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Preface

Thinking about this thesis over the past six years or so has been a little like the
experience of hearing a new word one morning and then finding it on everyone's lips
for the rest of the day. It's hard to say exactly when | first perceived that the concept
of the lesbian mother was a pervasive, coherent, and meaningful narrative being

reiterated in a variety of ways and places

Once, motherhood seemed to be a biological fact, fixed both literally and
symbolically within the private, affective sphere. Nmme debates the meaning and
practice of motherhood and mothering in many public spaces. A survey of
newspapers, bookstores, and academic conference programs yields catchy titles, all
ending in question marks. What is said by and about lesbian motherhood is
increasingly complicated and divisive. Language is stretched to describe the
bewildering fragmentation of a time in which one child may have a genetic mother, a
gestational mother, and a custodial mother, each of whom is a different person.
Although it seems clear that new, unprecedented pressures have recently called into
guestion the meaning wfho amotheris, this assumption nonetheless simplifies the
history of the term. Motherhood has meant many different things in the past, just as it

means different things in different cultures and subcultures today.

Chapter 1 gives an introduction to gender identity, motherhood and lesbian
motherhood in general. It traces the evolution of motherhood and gradually focuses
on lesbian motherhood, and gives an introduction to the authors and the works taken
for study. It discusses the theoretical framework taken up for analysis in detalil,
reference and scope of the study. Chapter 2 analyses Cherrie Moraga’s biological

motherhood memoiWaiting in the Wings: Portrait of A Queer Motherhood (1997)



that encapsulates a profound journey chronicled through diary entries spanning from
the anticipation of pregnancy to the challenging initial years of her son Rafael’s life,
when the baby is born premature and had to be hospitalized. The chapter delves into
the theoretical framework of queering motherhood, borrowing the theoretical
structure as outlined by Shelley M. Park, Margaret F. Gibson, Nancy J Mezey and
Amy Hequembourg. It explores the intersection of maternal memoir writing and
identity formation using the theoretical constructs of S Juhasz. The chapter also
addresses the theme of queer autoethnography through the lens of Chicana Lesbian
motherhood and how the mother writes to heal her pain (scriptotherapy).

Chapter 3 analyses Nancy Abram’s The Other Mother: A Lesbian’s Fight for
Her Daughter (1999). It delves into her personal journey, marked by the custody
removal of Abram’s daughter Amelia due to her separation from her lesbian partner
Norma and subsequent legal battle for custodh@thild. Abrams' memoir critiques
monomaternalism, which intersects with patriarchy, heteronormativity, capitalism,
and Eurocentrism, and advocates for resistance within adoptive, blended, lesbian, and
gueer families. These themes are explored with theoretical help from Adrienne Rich,

Amy Hequembourg and Andrea O’Reilly.

Chapter 4 analysefsmie Klempnauer Miller’s Non biological Motherhood
Memoir She Looks Just Like You: A Memoir of (Nonbiological Lesbian) Motherhood
(2010) ancexplores the intersection of narrative and theory in understanding
motherhood experiences by constructing a theoretical framework grounded in
concepts of polymaternalism, aiming to challenge established dichotomies within
motherhood discourse. Various theoretical perspectives, including Adrienne Rich's
analysis of matricentric feminism, and Lynn O’Brien's exploration of patriarchal

ideologiesn motherhood practices, are synthesized to shed light on the complexities



iii
of mothering in contemporary society. Margaret F. Gibson's work on queer
mothering, Eve Kosofsk$edgwick's analysis of mothering desires, and Carol Smart's

deconstruction of motherhood as a natural institution contribute to a nuanced

understanding of queer motherhood narratives.

Chapter 5 exploreKarleen Pendleton Jimenez’s biological motherhood
memoirHow to Get a Girl Pregnant (2011), wherelimenez employs the memoir
genre to delve into her journey adutchlesbian navigating the realm of artificial
insemination to conceive a child. Through her narrative, Jimenez provides a nuanced
perspective that transcends a mere clinical portrayal of the pregnancy process by inter
connecting individual identities and experiences, challenging the notion of isolated
narratives and highlighting the interplay between personal and societal coftexts.
theme of motherhood has been explored here with the theoretical support of Brenda
O. Daly, Maureen T. Reddy and Marianne Hirsch's critique of feminist avoidance of
the maternal, noting its entrenchment in patriarchal ideals. Joanee S. Frye and Andrea
O'Reilley's concept of maternal reproduction and the relational self has also been

explored in this chapter

Chapter 6 concludes the thesis with a comparison of the works taken up for
study in terms of the challenges, choices and chances supplied to the lesbian mothers
in their journey to motherhood. The characters of various memoirs are grouped
together based on their choices of maternal identity: biological ebimbogical.

Chapter 7 analyses the Limitations and Recommendations for further studies
regarding this area of research. Narrative strategies in all the selected works have also

been analyzed and added to the end of the core chapters.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Identity defines a person in the social sphere. They are classified based on
markers like age, ability, caste, class, culture, ethnicity, gender, nationality, religion,
race, sexual orientation and socio-economic status. The markers are many and
varied. Cultural and gender markers are significant amongst these. Most of these
markers are constructed by the normative society, based on the assumption of what
is normal and generally accepted. The normative markers of gender and sexuality
are termed ‘heteronormative’ or ‘heterosexual.’ It is also defined as
‘cisnormative’and describes beliefs and systems that presume cisgender identities
and relationships to be the norm. The term ‘cisgender’ has been used in this thesis to
refer to people for whom the sex and gender they were assigned at birth aligns neatly
with their subsequent sexual and gender identities. ‘Heteronormative’ describes
normative principles and structures that define heterosexual identities and

relationships.

At the other end of the spectrum are the terms ‘homonormative’ or
‘homosexual’ that deviates from the conventional norms of gender and sexuality.
‘Queer’ is also used to denote those sexual and gender identities that fall outside of
heteronormative and cisnormative categorisations. The traditional binary model that
defined gender as a dichotomy between heterosexuality and homosexuality is
considered as the perceived ‘normal’ standard. However, in everyday conversations,
there is a growing recognition and acceptance of the vast spectrum of genders and

sexualities.



Razeena 2

This shift owes much to the activism of LGBTQIA+ (Lesbian, Gay,
Bisexual, Transsexual, Queer, Intersex, Asexual and more) communities, whose
visibility and advocacy have steadily increased since the early 1990s. Concurrently,
the rising academic discipline of queer studies has played a crucial role in driving
societal and cultural transformations. Queer studies delve into the intricacies of
homonormativity, carving out conceptual and practical spaces for sexualities and
genders outside conventional norms. This endeavor involves dismantling the binary
structures of gender and sexuality that have long dominated Western thought. Of the
deviant sexualities mentioned above, Lesbian and Gay identity construction are
explored much in contemporary literary and theoretical discourses. This thesis

focuses on how lesbian motherhood identity is constructed.
Lesbian Identity Construction- Butch/ Dyke and Femme

Sociological and psychological research has extensively documented the
presence of butch (masculine) and femme (feminine) subcultures within lesbian and
bisexual communities. Despite the widespread acknowledgment of these butch—
femme identities in both mainstream and literary discourses on lesbian and bisexual
women, there remains a lack of consensus regarding their precise definition,
suggesting a multidimensional nature rather than a singular construct. Comparative
analyses reveal that, in contrast to femmes, butches exhibit less inclination towards
childbirth but are open to the idea of raising children. Recent investigations indicate
a correlation between sexual orientation and butch—femme identity, with a
significant majority of butches identifying as lesbians, while only approximately half

of femmes identify solely as lesbians, with the rest identifying as bisexual.
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Despite being frequently marginalized and viewed unfavourably by research
that leans towards a transformative perspective, which also tends to consider them
regressive or unacceptable within lesbian communities, butch- femme couples are
simultaneously criticized as epitomizing homonormative ideals. This criticism
suggests that lesbians are not necessarily following more egalitarian relationship
trajectories than heterosexual couples. However, the dynamics within butch- femme
relationships possess the potential to challenge and undermine homonormative

norms in nuanced and intricate ways.

Research by Jonathan Bassett, Sharon Pearcey, and Dabbs, regarding Butch
and femme identity construction, suggest that butches exhibit partner preferences
akin to heterosexual men, while femmes display preferences resembling those of
heterosexual women. Butch and femme identities signify distinct expressions of
masculinity (butch) or femininity (femme) within lesbian culture, encompassing
diverse traits, behaviours, styles, and self-perceptions. These identities serve as
frameworks for organizing sexual relationships and navigating the complexities of
gender and sexual identity dynamics within the lesbian subculture. The concept of
butch—femme culture serves as a means of structuring sexual relationships and
negotiating gender and sexual identity complexities. However, it is imperative to
recognize that butch—femme dynamics do not constitute the sole model of lesbian
relationships, as there are also individuals involved in butch—butch and femme—
femme partnerships. Throughout the twentieth century, the manifestation and
significance of butch and femme identities among lesbians have undergone
significant evolution. Some lesbian feminists have critiqued the butch—femme
dynamics, viewing it as a replication of heterosexual relationship norms.

Conversely, others argue that while butch—femme dynamics may bear resemblance
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to heterosexual patterns, they also serve to challenge and subvert them concurrently.
In the memoirs selected for study, the focus is on butch lesbians whose non-
normative identity is foreshadowed when they adopt the role of motherhood, both

biological and non-biological.
Motherhood

Motherhood is deemed to be a biological fact, fixed both literally and
symbolically within affective and symbolic spheres, but over the years, the meaning
and practice of motherhood and mothering has metamorphosised. Motherhood has
assumed various shades of meaning in the past, just as it means different things in
different cultures and subcultures today. Although motherhood is most often
described in terms of cultural homogeneity and universal ideals and standards, it is
also embedded in specific historical communities and groups. Viewing motherhood
from the perspective of different communities and groups, it highlights the ways in
which unambiguous norms and hidden assumptions about motherhood are
negotiated by various material circumstances, especially in the time of rapid social,

cultural and technological changes.

The first sense of mothering is grounded in the sense of its biological
meaning, denoting a gendered, bodily, and relational identity. The second sense
expands on the idea of nurturing and taking care like a mother. This figurative usage
is still rooted either in the sense of a person who gives birth or in the mothers'
assumed role of protection that is implied across cultures. The third sense connects
mother to a gendered identity, the one who exerts control or is revered as a mother,

disengaging the word from any connection to actual gestation and birth, associating
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it with femininity and asserts that motherhood relates women to metaphorical

mothering and not just biological mothering.

Homonormative families also engage in the concept of parenting. Just like
heteronormative parenting that focuses on man -woman- child relationship,
homonormative parenting focuses on gay parenting (man-man-child relationship)
and lesbian parenting (woman-woman-child relationship). In such non-normative
patterns of family construction, due to the marked absence of natural means of child
reproduction and conception, such couples resort to the use of artificial means of
reproduction like surrogacy or Artificial Insemination (Al). In lesbian parenting
relationships, because of the presence of two women, even though one asserts as the
butch(masculine) and other as the femme(feminine), most often, one woman is the
biological mother of the child and the other the non-biological mother. The non-
biological mother is most often termed as the ‘other mother’ or the ‘co-mother’.
Unlike in normative parenting methods, where one partner assumes the dominant
role of the father and the biological gestational role of the mother, in non-normative
lesbian parenting methods, both the partners assume the role of mothers. Studies
often reveal that once a child enters the lives of lesbian women, regardless of
whether they were butch of femme, the maternal instinct takes over and the non-

normative gender identity takes a back stand.

Lesbian Motherhood

Theoretical research on lesbian parent family structures has largely catered
around questions of assimilation and resistance and how they adhere to the concept
of being either ‘ordinary’ or ‘unique.” Motherhood critics theorise that lesbians have

the potential to perform better as parents than heterosexuals, but as lesbian parenting
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is often seen as an anomaly in normative parenting cultures, this appears to be a
radical claim. Academic work on lesbian parenthood largely concentrates on the
children in such families. Lesbian mothers often alter between the pressure to be
‘normal’ in order to appease homophobic critics, and the subversive imperative of
queer theory. Rather than evaluate their relative success in challenging
heteronormativity or their assimilative dimensions, this thesis tries to locate and fix
lesbian mothers within the domain of assimilation among lesbian families that often
oversee the importance of context to understandings of lesbian parents’ experiences.
This thesis attempts to reveal the methods in which lesbian mother’s choices and
practices are expressive of their broader sympathies of kinship in relation to family
formation, legal and social policies. The method taken in this thesis emphasises on
these deviations from the trajectories of conventional parenting that has dominated
recent queer theoretical work and instead explores the meanings of parental, both
biological and non-biological, that is apparent in lesbian women’s narratives of
motherhood. Lesbian mother’s affinities and practices may be characterised by both
assimilative and resistive elements. The point of theoretical analysis in this thesis is
not to assess the extent to which they either adhere to or deviate from
heteronormativity, but rather to explore how lesbian motherhood opens up new
deliberations in mothering practices in the gradually evolving social and familial

structures.

Though the term ‘lesbian’ and ‘mother’ are often considered to be in
oppositional categories, many lesbians are traversing the path of biological/non-
biological motherhood, thanks to innovation in reproductive technologies and
adoption services. Before acknowledging their sexual orientation, certain lesbians

assume the role of mothers within heterosexual relationships. A more recent
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phenomenon is that of lesbians who choose to become parents in the context of a
visible lesbian lifestyle, by openly acknowledging their sexuality and choice of
partners. This has enabled political mobilisation for lesbian mothers that new
reproductive technologies and established lesbian communities have made

motherhood a more visible option for lesbian women.

The manners in which lesbian couples navigate the journey of parenthood
often diverge significantly from the typical experiences of heterosexual couples.
Unlike many heterosexual parents who adhere to traditional gendered parenting
roles, lesbians embarking on parenting do so within relationships where these rigid
roles may be redefined or even absent altogether. This pioneering generation of
lesbian parents operates with fewer constraints imposed by societal norms, allowing

them to shape novel family structures that challenge traditional ideologies.

Lesbians navigate a complex array of factors when considering their desire
for motherhood, including their personal beliefs about motherhood, their integration
into lesbian networks and communities, the dynamics of their intimate partner
relationships, and their professional aspirations. These decision-making processes
differ from those of heterosexual women due to the unique ways in which sexuality
shapes the experiences of various groups of women. Moreover, within the lesbian
community, intersecting factors such as race and class also play significant roles in
shaping individual experiences and perspectives on motherhood.

Lesbian Co-parents

Academic discourses on lesbian motherhood from the 1970s onwards have

frequently addressed apprehensions regarding custody rights of children from earlier

heterosexual relationships. In many countries, same-sex couples are not granted the
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privileges given to married heterosexual couples and, in such places, where they can
legally register their union in same sex partnerships, they are often not extended the
rights of adoption. While the lack of legal and social definitions concerning the role
of co-parents can be a matter of concern, writings by lesbians regarding their choice
to have children together explore new ways of thinking about gender and parenting

and reconstruct conventional norms of motherhood.

Freudian understanding of sexuality and identity emerges from a complex
interplay between the child and its parents. While the mother-child bond is typically
seen as primary, the Oedipal dynamics introduce a triangular relationship that shifts
the child's focus from the mother to the father, redefining the mother as lacking in
comparison to the father. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick's analysis in Between Men (1985)
sheds light on the dynamics of male homoeroticism, suggesting that these
relationships often manifest as a complex interplay of rivalry, frequently centred
around a woman. In our cultural narratives, male same-sex desire is often portrayed
as competitive, with the presence of a woman serving to frame such desires within a
heterosexual context. Similarly, female-female desire is often interpreted through the
lens of reproduction, with the presence of a child acting as a focal point. This
tendency to triangulate same-sex desires around conventional heterosexual or
reproductive frameworks serves to normalize and make sense of non-normative
desires. For instance, it is commonly assumed that a daughter can only fully
comprehend her mother's experiences once she herself becomes a mother, implying
a shared understanding rooted in reproductive roles. This assumption extends to all
women, who are often presumed to share a collective bond based on their potential

for reproduction. Sedgwick's analysis underscores the ways in which societal norms
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and expectations shape our understanding of desire and relationships, often through

the imposition of homonormative and reproductive paradigms.

In families with two or more mothers, akin to those in heteronormative
nuclear families, the child faces the challenge of not being able to identify solely
with one parent. However, unlike in heterosexual families, the recognition of
differences between parents in polymaternal families extends beyond sexual
differences to encompass factors such as race, class, ability, and age. When a child
prioritizes one mother as the ‘real” mother, it reflects societal norms favouring
certain characteristics associated with motherhood, such as fertility, whiteness, and
middle-class status. The term ‘polymaternalism’ has been used in the sense wherein
a child has two mothers, a biological mother that gives birth to the child and a non-
biological mother (the partner of the mother) who lives with the duo and takes cares

of them.

An exclusive focus on the mother-child dyad in mothering narratives tends to
reinforce heteronormative family structures, overlooking the significance of the
relationship between mothers themselves. To truly understand queer mothering, it is
essential to explore the emotional bonds among the mothers in addition to their
connection with the child. Just as male homoerotic relationships are often framed as
rivalries triangulated around a woman, female-female desire is frequently
contextualized around the child, perpetuating the notion of reproductive desire as the

norm for queer relationships.

Biological and Non-Biological Motherhood

Amy Hequembourg and Michael L Farrell’s article “Lesbian Motherhood:

Negotiating Marginal — Mainstream Identities” cites Ellen Lewin’s powerful
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statement that, “for lesbian women, ‘motherhood’ becomes a defining characteristic
of identity that elides the ‘difference’ of lesbianism” (qtd. in Hequembourg and
Farrell 543). Many lesbians construct ties with their child that are not related by
blood, where one partner is a biological (therefore the legally recognised) parent and
the other is defined by her ‘lack’, as the ‘non-biological (therefore the non-legal)
parent. This reinforced an acceptance of the (hetero)norm against which all families
were measured, in terms of family practices and configurations. Queer theorists have
placed considerable emphasis on the importance of subversion of heteronormative
ideals. This binary structure of parenting is associated with heteronormativity and
lesbian mothers with children representing the social realisation of these values,
whereas the radical queer resists all attempts at ‘normalisation’. Similarly, the
existence of non-biological co-parents challenges biological ties as the basis for
parenthood. Lesbians who choose parenthood face a new form of criticism from
within the LGBTQIA+ community as they appear to conform to heteronormative

standards of family structure.

Adopting a Butlerian perspective on gender, which suggests that gender is
not inherently tied to a pre-existing biological sex, but rather emerges through
repeated social acts, lesbian motherhood offers a framework for analysing gender
dynamics within lesbian parenting contexts without undermining the significance of
gender. While the assimilationist approach has its merits in political contexts, it
poses certain challenges. Not only does it often reinforce traditional,
heteronormative family structures, but it also tends to overlook the role of sexuality
within the family unit. This is not to dismiss the potential similarities between
lesbian and heterosexual motherhood. Rather, the aim in this thesis is to critically

examine the reliance on non-normative behaviours in the memoirs taken up for
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study. Of these, two are biological (Cherrie Moraga and Karleen Pendleton Jimenez)
and the other two are non-biological (Amie Klempnauer Miller and Nancy Abrams).
Furthermore, the assimilationist approach in research tends to ignore the potential
for these families to challenge heteronormativity through alternative discourses and

practices.

Chicana Lesbians

Of the four authors taken for study in this thesis, two belong to the Chicana
lesbian community- Cherrie Moraga and Karleen Pendleton Jimenez. Along with
their identity construction of motherhood, these authors also assert their Chicana
identity throughout the memoir. The process of coming out has historically been
intricate, particularly for individuals of colour and ethnic races, as their families are
deeply intertwined with broader racial and ethnic communities. For many people,
irrespective of their sexual orientation, their racial or ethnic community serves as a
crucial anchor, offering refuge from a discriminatory world and providing both
economic and emotional support. For lesbians of colour, coming out to their families
not only strains intra-family relationships but also jeopardizes their strong
connections to their ethnic communities. Consequently, minority lesbians risk
feeling displaced within their ethnic identity. Homophobia within communities of
colour is often intertwined with both racism and sexism. In Latino communities,
especially among the upper class, family honour is closely linked to women's sexual
purity, reflecting a fundamental aspect of Hispanic culture. The pioneering
generation of lesbian mothers laid the groundwork for contemporary lesbians to
embrace motherhood. The challenges faced by these early lesbian mothers, such as

legal battles for child custody and proudly asserting their identity as both lesbians
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and mothers, continue to influence present-day struggles for adoption rights and

recognition of same-sex families through marriage.

Through the voices of queer-identified mothers, one hears stories and
insights that might otherwise be drowned out by the din of cisnormative and
heteronormative practices of mothering. The thesis also studies how the mothers, in
the four memoirs selected for study, mother ‘queerly’ with different goals, values,
and strategies than those found in dominant ideologies of patriarchal motherhood.
Throughout the thesis, the term patriarchal motherhood is synonymous of

heteronormative motherhood.
Studies on Motherhood and Queer Motherhood

Motherhood offers women sites of power and oppression, areas that are
explored in feminist debates about essentialism and exclusion. Many feminist
theorists still base their arguments in a maternal body and insist that pregnancy and
childbirth cannot simply be ignored as a gender-specific and probably gender-
constructing experience. Others perceive mothering as a more metaphorical and
social act that is open to anyone. Elaine Tuttle Hansen quotes Sara Ruddick, noted
feminist philosopher, in her work Mother Without Child : Contemporary Fiction
and the Crisis of Motherhood (1997), where the latter redefines the concept of
mothering, when she states that, “...to be a ‘mother’ is to take upon oneself the
responsibility of child care, making its work a regular and substantial part of one's
working life”’; “the concept of ‘mother’ depends on that of the child”(qtd. in Hansen

4), prompting one to reconstrue the traditional assumptions about maternity in many

ways.
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Feminist studies of motherhood usually begin in the 1960s with key first-act
figures like Simone de Beauvoir, Shulamith Firestone, Kate Millett, and Betty
Friedan. They were the early second-wave feminists who pointed out a strong link
between women's oppression and women's naturalized position as mothers. The
arguments of these early feminists may seem more subtle and ambivalent than they
have often been taken to be. Later feminists seek to reclaim and reinterpret
motherhood and revalue difference and their work began in the mid-seventies and
took a wide variety of forms, in the hands of feminists as Adrienne Rich, Nancy
Chodorow, Dorothy Dinnerstein, Sara Ruddick, Mary O'Brien, Juliet Mitchell, Luce

Irigaray, Héléne Cixous, and Julia Kristeva.

While maternal theory is well-developed, its central texts do not
fundamentally challenge heteronormative and cisnormative assumptions. While
most recent writers on motherhood have incorporated some queer content in their
work, this has largely occurred as an add-on rather than a central refashioning of
existing scholarship. Nancy Chodorow’s The Reproduction of Mothering (1999)
talks about the heteronormative family structure as the basis of every mother-child
relationship. Even Adrienne Rich, well-known as a lesbian mother and motherhood
theorist, does not discuss the relevance of her lesbian perspective in Of Woman
Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution (1976) until the preface of the
second edition, where she analyses motherhood as both a refuge from and a site of
racist oppression and cultural imperialism that are fundamental to any academic
considerations of reproduction and parenting. Patricia Hill Collins, Cherrie Moraga,
Dorothy Roberts, bell hooks, and Audre Lorde were representative theorists who

incorporated race, culture, class and gender into motherhood theories and practices.
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Mother Writing and Memoirs

A memoir is a form of nonfiction narrative literature that draws upon the
author's personal memories to recount real-life events. Unlike fiction, the assertions
made within a memoir are considered factual, grounded in the author's lived
experiences. While traditionally categorized as a subset of biography or
autobiography, especially since the late 20th century, memoir distinguishes itself by
its focused narrative structure, typically centred around specific periods or events in
the author's life rather than encompassing their entire lifespan. Unlike biography or
autobiography, which chronicles the entirety of a person's life, a memoir often
delves into particular aspects such as significant moments, career highlights, or
pivotal events. The individual who writes a memoir is commonly referred to as a
memoirist or memorialist, capturing their unique perspective on the events they

recount.

The historical and strategic absence of the mother's perspective and the
theoretical difficulty of representing the paradoxical perspective of writing as ‘a
mother’ in conventional Western literature and the discursive myths of
psychoanalysis are represented in the concept of the ‘silent’ mother. The memoir as
a genre was open to the silent dialogues between dominant and subversive voices,
but it has only recently become a genre in which the mother's voice could be
heard.Modernist women writers have also engaged in the interest of feminist critics
concerned with narratology, some of which find more departure from the dominant
psychoanalytic and discursive models. Elaine Tuttle Hansen quotes Susan Winnett
in her book Mother Without Child: Contemporary Fiction and the Crisis of

Motherhood (1997) with regard to mother writing that, “... the traditional female



Razeena 15

experience of birth and breast-feeding has forced women ‘to think forward rather
than backward” and that they needed to “stop reading ‘in drag’ in order to see that
narratives for women work differently than theories based on male erotic experience

have understood.” (qtd. in Hansen 13)

Motherhood has recently entered into literary studies from psychoanalysis
through the notion of the play space or potential space, taken primarily from object
relations theory. Following key lines of French feminist thought, Claire Kahane has
argued that this space is similar to the discursive space the woman writer might
occupy and that it is the ideal vehicle for a maternal voice that questions “fixed

structures of gender” in postmodernist discourse (qtd. in Hansen 13).

Memoirs, with their insightful work at the level of the symbolic, become
indispensable lenses through which maternal subjectivities can be perceived. The
mothering ideology that shapes the way these mothers perceive their roles and
responsibilities, and their attempts to create meaning out of a disruptive and chaotic
situation is illustrated through these narratives. They also attempt to establish a link
between motherhood as an ideological system, and mothering as a lived experience
wherein real, embodied women struggle to balance precarious existential realities
with ponderous cultural rhetoric. Feminists and feminist literary critics have in
general assumed that if mothers could speak and write, in contradiction to their
earlier silence, they would tell a new and different story. Some would add that only
by telling new stories about their lives can women escape the traditional plots that
confine them to the roles of wives and mothers. Hansen also quotes Sara Ruddick in

her book mentioned earlier that, “Some of the most reflective maternal thinkers have



Razeena 16

been moved to think deeply about motherhood precisely because mothering does not

come easily to them” (qtd. in Hansen 15).
Lesbian Motherhood Memoirs

Literatures on lesbian motherhood writings has largely overlooked the social
and cultural complexities influencing lesbians' decisions to become mothers by
failing to address the fundamental question of why lesbians choose motherhood. By
neglecting this inquiry, scholars implicitly assume that lesbians, as women,
inherently desire motherhood if presented with the opportunity. Furthermore, the
focus on intentional decision-making implies that lesbians have full agency over
their choices to become mothers, dismissing the external pressures and constraints
they face. Lesbians must navigate various obstacles and considerations throughout
the process of becoming mothers, including finding a suitable partner or deciding to
pursue single motherhood, coming out to family and friends, selecting a method of
conception, and acquiring a child. Contrary to the notion of accidental motherhood,
lesbians make deliberate decisions within the broader context of social and cultural

influences, akin to heterosexual women.

A comprehensive examination of lesbian motherhood memoirs raises critical
questions about the extent to which they are influenced by societal norms, financial
constraints, ideological beliefs, and personal desires. These questions explore
whether lesbians remain childfree due to historical separations between lesbian
identity and motherhood, financial barriers to reproductive technologies or adoption,
heterosexist ideologies, or personal preferences. Similarly, they inquire into the
motivations behind lesbians' choices to become mothers, such as seeking to conceal

their sexual identities behind the societal role of motherhood or succumbing to



Razeena 17

familial or relational pressures. It perpetuates the notion that motherhood is a
‘natural’ inclination while assuming that all women, including lesbians, possess

unconstrained autonomy in their reproductive choices.

Selected Works for Study

The memoirs chosen for analysis follow a timeline of fourteen years, starting
from 1997 to 2011. They have also been categorised as biological and non-
biological motherhood memoirs. The first memoir taken for study is Cherrie
Moraga’s biological motherhood memoir Waiting in the Wings: Portrait of A Queer
Motherhood (1997) that encapsulates a profound journey chronicled through journal
entries spanning from the anticipation of pregnancy to the challenging initial years
of her son Rafael’s life, who was born premature, diagnosed with bradycardia and
had to be hospitalised. Moraga also asserts her identity as a Chicana butch lesbian
living in a homophobic society. The second non-biological memoir taken for study
is Nancy Abram’s The Other Mother: A Lesbian’s Fight for Her Daughter (1999). It
delves into her personal journey, marked by the custody removal of Abram’s
daughter Amelia due to her separation from her lesbian partner Norma and
subsequent legal battle that ensued for custody of the child. The third memoir that is
explored in the thesis is Amie Klempnauer Miller’s non-biological motherhood
memoir She Looks Just Like You: A Memoir of (Nonbiological Lesbian)
Motherhood(2010). Here Miller intricately recounts the conception, birth and early
years of her non-biological daughter Hannah, navigating the common challenges
inherent in new motherhood. The fourth memoir that is analysed in this thesis is
Karleen Pendleton Jimenez’s biological motherhood memoir How fo Get a Girl

Pregnant (2011). Here Jimenez employs the memoir genre to delve into her journey
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as a butch lesbian navigating the realm of artificial insemination to conceive a child,

while also giving a vivid and introspective analysis of her Chicana identity.

The memoirs analysed in the thesis feature mothers who identify as butch
lesbians and actively pursue or have already achieved motherhood through adoption
or assisted reproduction methods. Their decision to become mothers is intentional
and not coerced, representing a conscious choice within the context of their lesbian
identities. Through this deliberate decision-making process, they challenge
traditional gender roles and construct positive narratives of motherhood within the
framework of their lesbian relationships. Their individual life experiences
significantly influence their mothering choices, as they navigate the intersections of

gender, sexuality, race, and class.
Detailed Analysis of the Texts

Cherrie Moraga’s biological motherhood memoir Waiting in the Wings:
Portrait of A Queer Motherhood (1997) is written in the form of a journal that
documents Moraga’s journey as a butch lesbian into pregnancy with the support of
her partner Ella , the birth of her son Rafael and her challenges that ensue due to her
son’s premature birth, a near fatal illness called bradycardia and her lesbian identity
in a homophobic world in the 1990s U.S. Alongside these personal reflections are
retrospective essays delving into the intricate realms of motherhood, partnership
dynamics, gender roles, and the dynamics within Chicana lesbian families. Moraga
also explains in great detail the unfavourable legal systems that did not accept

lesbian parental and custody rights.

Nancy Abram’s The Other Mother: A Lesbian’s Fight for Her Daughter

(1999) describes Abrams’ legal battle for the custody of her non-biological daughter
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Amelia that ensue when she and her partner Norma separate. The narrative dissects
the intricate interplay of societal norms, legal frameworks, and political dynamics
surrounding LGBTQA+ parenting. At its core, the narrative questions the essence of
motherhood, inviting introspection into the diverse manifestations of parental love
and identity within contemporary social landscapes. The memoir asks very pertinent
questions as when a non- biological mother loses or gives up custody of a child,
would she still be regarded as the child’s mother? Norma, the biological mother, is
later admitted into Rehab centre when she gets addicted to alcohol and sleeping pills
and she becomes irregular in her care of Amelia. Abrams goes to court for gaining
partial custody of Amelia, but the courts were not partial to her as she was the non-
biological mother. She also gives a vivid account of the judicial laws in the 1990s

U.S that did not favour lesbian custody rights.

Amie Klempnauer Miller’s Non-Biological Motherhood Memoir She Looks
Just Like You: A Memoir of (Nonbiological Lesbian) Motherhood (2010) gives a
narrative description of the conception and birth of her non-biological daughter
Hannah, and her amiable relationship with her partner Jane. Despite the anticipated
tribulations such as a complex birth, extensive birthing preparations, opting for the
role as a full-time caregiver, and handling the typical demands of an infant, Miller's
journey diverges from the conventional narrative — she is Hannah's non-biological
mother, while her partner, Jane, assumes the role of the birth mother. As a same-sex
couple, Miller and Jane grapple with myriad legal and biological complexities
seldom encountered by heterosexual parents, including issues like second-parent

adoption and sperm donation.
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Karleen Pendleton Jimenez’s biological motherhood memoir How fo Get a

Girl Pregnant (2011) employs the memoir genre to narrate her experiences as a

butch lesbian trying to get pregnant, first by natural means of conception (thereby

subverting her deviant lesbian identity for a brief period of time) and then by

Artificial means of Insemination (Al) to get pregnant. With the support of her

partner Hilary, Jimenez establishes her identity first as a non-biological mother (to

Hilary’s children Joshua and Maya) and then gradually the biological mother.

Literary Review

Cherrie Moraga’s Waiting in the Wings: Portrait of A Queer Motherhood

“Cherrie Moraga on Writing About Queer Motherhood- The Celebrated Author
and Activist Revisits her Own Memoir”, an online article published in the
website of Literary Hub, dated December 7, 2022 by Cherrie Moraga explores
the author’s personal narration about her physical and emotive experiences on
writing the memoir 30 years ago and how she perceives it now, at the present
time and space.

“Writing the Lesbian Mother: Waiting in the Wings”, a chapter in the book The
Wounded Heart: Writing on Cherrie Moraga by Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano,
published by University of Texas Press in 2001, gives a critical analysis of
Moraga’s lesbian motherhood memoir and gives a new subject position to
Moraga’s navigation of biological motherhood and Chicana lesbian identity.
“Queering the Chicana familia in Cherrie Moraga’s Waiting in the Wings”
(2020), an article by Francisco José¢ Cortés Vieco explains how Moraga asserts
the notion of lesbian motherhood and Chicana familia that is explained in the

cultural context of the Latinas.
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4. Waiting in the Wings- Portrait of a Queer Motherhood- Cherrie Moraga in
conversation with Martha Gonzalez, a YouTube video streamed live on 9 Dec.
2022, where Moraga revisits her memoir in its twenty fifth anniversary and
talks about her experiences while she wrote the book at that point of time and
the changes she perceives in society now.

Nancy Abram’s The Other Mother: A Lesbian’s Fight for Her Daughter

Being a comparatively less explored work, not much critical analyses were available
on Abram’s memoir, save for a book review written by Colette Morrow, published
in Journal of the Association for Research in Mothering on 23 Nov.1999,where

Morrow gives an introspective review of the memoir.

Amie Klempnauer Miller’s Non-Biological Motherhood Memoir She Looks Just

Like You: A Memoir of (Nonbiological Lesbian) Motherhood

Similar to Abrams’ memoir, not much critical analyses were available on Miller’s
memoir too except for two online articles by the author herself in the website
Beacon Broadside: A Project of Beacon Press, titled “What Kids Have to Say,”
dated 29 Oct. 2010, where the daughter Hannah speaks of her experience of having
two mothers. The second article is titled, “Amie Klempnauer Miller: A Non-Bio
Lesbian Mom’s Adoption Story,” dated 17 Nov. 2009. Here Miller takes an extract
of her memoir that deals with the adoption process of Hannah, along with her

partner Jane.

Karleen Pendleton Jimenez’s biological motherhood memoir How fo Get a Girl

Pregnant

1. Book review by Samantha Walsh, published in the Journal of the Motherhood

Initiative for Research and Community Development, December 2014 issue.
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Walsh gives a critical perspective of the memoir and the biological lesbian
motherhood aspects.

2. “How To Get a Girl Pregnant: An Autoethnography of Chicana Butch
Reproduction” by Karleen Pendleton Jiménez (author) published in the Journal
of the Motherhood Initiative for Research and Community Development, Dec.
2014 issue, where the author gives a lucid first-hand narration of her attempts
at getting pregnant by means of Artificial Insemination and the assertion of her
butch lesbian Chicana identity and a conclusion that offers an analysis of the
fertility culture.

Research Gap

On reviewing literature in this area of study, it was found that research had
been conducted on the concept of lesbian motherhood, second parent adoption and
legal adoption rights exclusively from a sociological and psychological perspectives
as case studies in research theses. However, there is a dearth of analysis of memoirs
from a literary context, based on the theoretical concepts of lesbian motherhood. The
predominance of memoirs by white, middle-class lesbians limit cross-cultural
references, while ethical considerations surrounding self-disclosure and anonymity
hinder further study. There was also a marked absence of diverse representations,
new theoretical frameworks and legal policy implications in existing studies on
lesbian motherhood memoirs. Little has been explored in the realm of legal and
medical issues like surrogacy from a literary perspective, including disparities in
parental rights and healthcare support. Overall, the lack of recognition and
representation for lesbian mothers underscores the need for comprehensive studies
to deepen understanding and promote acceptance of diverse family structures. The

aim of this thesis is to fill these research gaps.
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Theoretical Framework

The theoretical foundation of this thesis draws from a synthesis of queer
studies, lesbian motherhood studies, and memoir studies. In Cherrie Moraga’s
memoir, the theoretical framework of queering motherhood through queer
methodology in autoethnography has been analysed using Stacy Holman Jones and
Tony E. Adams concept “Autoethnography as a Queer Method,” in the book Queer
Methods and Methodologies: Intersecting Queer Theories and Social Science
Research edited by Kath Browne and Catherine J Nash. Queer motherhood
concepts have been outlined, with the theoretical backing of Shelley M. Park's
Mothering Queerly, Queering Motherhood. The intersection of maternal writing and
identity formation, referencing works such as S. Juhasz's Mother-writing and the
Narrative of Maternal Subjectivity and Margaret F. Gibson's Queering Motherhood:
Narrative and Theoretical Perspectives. Furthermore, it discusses the concept of
‘becoming’ a lesbian mother, drawing from Amy Hequembourg's theories on
identity formulation in Lesbian Motherhood: Stories of Becoming. The memoir also
addresses the notion of ‘intensive mothering’ and the ‘good mommy myth,’
referencing Susan J. Douglas and Meredith Michaels' work in The Mommy Myth:
The Idealization of Motherhood and How It Has Undermined Women. The concept
of lesbian mothering desires and decisions is explored with support from Nancy J.
Mezey's New Choices, New Families: How Lesbians Decide about Motherhood and
K. Gerson's Hard Choices: How Women Decide about Work, Career, and
Motherhood. Chicana lesbian familia and motherhood has been analysed in The
Wounded Heart: Writing on Cherrie Moraga by Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano and the
article “Queering the Chicana familia in Cherrie Moraga’s Waiting in the Wings,” by

Francisco José Cortés Vieco.



Razeena 24

In Nancy Abram’s memoir, queer motherhood theorist Shelley M. Park’s
concept of ‘monomaternalism’ in the lesbian context has been used as the central
theoretical framework, as is evidenced in her work Mothering Queerly, Queering
Motherhood. Adrienne Rich's essay, “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian
Existence,” challenges normative motherhood by advocating for open adoptive
relationships in the memoir. Amy Hequembourg's work on lesbian motherhood
explores legal challenges, such as second-parent adoptions. Andrea O’Reilly's
matricentric feminism analyzes institutional constraints on motherhood. Michael
Warner's concept of ‘repro-sexuality’ and ‘repro-narrativity,” as used in Park’s book,
has been adopted to shed light on the societal pressure on non-normative bodies to

conform to (non)biological reproduction and how lesbian mothers deviate from it.

Amie Klempnauer Miller’s memoir’s theoretical framework has been
constructed around the notion of polymaternalism and alternate mothering practices
with support from Park’s book Mothering Queerly, Queering Motherhood Resisting
Monomaternalism in Adoptive, Lesbian, Blended, and Polygamous Families.
Adrienne Rich’s Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution
analyses motherhood as a refuge from various sites of oppression, those are
fundamental to any analysis of reproduction and parenting practices. Andrea
O’Reilly’s book on motherhood Matricentric Feminism: Theory, Activism, and
Practice analyses how patriarchal concepts of compulsory heterosexual mothering
can affect alternate forms of motherhood. Lynn O’Brien’s Bikini Ready Moms:
Celebrity Profiles, Motherhood and the Body and Margaret F Gibson’s Queering
Motherhood: Narrative and Theoretical Perspectives have been used to analyse the

foundational constructs of queer motherhood. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s analysis of
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triangulation of maternal desire have been used to study accounts of queer

motherhood that rarely focus on the relationship between mothers.

Karleen Pendleton Jimenez’s memoir has been explored with the central
concept of maternal substitutes. Lisa Baraister's book Maternal Encounters: An
Ethic of Interruption have been used to describe the maternal transformation. Brenda
O. Daly and Maureen T. Reddy, in the ‘Introduction’ to their edited volume
Narrating Mothers: Theorizing Maternal Subjectivities explores the theme of
maternal subjectivity. Joanee S Frye’s chapter “Narrating Maternal Subjectivity:
Memoirs from Motherhood” in the edited volume of Textual Mothers / Maternal
Texts: Motherhood in Contemporary Women's Literatures byElizabeth Podnieks
and Andrea O’Reilly, talks about maternal subjectivity in motherhood memoirs,
which has been explored to understand the theme of subjectivity in Jimenez’s
memoir. Andrea O’Reilley’s book Matricentric Feminism: Theory, Activism, and
Practice talks about the reproduction of mothering and the maternal relational
self.O’Reilley’s quotes on Julie Stephens’ work Confronting Post Maternal
Thinking: Feminism, Memory, and Care has also been used in the chapter where the
latter analyses the concept of the ‘post maternal thinking’ in maternal subjectivity
and how it affects repeated expressions of anxiety around the naming of certain
values as maternal.

Narrative Technique

Employing a narrative and theoretical approach to the task of queering
motherhood prompts one to establish connections among the experiential, the
representational, and the analytical realms, although without imposing a rigid

framework. The memoirs follow a set pattern, entered as journal entries as the
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thoughts formulate in the author’s minds, with the purpose of writing to heal their
pain and angst. This method, termed scriptotherapy, is common to all the memoirs
taken for study. The selected memoirs have been scrutinized, focusing on the
underlying discourses of ‘authentic’ motherhood—particularly the binary between
biological and non-biological mothers. This approach also seeks to blur the
boundaries between heteronormative and homonormative manifestations of
mothering. The thesis also delves into the analysis of maternal bodies and practices

that are often stigmatized or deemed unacceptable.
Purpose of Study

The thesis titled “Shifting Boundaries of Motherhood: Challenging the
Parental Binaries in Select Lesbian Motherhood Memoirs” aims to address an
intersectional and interrogative analysis of the discourses and dynamics of gender,
sexuality and motherhood that would bring about an understanding of lesbian
mothers’ narratives in which they are acknowledged by their method of identity
construction: sexual, cultural and maternal. This facilitates an examination into the
discourses of biology, kinship and gender among lesbian parents whereby their
experiences and perceptions are contextualised within established parameters of
hegemonic ideals. This thesis also attempts to address the experiences of lesbian
parents in diverse maternal contexts, from the perspective of the biological lesbian
mother and the non-biological lesbian partner, in an attempt to reconsider notions of
resistance and suppression within existing theoretical works. It also aspires to
critically interpret the efforts of lesbian parents who strive to create and establish

their familial structure in unaccommodating contexts.
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This thesis’s purpose is not to replace existing definitions of motherhood
with a new one, but to focus on one of the comparatively less explored aspect of
maternal concept and identity, the notion of lesbian motherhood. The memoirs
chosen address these questions and also engage in available narrative patterns, by
revising diachronic traditions of heterosexual motherhood. The memoirs selected for
study do not dislodge conventional perspectives of a woman who mothers nor do
they strive to analyse the inferences of the relational status of maternal identity. It
tries to discover the possibilities of novel means of visualizing alternate forms of
motherhood, outside of its normative constructions in patriarchy and also to try
bring to the forefront, the significant role played by representations of cultural
codifications in traditional motherhood patterns. The authors of these memoirs have
all considered what it might mean to rethink, reshape, and re-establish notions and
practices of motherhood from queer perspectives. These memoirs also move away
from experiential accounts to explore the cultural, political, and historical meanings
of parenting and motherhood using queer theories and perspectives and also examine
how mothering practices may be ‘queered’ when they do not follow normative
scripts. The thesis will be divided into six chapters. Chapter 1 “Introduction,”
introduces the concept of lesbian identity construction and lesbian motherhood
writings. Chapter 2 “Coalescence in Motherhood: Cherrie Moraga' s Biological
Lesbian Motherhood Memoir Waiting in the Wings: Portrait of a Queer
Motherhood,” explores Moraga’s navigation through motherhood and her Chicana
lesbian identity. Chapter 3 “Vulnerable Subjects: Nancy Abrams’ Non-Biological
Lesbian Motherhood Memoir the Other Mother: A Lesbian’s Fight for Her
Daughter”, analyses Abrams’ experiences of non-biological mothering with Amelia

and the angst of separation and hassles of custody battles that follow when Abrams
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and her partner Norma separate. Chapter 4 “Alternate Motherhood: Amie
Klempnauer Miller’s Memoir She Looks Just Like You: A Memoir of (Nonbiological
Lesbian) Motherhood,” studies Miller’s non-biological motherhood experiences
when her partner Jane conceives and gives birth to their daughter Hannah. Chapter 5
“Maternal Substitutes: Karleen Pendleton Jimenez' s Biological Lesbian Motherhood
Memoir How to Get a Girl Pregnant,” analyses Jimenez’s experiences as a Chicana
butch lesbian trying to ‘get pregnant,” her observations of fertility clinics and
methods of artificial means of reproduction and her subsequent pregnancy. Finally,
Chapter 6 “Summation” sums up the major findings across the core chapters.
Chapter 7 “Limitations and Recommendations for Further Study” explains the

research gaps in the area and recommendations for further research.

Addressing these questions, this thesis aims to bridge this gap in the
literature by scrutinizing lesbians’ decision-making processes, thereby contributing
to the understanding of the social dynamics surrounding lesbian motherhood
decisions more broadly. The purpose of this thesis is to explore how lesbian
mothering finds out the choices that were available to these mothers, regarding
childbearing and child rearing practices. The study intends to focus on the ways in
which the mothers in the memoirs dismantle the conventions and restrictions of
patriarchal motherhood and traverse new choices that define their homonormative

family construction.
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Chapter 2
Coalescence in Motherhood: Cherrie Moraga' s Biological Lesbian
Motherhood Memoir Waiting in the Wings: Portrait of a Queer

Motherhood

“The hardest loving is what is required of me as a mother: the letting go as the

feelings deepen...” (Moraga 126).

Patriarchal motherhood has always gone beyond the conventions of
heterogenous motherhood. Cherrie Moraga’s motherhood memoir Waiting in the
Wings: Portrait of a Queer Motherhood (1997) explores the concept of motherhood
that becomes ‘otherhood’ when it is associated with lesbians as they deviate from
the mainstream patriarchal dichotomy of accepted norms of sexual identity and
constructions of motherhood. In the conventional scenario, it is always the mother-
father duo that make up the concept of perfect parents, never a mother -mother or a
father -father. As Andrea O’Reilly asserts in her book Mother Outlaws : Theories
and Practices of Empowered Mothering (2004) and Lynn O’Brien Hallstein quotes
in Bikini Ready Moms: Celebrity Profiles, Motherhood and the Body (2015),
“...patriarchal ideologies of “good” motherhood function as culturally constructed
practices, ones that are continuously redesigned in response to changing economic
and societal factors...” (Hallstein 16), explaining how and why alternate forms of
motherhood that highlight and feature the maternal body in new ways can reveal
much about how new forms of motherhood continue to develop as a sophisticated
postfeminist ideology. Moraga’s memoir explores the universal norms of
motherhood, as is explained in the title. ‘Coalescence’ refers to the process or a state

of coming together to form a complete whole. Moraga discusses the many facets of
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motherhood that transcends culture and race, the universal lesbian familia (Spanish
for family) and the motherhood image that permeates throughout her memoir.
Motherhood often invoked a sense of power for Moraga, as she sees herself as the

life source that sustained their community.

The lesbian mother is fixed in a growing chasm between her idealism and
condemnation in modern culture, and her unstipulated position identifying her as
both object and subject in the philosophical framework of the Western World.
Moraga’s deliberate eulogization of the generative potential of lesbian motherhood
can be seen as a reactive attempt to celebrate motherhood despite the many profound
changes it has created in the structured patterns of heterosexual motherhood. This
chapter uses the concept of queer autoethnography to explore the shift from a female
subject position (lesbian) to encompass a maternal whole. Moraga navigates through
the cultural concepts of ‘universal motherhood’ and Chicana lesbian familia while
reconfiguring a queer maternal identity that both realigns and reconstructs existing
lines of conventional autoethnography. Queer autoethnography contends with the
notion that the essence of motherhood can never be contained in one phrase or

sentence, nor can it be bound to traditions and conventions.
Theoretical Framework

The theoretical concepts used in this chapter integrates narrative and theory,
as is seen in queer motherhood studies. Being a Chicana lesbian, Moraga’s memoir
intertwines culture and ethnicity with her lesbian biological motherhood
experiences. In this regard, the narrative pattern of queer autoethnography has been
explored, with the theoretical backing of Stacy Holman Jones and Tony E. Adams’s

chapter titled “Autoethnography as a Queer Method,” in the book Queer Methods
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and Methodologies: Intersecting Queer Theories and Social Science Research
(2010). Edited by Kath Browne and Catherine J Nash, the book discusses queer
methodology in autoethnography and explains that autoethnography and queer
theory share conceptual and purposeful affinities. To explain this concept further,
the article “Queering the Chicana familia in Cherrie Moraga’s Waiting in the Wings”
(2020), by Francisco Jos¢ Cortés Vieco explains how Moraga asserts the notion of
motherhood and familia that goes against the social imposition of childlessness and
the cult of maternity is enforced against the Latinas. The chapter “Writing the
Lesbian Mother: Waiting in the Wings” in the book The Wounded Heart: Writing on
Cherrie Moraga by Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano explores the maternal position of

Moraga who also assumes the identity of a butch lesbian.

Motherhood, and parenting practices, especially lesbian motherhood
practices, more generally, is a domain that lies below the flux of mainstream
academic and theoretical studies. Patriarchal assumptions of motherhood define the
border between theory and experience. The theoretical framework in this chapter is
formulated, keeping in focus notions of biological parenting, lesbian motherhood,
and sexuality. The combined resources of queer theory and maternal theory provide
ample territory for developing new lines of enquiry and new tools of analysis, while
fundamentally challenging patriarchal assumptions of heteronormative /
cisnormative assumptions of motherhood. While maternal theory formulates major
share of the theoretical framework, lesbian identity has also been applied here. The
theoretical concept of queer motherhood that Shelley M. Park explores in her much-
acclaimed book Mothering Queerly, Queering Motherhood: Resisting

Monomaternalism in Adoptive, Lesbian, Blended, and Polygamous Families (2013)
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as against the heteronormative limitations of maternal practices is the central thought

of this chapter.

S. Juhasz had stated that maternal writing is a site for structuring maternal
identity in her book Mother-writing and the Narrative of Maternal Subjectivity
(2003) that gives credit to the “mother-author who uses writing to navigate a
plurality of self-positions” (5). Margaret F Gibson’s Queering Motherhood:
Narrative and Theoretical Perspectives (2014) theorizes queer motherhood by
shaking off the methodological and theoretical formula in existing beliefs and
practices to constitute new patterns in academic writing on lesbian motherhood. Lisa
Baraister’s Maternal Encounters: An Ethic of Interruption (2009) talks about how
most women experience mothering in a fresh perspective in terms of the extremity
of feelings it provokes, and the deep changes it brings about in their character,

affiliation, and formation of the individual self.

When analyzing the theme of lesbian motherhood identity and ‘becoming’ a
lesbian mother, the theories of identity formulation by Amy Hequembourg who
theorizes the concept of ‘becoming’ in her book Lesbian Motherhood: Stories of
Becoming (2012) have been used. Hequembourg states that “becoming” (56) is a
theoretical construct that can be utilized to understand day to day experiences
without resorting to conventional notions of a constant specific subject. The concept
of lesbian mothering desires and decisions has been formulated with theoretical
support from Nancy J. Mezey’s book New Choices, New Families How Lesbians
Decide about Motherhood (2008), where she explores how lesbians desire to

become mothers or remain childfree.
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Maternal Subjectivity and the Form of Autoethnography and Memoir

Queer autoethnography represents a distinctive approach within ethnographic
research where a researcher intertwines personal experiences with broader cultural,
political, and social contexts to derive meaningful insights and understandings. This
method is recognized as a qualitative and/or art-based research practice,
emphasizing the exploration of subjective experiences in relation to a larger societal
dynamic. In queer autoethnography, the researcher becomes both the subject and the
analyst, offering a nuanced and introspective viewpoint that contributes to a richer
comprehension of the interconnectedness between personal narratives and broader
cultural phenomena. Moraga’s memoir allows for a deep exploration of lived
experiences, fostering a more profound engagement with the multifaceted layers of

meaning embedded within her individual stories and their cultural implications.

Stacy Holman Jones and Tony E. Adams talks about queer methodology in
autoethnography in the chapter titled “Autoethnography as a Queer Method,” in the
book Queer Methods and Methodologies: Intersecting Queer Theories and Social
Science Research (2010) edited by Kath Browne and Catherine J Nash, where they
explain that, “autoethnography and queer theory share conceptual and purposeful
affinities” (198). It focuses instead on fluidity, intersubjectivity, and responsiveness
to particularities. Queer autoethnography looks to “extract meaning from experience
rather than to depict experience exactly as it was lived” and puts the
“autobiographical and personal” in conversation with the “cultural and social” (198).
They also state how the methodology of queer autoethnography allows a person to
document continuous journeys of self-comprehension and inspires the user/writer to

think out of the categorisations (207).
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In the article “Queering the Chicana familia in Cherrie Moraga’s Waiting in
the Wings” (2020), Francisco José Cortés Vieco explains how Moraga asserts the
notion of motherhood and queer familia that, “goes against the social imposition of
childlessness and the cult of maternity enforced against the Latinas™(17), thus
bringing about the concept of fluidity in gender and motherhood constructs. Moraga
says in the memoir how her family supports her decision to be a mother. Vieco
substantiates this point by stating that the social paradigms resulting from patriarchal
traditions that dominate Mexican- American communities was evident in Moraga’s
family too and says how Moraga merges her sexual identity and her Chicana lineage
by projecting queer motherhood to create her own familia. Moraga describes her
resentment that she had to renounce her own female sex because of her
homosexuality as heterosexual philosophy firmly asserted that lesbianism and
motherhood were exclusive categorizations: “We were women-lovers, a kind of third
sex, and most definitely not men. Having babies was something ‘real”’ women did—
not butches” (20). Vieco says that Moraga “reconciles her lesbian sexuality and her
Chicana/o community and embraces some elements from her Hispanic lineage, such
as the importance of family, sisterhood, genetics, and religion when she undertakes
the queer project of becoming a lesbian Chicana mother in California during the

1990s.” (17)

In an online personal interview with Moraga conducted as part of this thesis
work on 28 Mar.2024 via Google Meet, to the question, “How does the lesbian
mother navigate the expanding divide between her ideals and societal judgment in
contemporary culture, while also grappling with her undefined role as both a partial
object and subject within the Western philosophical tradition?”” Moraga responds

that, “motherhood experiences in every culture were specific, with religion, class



Razeena 35

and race relating everything to everything else” and that “queer familia counters
privileged patriarchal motherhood.” Her culture and upbringing defined who she

was.
Motherhood Experience and Mother Writing

Motherhood memoirs, especially lesbian motherhood memoirs, could be
considered as private histories imbued with trauma and travails of new motherhood
rather than the glamour of the newly acquired role of motherhood. Resisting norms
of heterosexuality that stated that motherhood was only for ‘normal’ couples,
homosexual couples who went ahead and took the plunge to become mothers often
talk about the public trials they had to undergo, both during impregnation and the
consequent stages. These could be considered as emotions and experiences that
remain private because they are opposed to classification in language, an inherent
feature of queer autoethnography. Memoirs about queer motherhood often have this

quality.

Lisa Baraister in her book Maternal Encounters: An Ethic of Interruption
(2009) talks about how lesbian mothers expresses their desire to write about
“marked with one’s markings ... a praxis that does not explore or illustrate the
personal, but through which the personal takes place has parallels with the notion
that the emergence of maternal subjectivity occurs through the details of maternal
praxis” (12). Moraga, as the lesbian maternal subject, reconfigures boundaries of
sexuality and the maternal identity to reinvent the ‘queer autoethnographic self ’.
The concept of ‘mother-writing’ has undergone constant theorizing. S. Juhasz had
stated that maternal writing is a site for structuring maternal identity. In her book

Mother-writing and the Narrative of Maternal Subjectivity ( 2003) , she states how



Razeena 36

maternal subjectivity can be attained by analyzing mother-writing as, “...a creative
space that promote recognition for the mother-author who uses writing to navigate a
plurality of self-positions, for the reader who also acts as surrogate mother to the
mother-writer, and for the text itself” (395). By fusing ‘multiple maternal identities’
within the same stylistic space, she argues a “grammar” (400) can be determined,
and with it, the prospect of feasible relationships among different maternal positions.
Moraga traverses through motherhood as a writer- mom. She says that she feels with
her writing career as a playwright and as a poet and longs for the extended
involvement in her work (43). Though she underlines the importance of diversity,
innovation and identification, her narrative rests on a supreme notion of the self that
asserts itself in every word as she pens down every thought she thinks aloud, onto
which these multiple identities are fastened. She overtly rejects roles that challenge
her identity as a Chicana lesbian mother. She argues instead that maternal work
consists of the dual responsibilities of nurturing the child and at the same time,
organizing diverse aspects of her Chicana culture and rituals so that they appear as a
characteristic whole. Memoir writing, Moraga believes, can create a sliver of

consistency out of the self, due to the intrinsic contradiction of the maternal.

Moraga’s identity as a mother asserts her identity as a writer. Post-delivery,
when she works on the memoir and other writings, she says, “...I am trying to be a
mother who writes well. [ am trying to be a writer who mothers well...” (Moraga

96). She ruminates on the power of creativity further thus:

1 think about what it is to create — even for a single moment- a thing of
beauty, a thing of pure and honest human passion, as these arias. I think of

my own task as a writer- a life task- to write anything that comes close, even
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for a moment, to the depth of human emotion. At times I question it all. [
wonder if [ can ever truly create a complete work, something I can stand in

the center of and know its wholeness.
Metamorphosis. Change. Transformacio’n. (96 Italics in text )

Moraga’s biological motherhood memoir takes us through her experiences in
pregnancy and premature delivery of her baby boy, whom she names Rafael (after
the Archangel, the Healing Power of God). The book is divided into three sections
and the Prologue is very aptly titled “The Long Hard Path.” The Prologue starts with
the phenomenal sentence “Lesbians don’t make babies with our lovers” ( 15). This
statement challenges the existing norms of conventional parenthood, thereby
blurring the boundaries and opening up new vistas of queer autoethnographic
identity formation. She continues the thought by emphasizing that they make babies
with strangers in one-night stands or on the doctor’s insemination table, with friends
in a “friendly fuck” (15) or a loveless mason jar, with enemies who were their
former husbands or boyfriends. They could not make babies with one another as
their blood does not mix into creating a third entity by splitting the DNA. Lesbians

could co-adopt, co-parent, comrades but could never become “blood mami and
papi.” (15)

The memoir’s entry starts in Section I, titled “City of Angels”, referring to
Los Angeles where Moraga was at the time. She and her partner Ella seek help from
Pablo, her gay Mexican friend, to help Moraga get pregnant. The first entry is on
“28 enero/Los Angeles” (26) prior to which Moraga has undergoes Al (Artificial
Insemination) at their home using the simple apparatus of a water syringe. Moraga

remembers the day as the “feast of epiphany, a good day to start a life” (25) where
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she, her lover ‘Ella’ (the Spanish word for she, where the double // is pronounced as
v) and her friend Pablo had come together to create life. She conceives in the first

attempt itself.

Homophobic Discrimination and Heteronormative Expectations

When Moraga decides she wanted a baby at the age of 40, she says that her
having a baby as an “avowed lesbian” (16) would have been a radical move, had she
lived anywhere else. She says she decided to embark on this journey only because

she had full faith in her partner Ella, quoting thus:

I would not have embarked on this journey alone: I chose motherhood
because I knew Ella was that quality of woman who would never just up and
leave...I think most people would think it radical to take it upon ones’ s
lesbian self to make such a proposal first to her partner and then to a gay
man, a generation younger. [ 'm doing this, Will you help me? (16 italics in

text)

Moraga responded, in the online personal interview, to questions regarding
her Chicana lesbian familia and her lesbian motherhood experiences, that, “Chicana
lesbian mothers were a lot conventional than single mothers of color” as they had
partners who stood by them. She also said that “lesbian mothers were ‘straighter’
than queer couples.” In addition to the general lack of awareness about lesbian
parenting in society and subsequent prejudice that Moraga and her femme partner
Ella encountered, there were numerous instances in which particular spaces were
clearly marked out in heteronormative ways. When Moraga’s son Rafael was born
prematurely, he had to be sustained in a ventilator. Later, the baby was diagnosed

with bradycardia (a condition in which the baby forgets to breathe and has to be
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placed in a breathing support system) and had to undergo multiple surgeries due to
an infection in his intestines. Moraga had to frequently visit the hospital as she was
breastfeeding the baby. The hospital staff and nurses were supportive and
sympathized with Moraga as she was the biological mother. But Ella, as the co-
parent, has a different story to tell. Often, her identity as the co-mother is questioned
and she is not granted access to visit the baby. Once the hospital guard stops Ella
and questions her identity as immediate family of the baby. He wonders out aloud in
mock astonishment “...you say you’re both the moms! I didn’t know two women
could have babies together” (75). Moraga fumes at this instance of “testosterone -
driven homophobes with no power acting like they got some...” (75). The hospital
hours gave exclusive privileges to the fathers, rather than co-parents. Although
Moraga, who gave birth in a hospital, was able to negotiate the same access for the
co-parent Ella, the thought of having to do so repeatedly created great anxiety in her.
She was concerned that they would face homophobia and resistance as a result of
their efforts to ensure that co-parents had similar hospital visiting hours that were

inadvertently given to the fathers.

There was no formal acknowledgement of lesbian and gay partnerships
earlier, thus all lesbian relationships were exposed to exclusion from the decision-
making process regarding their partners in situations such as medical emergencies.
Moraga, who had no qualms as to their identity as a lesbian, occasionally faced
active criticism of their life choices. While she reported many instances where
medical and other staff were supportive and receptive, the fear of confronting
homophobic responses in various contexts, including hospitals, was a taxing
experience for Moraga and her partner. Even in modern day U.S, as stated by

Moraga in the online interview, there was “still instances of homophobia in the
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metropolitan areas of U.S, where there is a large right-wing presence and there was
still a lot of prejudice about lesbians.” Moraga did occasionally experience overt
hostility and discrimination. However, encounters with institutions were more
generally characterized by a dearth of awareness concerning lesbian familial
relationships and patterns. Moraga retorts to the sarcastic comments made by the
hospital guards thus, “... That’s right, you’d be surprised what two women can do

together.” (76)

If lesbian motherhood phenomenology strives to explain conscious
experience from the point of view of lived experiences, then lesbian maternal
subjectivity can be understood as not prevailing in some external space, outside of
the lived experience, but as produced by embodied or lived experiences. Queer
autoethnography strives to address this very pertinent point. This occurs at the level
of lived experiences and shared emotions of lesbian motherhood. Though a post-
modern feminist perspective would discard a basic notion of an exclusively female
lived experience, there has certainly been a getting back and engaging with an
embodied feminine otherness or difference as a site of both assimilation and

resistance in lesbian motherhood memoirs, particularly in the memoir by Moraga.

Negotiating the Maternal ‘Tie” Among Biological and Non-Biological Lesbian

Mothers

The status of the lesbian mother is always questioned and challenged and the
parental status of the ‘non-biological co-parent’ is even more. She is sidelined in
mainstream parenting society and her distinctiveness as a parent is often challenged
in broader society. In legal terms, there is generally little or no credit of her

existence. Memoirs on lesbian motherhood emphasize on families that are not
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organized around blood ties. However, scant attention has been paid to the
consequences for equal parental status and kinship formation of the differential legal
status of lesbian couples with children where only one of them has any parental
right. The author gives a variety of reasons for choosing to be/become a ‘biological’
or ‘nonbiological’ parent. She asks that if two women decide and bring up a child
together, but only one of them is rendered any legal credit, could this difference be
understood as a power imbalance? Aside from the legal point of view, there were
also other ways by which these couples conveyed their differences, with regard to

their biological or non-biological parental status.

Moraga uses the agency of memoir to discuss this issue by subverting the
boundaries of motherhood. The most common among them were if lesbian parents
and their children could adopt substitute kinship terms for biological and non-
biological parents. The multiple potentials for the inscription and re-inscription of
heteronormative assumptions regarding the role of biological mothering is explored
in Moraga’s memoir. Moraga enumerates the experience of separation and
negotiating custody that accentuate issues of inequality and liability of the biological
and the non-biological mother. In this perspective, the identity formation of queer
motherhood in the face of queer autoethnography becomes tantamount here. Stacy
Holman Jones and Tony E. Adams quotes Eve Kosofsky Sedgewick by stating that
in queer autoethnography, “an identity-as-achievement perspective does not imply
that biology has nothing to do with interaction, nor does it foreground environmental
influences on selthood; the essence of selves and the processes through which selves
are made are not the foci of queer theory. Queer theory not only recognizes that

identities are conditioned and constrained by operations of power, but also works,
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simultaneously and perpetually, to transgress, alter or call attention to these

formative conditions and constraints.” (qtd. in Jones and Adams 208)

Moraga mentions how, although complete trust may be a feature of
relationships, the realities of separation are a stark reminder of the power difference
between co-parents and their former partners. The difference did not solely reside
upon the biological mothers who depended upon co-parents to fulfil their obligations
in the absence of a legal framework. But after a relationship ended, co-parents
became dependent on their former partner to stay in regular contact with their
children. Unlike biological mothers, a co-parent’s place in a child’s life is not
continuously justified in society and was therefore susceptible to be displaced. In the
memoir, Moraga recounts an experience where her butch friend Maria was a co-
parent and narrates an incident where she had raised the son of her partner. The boy
addresses her as ‘daddy’ and Moraga says the boy “...learned how to be a boy from
Maria. He learned masculinity from Maria, and she was a wonderful male role

model: the best of fathers with a woman’s compassion.” (15)
Maternal Ethics and Cultural Ethnicity- Mothering

Lisa Baraister in her book Maternal Encounters: An Ethic of Interruption
(2009) talks about how, “most women find mothering a shocking experience in
terms of the extremity of feelings it provokes, and the profound changes it seems to
prompt in identity, relationship, and sense of self” (3). Moraga experiences this
through the analysis of a series of maternal experiences, registering dominant and
subverting moments in the lives of mothers in her family. She uses this to explain
the many concerns that have remained resilient to theoretical scrutiny and analyzes

the scope for a specific maternal subjectivity, relativity, and ethics. Operating across



Razeena 43

present-day philosophies of feminist ethics from a psychological and social point of
view, the “maternal subject”, in Baraister’s account, becomes an, “emblematic and
enigmatic formation of a subjectivity ‘called into being’ through a relation to
another that the mother comes to name and claim as her child” (3). As Moraga steers
through the uniqueness of lesbian maternal experience, she talks about the instances

where the mother emerges as a subject of otherness, transgression, and affection.

Moraga says how her culture is saturated with the ‘mother’ image in its
varied guises, and yet theoretically remains an obscure figure who seems to
disappear from the many discourses that explicitly try to account for her. She feels
blessed to be born into a huge extended familia (Spanish for family), a large family
in which aunts and uncles were surrogate parents, where her grandmother Dolores,
presided matriarchally over the lives of more than hundred relatives. She says:
“Growing up, the we of my life was always defined by blood relations. We meant
family. We were my mother’s children, my abuela’s grandchildren, my tio’s nieces
and nephews. To this day, most of my cousins still hold onto a similar understanding

of we. Not I’ (17 italics in text).

Later, she says that when she came out as a lesbian and when she decided to
become a mother, she searched for a ‘we’ that could embrace all parts of herself that
took her beyond the confines of heterosexual family ties. She talks about how her
sense of family extended into the community. Her extended community was
“...strictly women, then strictly lesbian, then strictly women of color, then strictly
Chicana/o, then strictly Latina lesbian”. Moraga asserts that in each of these worlds,

she found “abrazo y rechazo... a common cause,” (19 italics in text) thus reiterating
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her use of queer autoethnography in her memoir. She extends this sense of kinship

into her concept of motherhood too. This is recounted in the following lines:

What is sex or prayer (I don’t know which) is the springs sunlight
descending into the cooling goldenrod hills. I watch it retreat, starting my
bath in the evening light, finishing in darkness. I watch my womb grow,
watch the sudden transformation of my body like some holy miracle. I try to
reach somewhere wounded and orphaned inside of me and bring this sudden
image of my queer womanhood into view: I, the object of my own desirous,
lesbian, woman-hungry eyes. I, a mama, too, like all the mamas I have

longed for and loved. (19 italics in text)

Moraga talks about the mother image that permeates everywhere. Her mother
and grandmother, Ella’s mother and /a Virgin (the Holy Virgin) are constant
companions in Moraga’s journey through pregnancy and afterwards. When the baby
is born prematurely with several health conditions, Moraga prays primarily to /a
Virgin. She asserts that her delivery had enabled her to share a special bond with her
mother, a concept of shared motherhood, “the gift of this child that has finally

opened my eyes.” (71).

Lesbian Identity and ‘becoming’ a Lesbian Mother

Amy Hequembourg theorizes the concept of ‘becoming’ in her book Lesbian
Motherhood: Stories of Becoming (2012). Amy states that “becoming” (56) is a
theoretical construct that can be utilized to understand day to day experiences
without resorting to conventional notions of a constant specific subject. She implies

that:



Razeena 45

... we constantly seek to attain a certain condition but we never quite achieve
that state and, thus, are always becoming. Becoming a lesbian mother is not a
structure or product and aim should be on the process by which lesbian
mothers become constituted through molar and molecular movements.
Becoming is not about moving from one fixed identity position to a different
fixed position. It is not about resisting or assimilating into existing
categories. Becoming does not have an ultimate endpoint or a goal that is

outside itself. (56)

Moraga proudly asserts the fact that it was she, a butch lesbian who chose to
have the baby, rather than Ella, her femme lesbian partner. Society expected the
femme to bear children and not the butches. Coming out as a lesbian at the age of
twenty-two, she says she assumed she would never have children because she would
never marry a man. At the age of forty, however, the thought strikes her with the
impact of a physical blow that because she was a woman, she was potentially
capable of having children. Moraga recounts in her interview that her mother was
literally fixated on her having a baby. In her memoir, she says she had maintained
the rigid conviction that lesbians, especially those on “the masculine side of the
spectrum” (20) were not really women. They were “women- lovers” (20), the third
sex category and definitely not men. So, having babies were for real women, not
butches. Butches were defenders of women and children, children whom they could
never call their own. This again subverts the heteronormative pattern of mothering

practices.

In the chapter “Writing the Lesbian Mother: Waiting in the Wings” in the

book The Wounded Heart: Writing on Cherrie Moraga by Yvonne Yarbro-
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Bejarano, the author gives a critical perspective to the subject position of
motherhood and butch identity that Moraga assumes in the memoir. She says that,
“the construction through writing of Moraga’s “queer motherhood” enables her to
see herself as both queer and mother, subverting binary divisions that police the
border between ‘gay’ and ‘straight’ ‘butch’ and ‘femme,’ active and passive. While
the need to “map” unknown territory discussed above has to do with learning how to
occupy the subject position of mother for which her life as a butch lesbian has left
her unprepared, Moraga also infuses the experiences of conception, pregnancy, and
birth with a lesbian sensibility that profoundly alters the traditional representation of

these privileged markers of heterosexual womanhood.” (136)

Post-delivery, when Moraga and Ella take the baby out for a stroll through
the streets, their very picture of non-heteronormativity drew side long glances from
the crowd. Ella observes the reaction and says how “different” the dynamics would
be as Moraga was then pushing the baby in the stroller and Ella was walking with
her mother. Ella observes, “...the butch mom and her kid, the femme strolling with
her mother” (110). However, when they change positions, Moraga is struck by the
sudden absence of lingering glances from the other dykes along the crowded main
drag. Moraga revels in Ella’s delight at their lesbianism, the style they generated
from each other after many years of being together. The style that is “hard won
through great opposition...that mutual commitment to the rebellion of female
loving, even into their forties...we are not domesticated loving. I want the freedom

of this unpredictable desire...” (111)

In a sense, this chapter explores notions of sameness and difference in

relation to lesbian parent families. Earlier research on non-heterosexual families had
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been directed on the children of lesbian and gay parents. These studies have
concluded that there is little or no difference between the children raised in LGBTQ-
headed families and children raised by heterosexuals, paving way to counteract
homophobic myths about these families. Moraga strongly believes in the power of
fate and familia, as is expounded in normal autoethnographic narratives, where the
self is explained by its relation to its culture. When she gives birth to her son Rafael,
she feels blessed to have been there at that time and place. She says it was the most
natural thing in the world to give birth in Los Angeles, among her “blood familia”

(54). She further elaborates thus:

I knew as I held my lover’s and my sister’s hands in the grip of labour that
this was what I understood as hogar, sustenance; that this is how a woman
should always give birth, surrounded by women. And how lucky was I to be
a lesbian, to have it all-mother, sister, lover- family of women to see me into
motherhood. I couldn’t help but think I had willed it in some way, to give

birth to Rafael Angel in the City of Angels. (54)

The culture is foregrounded, replacing the ‘bio’ in autobiography with
‘ethno’ in autoethnography. Through her memoir, Moraga becomes the voice of her
culture, by using native words, like familia and hogar in its cultural context and
translating the same into English for the uninitiated reader. She does the same with
her Chicana traditions and customs, thus substantiating the autoethnographic
narrative pattern. In her book 4 Xicana Codex of Changing Consciousness:
Writings, 2000-2010 (2011) she talks about the Chicana community and its
consciousness that is deeply rooted and intertwined with the history of the land. She

says:
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They must love the full range of their community, including their lesbian
mothers and aunties and queer fathers and cousins. They must develop a
living critical consciousness about their land- based history (outside of the
White Man’s fiction), a history that remains undocumented by mainstream
culture and is ignored by the queer, feminist, and “Hispanic” communities.
They must remember they were here first and are always Xicano, Diné,
Apache, Yaqui, or Choctaw; for that memory can alter consciousness, and
consciousness can alter institutionalized self- loathing that serves cultural

genocide. (7-8)
Normative parenting and Cultural ideologies of parenting

Amy Hequembourg brings in the theoretical dictums of Deleuze and Guattari
in her book Lesbian Motherhood: Stories of Becoming as she dwells on the twin
concepts of “Assimilation and Resistance” while exploring the power relations in
lesbian motherhood narratives (61). She asserts that legal efforts are futile in
demolishing lesbian-headed families because dominant ideologies of such families
are constituted within the structure of what make up a family (the ties and bonds of
love, trust, and resilience) and would not exist without them. “Lesbian-headed
families do not exist outside the molar structure called ‘family’ but exist internal to
it” (61) and says that there are no boundaries around the structure of family. The
two-mother concept is very detrimental in defining power structures in lesbian
families. A “resistance perspective” (63) would assert that the family practices
challenge hegemonic ideologies about motherhood and gender, because they are two
women who are adopting gendered parenting styles of the mother and the father.

Other lesbian motherhood scholars have argued that the normal lives of lesbian



Razeena 49

mothers uncover instances of sedition and resistance to patriarchal patterns of

family.

Hequembourg’s theory of assimilation and resistance, when extended to
lesbian motherhood practices in Moraga’s memoir, reiterate the idea that
“...resistance suggests the possibility of moving outside a structure, while
assimilation suggests adapting difference into sameness within the structure...” (66).
Moraga’s memoir, when analyzed from this perspective of assimilation and
resistance, attempts to capture the fluidity and multiplicity of lesbian maternal
identity. Moraga appropriates dominant narratives of gender but reconstructs them
with her own meanings by both assimilating and resisting the conventional norms.
She subverts her butch identity by emphasizing how she transgresses it because of
her relationship with a femme Ella, but also by taking the initiative to be the
biological mother, rather than Ella, the femme, whom society expects to be the

biological mother.

The experience of being lesbian or gay requires a significant re-evaluation of
gender identity because much of what constitutes appropriate gender behavior is
intricately bound up with heterosexuality. Moraga is aware that gender roles are
reinforced by social norms and expectations and is of the view that her child was far
more likely to be conventionally gendered than not, regardless of home
environment, as he (Rafael) will inevitably be raised in a predominantly
heteronormative society. She says lesbian mothers, especially butch lesbians, were
under the burden to perform well, as they experience extra scrutiny by a society
which challenges their very presence. She confesses to feeling especially vulnerable

as she identifies a butch lesbian.
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The motherhood techniques that Moraga uses throughout her memoir signify
that her experiences cannot be reduced and restricted to set patterns and controlled
accumulations of experiences. Instead, lesbian mothers are patterns of practices and
experiences that are always in the process of being and becoming, a constant state of
metamorphosis and a folding and unfolding of experiences. As Moraga’s narrative
illustrates, lesbian mothers cannot be understood as independent beings that are
either assimilating or resisting the structures that surround them. Instead, they are
part of a complex multitude of unfolding that result in transient imageries of fixity
that can only be temporarily captured for scrutiny and contemplation. Quoting Judith
Butler’s words from her book The Psychic Life of Power (1997) in this regard, they
are “a structure in formation” (Butler 10). Butler elaborates that, °... all subjects,
including lesbian mothers, are both enabled and constrained by the workings of
power by which they are constituted ...a power exerted on a subject, subjection is
nevertheless a power assumed by the subject, an assumption that constitutes the
instrument of that subject’s becoming” (11). Lesbian mothers thus become products
of power and the process by which they come into existence create the opportunity

or space for movement within the process of maternal subjectification.

Moraga’s memoir views dominant parental norms as encouraging certain
gender segregations that she experiences while she raises her baby Rafael. Having a
partner of the same gender, she was able to move out of the stereotype of tasks that
were essentially branded as traditionally ‘female’. Being a ‘butch’ she asserts her
identity even when she was pregnant with Rafael. In the entry made on 18 June,
Moraga narrates an incident where she had seen a show on transgenders. The show
started on a male-to-female heterosexual conversation and Moraga suggests that the

woman’s sexuality would remain the same after her operation and she would
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become a lesbian. Ella’s mother intervenes incredulously by asking how the woman
could still want to be with a woman as she was created with a vagina that had
feeling. Moraga is appalled and says, “I have a vagina with feeling, and I want to be
with a woman” (45). Ella and Moraga argue about what relation sexuality has to do
with transgenderism and Ella blames Moraga of having a “man-hating dick -
centered resentment(envy)” (45). Moraga says Ella would not understand because
she is a femme. Relieved of the demands associated with traditional gender roles in

relationships, Moraga muses on the fluidity in gender roles.

Moraga expresses the belief that gender is entirely socially constructed, but it
was also seen as largely socially determined. She also asserts later in the online
personal interview that “gender and sexuality are not necessarily related. Sexuality is
about desire. It could be on any spectrum. One could be a butch lesbian and still be
attracted to men.” The focus was on a more universal approach to development and
awareness of diversity, rather than the procurement of traditional gender roles. The
potential outcome of these practices and ideologies may be very similar to those of
non-sexist parenting in heterosexual families. It must also be accepted that it is
perfectly possible for lesbian families to retain normative discourses and practices,

in which lesbian mothers are constituted as the new normative paradigm.

Rather than constructing gender as a fixed binary, Moraga’s memoir explores
the multitude of gendered practices based on desire and faith rather than social
norms. The discourse of motherhood runs deep in the memoir and are seen to
incorporate a broader range of skills as was significant in her articulation as the
mother. This was irrespective of whether Moraga and Ella viewed gender as entirely

socially constructed or expressed a conscious desire to non-sexist parenting. Their
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motherhood practices ensued from their gendered sites as lesbians, for whom gender
was experienced from the perspective of a lesbian lifestyle. The rampant social
assumption that sex and gender are mutually determined was therefore continually
disrupted. Men who were involved in the children’s lives, whether they were donors,
friends, or other kin, were chosen based on the qualities they possessed as
individuals, rather than as examples of hegemonic masculinities. Moraga chose
Pablo to be the donor of the sperm, not just because he was Mexican and gay, but
also, he, as Moraga describes is, “a decent young man”. She tells Pablo, “What you
are giving us is all I want from you. It’s enough.” (37). She says she picked Pablo
because, “...I knew he loved me without wanting me. A gay man. A queer contract.”
(39). She also constantly refers to the concept of homophobia which permeates
society. She openly admits that there were days when she was afraid of life hurting
them, “...the homophobia, the racism.” (37). Moraga also alludes to this

homophobia in the online personal interview conducted.

This awareness of Moraga’s own established outlook shows how lesbian
parenting practices can be linked to homophobic myths and that these assumptions
must be challenged on a multilevel basis. Returning to the debates about assimilative
versus resistance approaches to mothering that were earlier discussed in this chapter,
Moraga’s memoir prove that it is important to address the complexity of her
experience and acknowledge how powerful gender binary norms can make it
difficult for those who transgress them, particularly in child bearing and rearing. In
the case of Moraga, her awareness was also based on her own history as a butch
lesbian and as a result, of the prejudice, that she encounters throughout her adult life.

This further indicates the importance of discursive interventions that challenge
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gender norms. Lesbian mothers may find themselves in a difficult position while

negotiating motherhood in a homophobic and sexist world.
Healing the Wounds Within

Moraga asserts her identity as a writer -mother. With fellow writer Dorothy
Allison, who was also a good friend of hers, they talk about the travails of writing
during motherhood. In the entry on 30 May, she says she could not write sitting up
in bed anymore as her belly was too big. She says when Rafael was in the ICN, she
did not write when the days were bad. The memoir’s entries are therefore irregular.
But for Moraga, writing was therapeutic. She wrote to ease her pain. When the
writer experiences traumatic events and grapples with its aftermath, it can
profoundly impact an individual's life, prompting them to seek solace and healing
through the act of writing. This method, known as ‘Scriptotherapy,’ was coined by
Suzette A. Henke in her work Shattered Subjects: Trauma and Testimony in Women s
Life-Writing (1999) and refers to the therapeutic practice of re-visiting and re-
enacting psychological wounds within the written word, with the ultimate aim of

fostering healing and resilience.

In the 2022 edition of Waiting in the Wings, Moraga says in the ‘Preface’ that
the book offers a “queer view of motherhood and mothering from an era preceding
national legalization of same -sex marriage and gay adoption” (ix). She also adds
that since the original publication in 1997, the memoir has come a long way and
circumstances of lesbian mothering and same-sex marriages have changed. She
mentions how the memoir started as a series of erratic journal entries, “the writing
became something unanticipated, something I had only witnessed in dreams,

anxiously recorded on the page... a meditation on death and dying.” (x)
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As baby Rafael was born prematurely, he had to be shifted to the ventilator.
He also contracts NEC, an infection that literally ate up the intestine and was
considered deadly among premature babies. The journals entries are not regular and
with Rafael taking up much attention of the author, Moraga feels equally guilty of
not being able to write freely as she used to before. She also feels somehow
responsible for Rafael’s premature birth as she had travelled to meet her parents in

the sixth month of her pregnancy. She says:

What is hardest to write about is the loss I feel not having brought Rafael to
full term. At times, I think it is loss, then wonder if it’s really guilt, I feel that
my son had to go through so much suffering outside the womb because I
couldn’t protect him inside. There’s no one to blame really, no matter how

many times I run all the events through my mind. (98)

Moraga thinks of how she refused the seat in the subway train, even as her feet were
swollen, how she walked across the sand dunes in search of Ella’s mother on the
Cape Cod sand and the Southern California beach with her brother -in -law and the
Southern California malls with her sister. All in her sixth month of pregnancy. She

further muses:

Maybe it was vanity that got in the way of thinking sensibly about my health.
Six months pregnant and I never felt more beautiful, more “in shape,” the
round in my belly making me feel more woman, more lush, more fine and
female. I walked and walked to keep that healthy rounding shape. I told
myself that soon I will return home, stick my feet up on a lawn chair, and do
nothing all San Francisco summer long but devote myself full-time to the

task of growing larger with life. I had scheduled my work accordingly,
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canceled all travel by the seventh month (as recommended by the nurse), but

the seventh month never came. (98)

Moraga was also the non-biological mother to Joel, the child in an earlier
relationship. She says how she enjoyed nurturing him and states that it was he who
awakened the ‘maternal desire’ in her. When the relationship ended, Moraga laments
on the void in her life, left behind by her partner and Joel. She remembers, “... the
touching, the awakening that will always be remembered by that name, even when
the same place is touched by another. That is who Joel is to me, my first (almost)
son. And the mother he called forth in me made my hunger for Rafael Angel all the
more urgent: a child that would never be taken from me, a child to raise from

scratch... (21-22 italics in text).

Moraga’s association with Joel and later with Rafael makes her realize her
ardent desire for a child, even it meant going against the norms of her butch identity.
She says that one thing that Joel’s presence had taught her in life was that she had

grown up to be woman enough, in her own terms, to mother a child. She says:

The child grew inside me, the loss of the child, the discovery of mother, the
recognition that [ had nursed dozens of hungry women throughout my life as
I had my own mother, from the time I could remember, and in that resided
my lesbian conviction, my lesbian loving. I am a daughter and have always
loved the daughters in all our beauty and brokenness. But what of children?

...I wanted a child. I was forty years old. (22 italics in text)

During her pregnancy, the desire for a girl child manifests itself in Moraga’s
dreams. Once she has a dream of her baby being born. She dreams two images of

her baby. One image is of an already grown boy, like her student Pedro. The other
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image is of a “tiny beautiful dark-haired Mexican girl” (28). She remembers the
rapture she experienced then, even though a dream, and describes it as being in
heaven. When she looks at the baby’s genitalia and realizes the swollen round
vagina is not balls, but a vagina, her joy is endless. She recounts further,

“...she is transparent. Her skin a see-through casing holding in muscle and bone. I
know in the dream that the skin will take on the appearance of flesh later...” (29).
Later in the memoir, she confesses that the news of a baby boy came as a shock to
both her and Ella when the results of the CVS tests came in and the genetic

specialist announces the gender of the foetus.

Moraga describes beautifully the changes in her body during pregnancy and
post-delivery. She talks about the “smell of the baby that grew sweet with the rise of
milk inside my breasts, that grew sweet with woman-sex...” (67). Moraga’s sister
also refers to that smell, having given birth four times. Moraga says her sister was
not referring to the smell of the baby wrapped in the newborn warmth of a receiving
blanket, but meant, “birth smell, the thick membraned blood-smell passing out
between a woman’s legs at birth and for a full moon’s cycle following.” (67). The

smell that Moraga refers to as the “mother-smell.”

Iris Marion Young in her established essay “Throwing Like a Girl: A
Phenomenology of Feminine Body Comportment, Motility, and Spatiality”, applies
the phenomenological method of Merleau-Ponty to the medium of examining the
female bodily experience, based on the fact that the experience of living in a
biologically female body has its own essentially different features, such as the
experience of menstruation, pregnancy and breast feeding. She explains not just the

position of a feminist critique of phenomenology for its phallocentricity, but also
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offers a theoretical description of the position of women. Young underlines that
femininity is not a basic characteristic, instead it is “...a set of structures and
conditions that delimit the typical situation of being a woman in a particular society,
as well as the typical way in which this situation is lived by the women themselves”
(5). At the nucleus of this situation is the female body itself, which is “the first locus
of intentionality, as pure presence to the world and openness upon its possibilities”,
that is, a lived body (6). The lived body challenges the world of limitations and
threats explicit to the female experience, “the threat of invasion of her body space”
(7). These threats form the background for the woman to live her body—the
background of objectification that bases its experience in its totality and sequence
that affects the bodily dynamics inherent to most women, like pregnancy and breast

feeding.

Young further states that “the border between motherhood and sexuality is
lived out in the way women experience their breasts and in the cultural marking of
breasts. To be understood as sexual, the feeding function of the breasts must be
suppressed, and when the breasts are nursing, they are desexualized” (11).
Reiterating Julia Kristeva, she emphasizes the prominence of women accepting their
breasts by experiencing its dynamics and fluidity. According to Young, however,
breastfeeding carries with it a source of perhaps even greater pleasure for the
mother—the pleasure of bodily connection with the baby, the feeling of comfort and
relief when the mother breastfeeds her offspring. Moraga’s baby boy was born
prematurely, and he was placed in a ventilator in the ICN (Intensive Care Nursery).
This meant that she was not able to feed him like ‘normal mothers’ and the breast
milk was fed through a tube down his throat. She pumps and labels the milk in the

hospital freezer and transports it each day in small ice chests to the ICN. She tells
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him as she watches the soft white liquid descend through the tube into his pursed
mouth, “One day, hijo, te dare’ elpecho. Ten paciencia” (60). She says it was more
for herself than the baby. A few weeks later, she was able to nurse him properly.
Moraga narrates the experience thus: “I put him to my breast, and he lives complete
as a life’s lesson in the moment of that suck-and-pull-and -rush of liquid filling his
mouth and throat, settling full and sweet at the base of his hunger. His hunger, for

now, can be satisfied” (70).
Lesbian Motherhood and Chicana Lesbian Motherhood

Lesbian motherhood can however be one thing to desire; quite another to
achieve. Nancy J.Mezey, in her book New Choice, New Families: How Lesbians
Decide About Motherhood (2008), asserts that with lesbians, mothering desires did
not determine mothering decisions and continues the line of thought by stating that,
“...regardless of what the lesbians wanted in terms of motherhood or remaining
childfree, as they moved through adult lives, there were four main factors—beliefs
about motherhood, access to lesbian support networks, intimate partners, and
work—that they weighed in ultimately converting their mothering desires into
mothering decisions” (66). Moraga says she was fortunate enough to have the
support of both Ella and Pablo to help her get pregnant. The support of her
immediate familia and her Moraga clan also counted. She also mentions the support
systems in Province Town where she goes after Rafael recuperates from her surgery.
She says, “...it is a comfort even as white as P-town is, to walk the streets here
unafraid with the baby on the back and Ella in hand. It is a comfort after the queer
wasteland of the rest of the Cape” (102). Moraga remembers the day of her

insemination, also the day Tede, her gay friend, died of AIDS. She asks, “Is there a



Razeena 59

kind of queer balance to this birthing and dying...lesbians giving life to sons, our

brothers passing? He is the child of queers, our queer and blessed family.” (62)

Moraga avoids medical intervention in her attempts to get pregnant, despite
the possibility of one-night stand with casual lovers or artificial insemination. She
transcends the limits of biological fatherhood by choosing Pablo, her Mexican Gay
friend, and his parents to become part of her queer familia, substantiating queer
autoethnographic elements where the culture fuses into the consciousness of the
narrator and influences their decision making. In the article “Queering the Chicana
familia in Cherrie Moraga’s Waiting in the Wings” (2020), Francisco José¢ Cortés
Vieco explains how Moraga upholds her identity and her values in traditional
conception and conventional motherhood by refusing to do anything that “deflates
the purity of maternity while strengthening the queerness of motherhood and her
personal need to re-create her role as a mother” (21). Moraga narrates how she and
Pablo engage in a ritual of parental desire by addressing him as her “sweet twin

lover” (25). Moraga says:

...one way or another that sperm has just gotta get inside you. Very simple...
and unromantic. Yet I did feel made love to. And whether pregnant or not, I
knew I would never forget what that softness felt like, my legs up and open
to receive whatever destiny had decided for me. I close my eyes and dream

Pablo as a sweet twin lover. (25)

Vieco also adds that “...Moraga cherishes a victory against the lesbian
dependence on reproductive medicine when she confronts her already occupied
womb with her incredulous doctor: she is a forty-year-old homosexual, but she

became pregnant at home in one single attempt with casual lovers or medical
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intervention. Nevertheless, the involvement of Moraga’s inseminator transcends the
expected limits of biological fatherhood” (23). Moraga chooses Pablo to be the

father of her child, while maintaining the sanctity of her relationship to Ella.

Beliefs about motherhood cover a broad range of ideas that are modified,
depending on race, class, gender, and sexuality. Mezey also talks about how the
definition of motherhood varies across race in her book. She says it was one thing
for the White woman and another for the Black, defined as it is by specific class
positions. If for the White woman, the process of identifying as a mother is through
the process of having a child and becoming a mother, then for the Blacks, it extends
beyond the White definition of biological mother to include the ‘other mothers’ (68).
The other mothers could be grandmothers, sisters, aunts, cousins, or close friends,
like in Moraga’s clan. Motherhood often invoked a sense of power for the Chicana
woman, as she sees herself as the life source that sustained her community, ensuring
the physical and emotional survival of her children. For this reason, the Chicana
community in general, perceived lesbians as a threat to the continuity of their race.
Moraga mentions how she had to face antagonism from her brother when she
announces her pregnancy as a butch lesbian. He asks their other sister, “Was it
artificial insemination or did she just get together with some guy?” (37 italics in
text). The harsh tone with which he asks the question chills Moraga, and she says,
“...Is it anger/ Fear? What he wants to know is: Who is the father? Where is the
man in the picture? The chasm I would have to traverse to have my brother

understand who I am in this is too daunting” (37 italics in text).

In keeping with queer autoethnographic narrative patterns, Mezey opines that

as with Whites and Blacks, history, race and class relations also shape Latino beliefs
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about motherhood, as is seen in Moraga’s memoir. She theorizes thus, “...looking
specifically at Chicano/a (e.g., Mexican American) families that points to specific
beliefs about motherhood. While Chicano/as see motherhood and household chores
as a primary responsibility and role of women, Chicanas often work as both mothers
and paid laborers...” (68). Moraga also reiterates this fact in the online personal
interview. She mentions how her upbringing had shaped her identity and beliefs,
hailing from a working-class family. The familia was also very important to
Chicanas, as is evident from Moraga’s memoir. She says how blessed she was to be
born into a huge extended Mexican family, “...a family in which aunts and uncles
acted as surrogate parents, and cousins were counted among siblings, and where my
grandmother, Dolores, who died at the age of ninety-six, presided matriarchal y
mandona over the lives of some one hundred -plus relatives...” (17 ‘y’ italicized in
text). Moraga is also very proud of her nation and nationality. She says, “...I am to
be the mother of a Mexican baby. I am the worst and best of those macho Chicano
nationalists. I picked a man for his brains and dark beauty. And the race continues”
(39). In the 2022 edition of Moraga’s memoir, Rafael, now a 28-year-old, mentions
in the ‘Afterword’, about how his, “life was cultivated with the fortitude of Chicana
familial consciousness, forged by our ancestors from the deserts of Sonora and the

mountains of Durango.” (124)

Mezey continues her earlier line of thought by stating that, like Black
women, Chicanas often see motherhood as a shared undertaking where other women
help mothers with childcare. The inference of this type of mothering was that
Chicano children grow up with many mother figures, thus emphasizing the concept
of universal motherhood. Mezey echoes the idea stated by D A Segura and J L

Pierce in their book Chicana/o Family Structure and Gender Personality:
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Chodorow, Familism, and Psychoanalytic Sociology Revisited (1993) that this not
only presents the idea that children can be raised by multiple women, but it also
exposes them to a greater range of “gender-related cultural behaviors™ and role
models (76). The same concept is reiterated in the 2022 edition of Moraga’s memoir,
where Rafael says in the ‘Afterword’, about how “a mix of cultures and identities”
(124) that passed through his childhood home had defined himself, his eagerness for
exploration. This reveals that while one tries to understand beliefs about motherhood
that raises questions about how lesbians from various race and class backgrounds
adopt and negotiate differing beliefs about motherhood, it also invites us to think
how these internalization and negotiation affects lesbians’ mothering decisions. This
foregrounds queer autoethnographic elements on how a culture is infused deeply

into a person’s consciousness and narrative.

Queer Chicana Metropolis

Moraga’s reference to the community in which she lived speaks volumes of the
general stand people took towards gender and sexuality at the time. In 1997, when
Moraga’s memoir was written, she talks about the urban environment and their
stance regarding her sexual orientation, making special reference to Los Angeles and
San Francisco. Living in Los Angeles in the 1960s, she says of her ‘coming out’

thus:

...although I did not keep my sexuality secret from the closest members of
my family, I knew it could never be fully expressed there. So, the search for
a we that could embrace all parts of myself took me far beyond the confines

of heterosexual family ties. I soon found myself spinning outside the orbit of
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that familial embrace, separated by thousands of miles of geography and

experience.... (17-18)

Moraga says that her search for familia dominated every relationship with her
partners, be it of any age, race or cultural background. She says, “...for surely, we
were at war, trying to make a place for lesbian love in a woman-hating world. And
as I tried to “save” each one of my lovers, and all her children (those incarnate and
those invisible), the invisible wreaked havoc on our loving: the rapes, the incest, the
battering, the betrayals, the alcoholism, the orphan hood” (19). She mentions Rosie
(name changed by the author to protect privacy), who was a member of a writing-
for-performance theater troupe called ‘Drama Divas’, which Moraga was directing
at the time. Rosie’s childhood was filled with abuse, the white rapist father, and the
silent Latino mother. Moraga says Rosie was her daughter. Moraga states that she
had always experienced her lesbianism as radically different from most white or
black lesbians. She had always longed for more in her relationships- ...something
woman centered, something cross generational, something extended, something
sensual, something humilde ante la credora. In short, something Mexican and

familial but without all the cultural constraints.” (18)

Moraga’s culture played a very important role in formulating her lesbian
identity and motherhood in later years. She mentions in the online personal
interview that, coming from a working-class background, one was expected to work
and for women, it was mandatory to be a mother. In the memoir, Moraga refers to
the “Ceremony” (40) at Bear Camp, which she explains in a foot note in the same
page. The Ceremony was a Native American sacred ritual that involved a number of

days of “fasting, sweats, prayer, and medicine” (40). She explains that many
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Chicana/os regularly attended the Ceremony as part of their religious observance.
During the la ceremonia, she says, as others faced separation around her, she did not
feel alone. “Holding my womb, I rocked and rocked, and my son and I spoke secrets
to each other in the circle of fire...I prayed that I would learn how to raise a male
child well, that the wounds men have inflicted on me, even in their absence, will not
poison me against my son” (41). Moraga also refers to the political climes of her
time and the leaders and writers who have influenced her. She refers to Cesar
Chavez (a Latino American Labor leader and Civil Rights Activist) and Audre
Lorde. She says between them the story of her own political history as a Chicana
and as a lesbian has been told. When Audre and Moraga left New York and drifted
apart, Moraga returned to her homeland in California, the land of Cesar’s movement
and Audre had returned to her island in the Caribbean. She mentions in the memoir
entry made on 27 April that the week before, Chavez had passed on (died) and also

refers to Audre’s passing. She quotes:

Since Audre’s passing, I’ve begun to try and speak to her again. It is easier
now, the geographical distance no longer of consequence. It is also easier, |
think, because the living always presumes the wisdom of those who have
passed on, their infinite capacity for understanding, their generosity of spirit.
Audre: the first ancestor of my own-colored lesbian tradition. Talk to me

about freedom now, sister -poet. Teach me. (42)

Moraga, in her book A Xicana Codex of Changing Consciousness.: Writings,
2000-2010 (2011) talks about how the community becomes a dominant marker of
identity formulation. She says how, for the “queer people of colour” (179), the

heteronormative pattern of family was not “the family of our herencia” (179). She
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asks, “...What do our families really look like and is that model deficient or might it
not proffer less privatized, more interdependent alternatives to sustaining
community?” (179). She says that non-urban queer identities may present a more
challenging locale from which to question critical notions of queer and hegemonic
power structures. As a lesbian mother, she was able to establish her identity as an
individual rather than just representative of a minority group and render outside
compulsory normative categorizations and standards. From a lesbian perspective, the
sense of community she experienced with her heterosexual companions made her
acutely aware of the assimilation and resistance that she had faced as a result of
identity negotiation. She also refers to her Chicana communal bonding among the
women folk that they share based on their culture and ethnicity. She recounts the day
baby Rafael was undergoing surgery, she thinks about how her family had “held me
in her lion arms” (64 italics in text). Moraga, Ella, Deborah, Ester and Rene’e, all
Moraga’s friends pray together, holding hands. Deborah creates an altar on the small
lamp table in the hospital with the holy cards and healing stones. They place the
sage next to the burning candle that enflames the face of /a Virgen (65). Here too,
Moraga experiences the same power of familia and race that she had experienced
during the ‘Bear Ceremony’. The nurses at the hospital also share a bond with
Moraga over Rafael, who was their baby too. She talks about Tede, the queer
ancestor, who was watching guard over baby Rafael while he was in the ICN like a
guardian angel. The bond she shared with her mother and her abuelita (65)reveal the
concept of reproductive consciousness that can be used to describe culturally
specific and locally unpredictable ways in which both social and biological
experiences shape female identity. The reproductive consciousness is defined by

convention and evolves constantly.
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The voice of the foetus underscores the ethical and epistemological authority
of the expecting mother. Moraga often refers to the baby when he was in the womb.
She says, “...he is a fish inside me, flapping his tail, gulping down the waters of my
womb. He is pure animal, nothing human about these sensations. They are the
animal I am when I make love, am hungry, move my bowels, fall into a deep
unconscious sleep...” (43 italics in text). When Moraga experiences heavy bleeding
in between, she fears miscarriage and is rushed to the hospital. But later, she says
that it was only she who remained fragile, “...at each threat to my pregnancy, the
baby remains so’lido, intacto. His heartbeat growing in resonance, conviction, full
human-beingness” (40). She quotes another beautiful thought that conveys the deep
spirituality with which she receives the baby in her womb. She says it’s hard to want
something so much and to feel that this destiny of mother and child is truly out of
her hands, truly a gift from the cosmos. “I am here to receive it, but I cannot cling to
it any more than I can predict the nature of the son I will have” (40). Moraga refers
to the baby as warrior, who was fighting to stay alive. When her water breaks when
the foetus was just 37 weeks, she is rushed to the hospital. All through the ride, she
feels her mouth has dropped somewhere into her womb and she was singing only
one real song: “Hang on, mijito. Stay inside me, please stay inside me” (49 italics in
text). Even as Moraga emerges into the position of a mother with power and
responsibility, the memoir undermines any notion that maternal agency always or

consistently works either to clarify or serve the interest of the expecting mother.

Moraga’s memoir is an apt example of how the narratives of lesbian
identified mothers speak out to world of their mothering experiences, experiences
that might otherwise have been just a feeble whisper in the clamor of

heteronormative traditions. It expands our perceptions of what is possible and what
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is not and creates ties between people across time and space. Moraga refers to the
bond she shares with Cesar Chavez, Ronnie Burke, and Audre Lorde. She refers to
Tede, the Irish poet, as her “queer ancestor” (64). These queer autoethnographic
perspectives in the memoir enable us to see how the existing socio-cultural hierarchy

is structured in society.

This chapter states how lesbian motherhood experience extends beyond
individual identity. When projected definitions of motherhood are challenged,
queering motherhood starts from the space where dominant ideologies of gender and
sexuality are challenged, exploring experiences and ideas that function outside the
main institutional forms of motherhood. It would be apt to quote Dorothy Allison’s
(Moraga’s friend) lines on motherhood, from her work Two or Three Things I know
for Sure, as quoted in Moraga’s memoir, in this regard: “Babies change things/ open
doors you thought were shut,/close others/ Make you into something you never

been,/You the mama now,/you’re gonna think different” (Moraga 84).
Narrative Technique

The memoir’s tone is that of first-person narration and is divided into three
sections- ‘City of the Angels,” ‘Waiting in the Wings’ and ‘Dream of a Desert.’
Narrative is the central feature of Moraga’s memoir. Bringing narrative and theory
to the fore while explaining the concept of queering motherhood at the level of
experience, connections between the experiential, the representational, and the
analytical planes in motherhood studies have been explored here. At the outset,
Moraga states that she had changed names to respect the privacy of certain
individuals and also to acknowledge the fact that this writing was her personal

“fiction. ‘She says that throughout the text, she does not distinguish Spanish from





