or reading of a story words trigger emotions, 

retrieve memories or connect in other ways.  Stories can shift people’s ideas and open 

up previously unrecognised discourses.  Language acts in a dynamic manner upon its 

recipient whose articulations in turn act upon language.  Gayatri Spivak states: 

We know of no world that is not organized as a language, we 

operate with no other consciousness but one structured as a 

language – languages that we cannot possess, for we are operated 

by those languages as well.  The category of language, then, 

embraces the categories of world and consciousness even as it is 

determined by them.22 

This is part of the power of stories.  Attitudes towards women/mothers will not 

change just by protesting inequality and asserting anatomical completeness since the 

social and cultural imaginary is often unavailable for rational debate.  Information can 

be proven factually wrong, but this may still not affect the workings of the mind.  

Possibly, on the other hand, stories based in human emotions, conscious discourses 

and polyvarient images can effect change.   

 

 

 

                                                

22 Ibid., p. 2.  Nettelbeck quotes from Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, In Other Worlds: 
Essays in Cultural Politics (New York and London: Methuen, 1987), pp. 77-78. 
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Catherine had found that entering public life pushing a pram was like opening your 

mouth and speaking with a thick accent – immediately you became secondary, 

unimpressive, ordinary, disempowered.  Just like the migrant, you had a double life – 

another world to call upon, to enter into – you had two lives, not just the one.  

However, as was often the case, it was only the predictable, unified, pure, singular 

and certain that was valued in Western life – a contained and legitimised discourse.  

You were not more powerful because you were two, or three, or four, rather you were 

blurred, leaking around the edges, unsolid and, hence, only worthy of being 

overlooked. 

But that other world, the one Catherine now knew – after difficult beginnings 

– like an unlearned language, seemed, invisibly, to carry the public one on its 

shoulders.  Tinkering with that bedrock, she had found, could make a lot of things 

move. 
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