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What Exactly Is the Transformation
of Motherhood? Commentary

on Lisa Baraitser’s Paper

Daphne de Marneffe, Ph.D.

Baraitser’s novel articulation of the “unity/f luidity” dialectic permits
a rethinking of the ways that maternal desire has been oversimplified
in both psychoanalytic theory and cultural life. In this discussion, I re-
f lect on how Baraitser’s various innovative arguments contribute to a
fuller, more complex account of maternal subjectivity. In particular,
via the metaphor of veil and wig, she explores the simultaneously free-
ing and constraining aspects of motherhood and casts new light on
the question of how a mother’s encounter with her child radically
changes her relationship to herself and others.

Lisa Baraitser, in her paper “Oi mother, Keep Ye’ Hair On! Im-
possible Transformations of Maternal Subjectivity,” has shown us a
number of directions in which psychoanalytic thinking about moth-
erhood now needs to go. First, she has identified a powerful theme
woven throughout contemporary conversation about motherhood,
which she calls the “unity/f luidity dialectic.” Second, she has raised
important questions about psychoanalytic views of maternal subjec-
tivity. Third, through her vivid metaphor of veil and wig, she has
given us a suitably complex way to think about the simultaneously
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binding and freeing aspects of mothering and about psychological
change itself. Parsing these themes under the light of her subtle and
generous intellect, Baraitser helps us to apply them to our work with
patients and consider their impact on the wider social situation of
mothers.

Baraitser begins by identifying a tendency in recent mothers’
memoirs, by Naomi Wolf and Rachel Cusk among others, to see the
move to motherhood as a move toward formlessness. In these ac-
counts, the premotherhood feminine self is characterized by clear
boundaries and a solidity that the interdependent “messier” mater-
nal self lacks. The firmly boundaried prematernal self is solid only in
retrospect—indeed, created only in retrospect—and becomes the fo-
cal point of mourning and a sense of loss.

Central to Baraitser’s point is how mobile such characterizations
are. Past feminist and psychoanalytic writings have at times treated
motherhood as something of an end of development, static and
nonprogressive. By contrast, in the newer twist on the unity/f luidity
dialectic, “it is the maternal, instead of the feminine, that is now be-
ing relegated beyond unity” (p. 219, this issue). The familiar
gendered attribution of unity to male and f luidity to female also
shifts; now women, like men, are construed as clearly boundaried,
and it is mothers who are seen as “unthematizable excess.”

In our eagerness to install maternity at one end of the f luidity/
unity spectrum, Baraitser suggests, we oversimplify the nature and
complexity of maternal desire. Baraitser asserts the “need to under-
stand maternal subjectivity as a fundamentally changed state,” in-
volving “substantial shifts in both material and semiotic conditions”
that prompt “a renewed configuration of self” (p. 221, this issue).
Recent feminist psychoanalytic theorists have rightly recognized a
mother’s needs and desires as separate and separable from the
child’s. But in Baraitser’s view, in our focus on these separate inter-
ests, we may unwittingly “lose sight of the way maternal subjectivity
is structured through the relation to the child.” “I would argue in-
stead,” she writes, “that one’s subjectivity as a mother is precisely
what emerges through this real and imagined relation” (p. 10).

How might we understand the maternal subjectivity that emerges
through this real and imagined relation? Baraitser spends the rest of
her paper ref lecting on that question in various ways: contemplating
the function of “mother writing” in the construction of a maternal
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self, mining pregnancy (the placenta, the umbilicus) for images that
capture the mother’s unique position vis à vis her child, and investi-
gating the transition from woman to mother in light of the meta-
phor of veil and wig.

At its core, it seems to me, Baraitser is saying that a mother’s rela-
tion to her child structures a different consciousness, and this has to
do with the way in which the mother experiences her desire to relate
to her child as her own desire. A mother does not abdicate her person-
ality and melt into her child. Nor does she continue to identify her
“self” so cleanly with her independent goals and desires. She comes
to experience fulfilling and satisfying her child’s desire as one of her
most powerful desires for herself. Kristeva (1986) “understands this
being-for-another not as a description of a self-abnegating masoch-
istic femininity, but as the name for the subject whose ability to put
herself aside inherently challenges the whole symbolic system” (p.
223, this issue). I’m not sure “put herself aside” entirely covers it. It is
also the way her love for the child makes her want to put herself
aside, and the way that putting herself aside to care for her child par-
adoxically fulfills her. But Kristeva’s point, with which Baraitser and I
both agree, is that having a child changes a woman’s relation to her-
self and others in a way that has implications for how we think about
the self.

One psychoanalytic truism about the mother–child relationship is
that it requires a third to break up its hothouse intensity and intro-
duce the child to reality itself. As I have discussed at length else-
where (de Marneffe, 2004), this view ref lects biases about a mother’s
inability to negotiate varying psychological positions in a way that
provides her baby or child with the experience of difference. In an
important passage, Baraitser ref lects:

Psychoanalysis variously configures maternal desire as the de-
sire for the missing penis, the longed for union with the imagi-
nary mother, or the desire for the ‘father’ (or lover, work, poli-
tics—whatever takes the mother away from the child) which
plays a vital function in breaking up the dyad with the child. If
the focus shifts from the child’s psychic health to the mother’s,
it may be possible to consider how maternal desire, proceeding
from the direct encounter with the child, fundamentally
changes the way we mothers feel and think about our partners
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and lovers, work and politics, mothers and ourselves [p. 224,
this issue].

I have found that even in feminist iterations of the need for the
third, where the father is no longer the crucial player, a mother is en-
joined to hold fast to her independent aims (“work, politics—what-
ever takes the mother away from the child”), so as not to be lured
into a disorientingly regressive merger with her child. Into this dis-
cussion, Baraitser injects an innovative possibility: “the child’s other-
ness can function as a third term for the mother, and therefore pre-
vent the regressive pull of the mother-infant dyad whilst allowing us
to understand her desire as the desire for the child” (p. 224, this is-
sue). Here Baraitser draws upon a little-theorized but powerful as-
pect of what women experience when they become mothers, that is,
the stunning otherness of the baby. We have an overwhelming sense
that the baby has come from somewhere, but we don’t know quite
where. Before we become familiar with states of melding love or
blissful synchrony or even disruption and repair, we come face to
face with another person to whose care we need—and desire—to
bring our personal ingenuity and resources. A woman’s experience
of wanting to care for her child changes her. Baraitser rightfully con-
tests the notion that the mother’s desire for the child can be
summed up as a “regressive pull” and searches for a way to conceptu-
alize maternal subjectivity that does justice both to the mother’s
sense of adult autonomy and utter interdependence, her love and ag-
gression, freedom and constraint. Baraitser has not entirely worked
out how a mother’s subjectivity is structured through the relation to
the child—who among us has?—but she has offered some very useful
insights to pursue.

A maternal position that embraces contradictions, as Baraitser
notes, is a difficult one for many women to occupy. She writes:

[A]lthough we constantly allude to the felt experience that we
are “transformed” through our relations with our children, we
are perhaps fearful of dwelling on how or why, because in do-
ing so, we may jettison the precious connection we have with
the world beyond our babies. We fear we will fall into a regres-
sive symbiotic relationship with our children, to their and our
own detriment [p. 224, this issue].
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The very rhetoric of transformation can conceal a resistance to
change, Baraitser suggests, and obscure the truly radical shifts that
motherhood brings on. We not only fear that we will fall into a re-
gressive (unhealthy, insular) relation with our children. We are also
confused about what or who our “self” is now that our energies and
values are fundamentally redirected. We wonder whether we will be
the same people, happy in the same jobs or marriages or priorities, if
we fully open ourselves to experiencing the changes we sense are oc-
curring.

In this light, the move from unity to f luidity described by Wolf or
Cusk can function to organize and contain, to place in a progressive
narrative, the unforeseen and destabilizing changes in perception
and consciousness that accompany becoming a mother. Certainly, it
is via the very construction of a previous “solid” self that we create
the mothering relation as regressive abyss. And that construction
serves a defensive function, subtly devaluing the real changes we ex-
perience. Those given to construing these dilemmas in purely politi-
cal terms take this narrative of the move from solidity to chaos as a
basis for calls for political changes that will result in the restoration
of lost autonomy. In my view, political changes can never fully solve
the problem of mother’s lost autonomy, precisely because mother-
hood also involves an inward psychological change in orientation. At
the same time, the larger social, economic costs of motherhood are
glaringly apparent to women. Sociologists have documented that the
impediment to advancement is no longer gender but parenthood
(Hochschild, 1997; Crittenden, 2001). If a woman is willing to do
“what a man does” in the workforce, she largely escapes discrimina-
tion. Thus, in a very real way, one can maintain one’s “unity,” one’s
solid (masculine or feminine) self, as long as one doesn’t disrupt
one’s economic or psychological condition by becoming a mother.

Faced with such social conditions, women try to find a way to
mother that does not compromise their standing as workers or as au-
tonomous adults. The boundaried feminine self of which Baraitser
writes provides one way to consolidate a sense of autonomy. At times
I’ve wondered if the invidious comparison of the now “messy, inter-
dependent” mother to the formerly independent woman plays itself
out in women’s images of their bodies. I am struck, for instance, by
the contemporary anxiety about “losing one’s sexuality” when one
becomes a mother. This is a frequent topic in glossy magazines, but
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research studies document it too (Bell, 2005). Implicit in this narra-
tive is a vision of desirable femininity, of assiduously maintained
feminine shape, which exists in sharp contrast to the shapeless mass
of the maternal body. Those things that a woman fears she’s lost
when she becomes a mother—self-control, self-determination, uni-
tary focus, sleekness, activity—are precisely those things prescribed
to cure her of her maternal body shape. The idea that a maternal
body might be sexually desirable or desiring is scarcely entertained.
Yes, many women temporarily lose their sex drive and their figures
in the hazy aftermath of a baby’s birth, but there is this notion that
without extraordinarily hard work, without a disciplined regimen for
regaining what one has lost, a woman falls off the edge of the sexual
earth, never to return.

The tendency to identify motherhood with a sort of formlessness
also contributes to the almost defensively individualistic way in
which some women come to view themselves (see Layton, 2004, for a
fascinating description of “defensive autonomy”). They feel a sense
of pride and accomplishment at not feeling too needy or desirous of
a partner or children, as if they have mastered a female weakness.
One patient, Caroline, felt torn between what she perceived as “ma-
ture, goal-directed activity (work) on the one hand versus an amor-
phous mass of feelings (motherhood) on the other” (de Marneffe,
2004, p. 58). To some women, the desires associated with wanting to
mother feel uncontrolled, overwhelming, and regressive, emotion-
ally and politically. This is an issue I have tried to understand in my
own clinical and theoretical work, and Baraitser’s articulation of the
unity/f luidity dialectic provides a compelling explanatory frame-
work.

In discussing the transition of woman to mother, Baraitser’s most
original contribution may be her use the metaphor of the veil and wig.
Baraitser voices reservations about Irigaray’s treatment of specifi-
cally maternal subjectivity, but she demonstrates that the latter’s ap-
proach is well suited to characterizing the contradictions of transfor-
mation. Irigaray’s “whole strategy is to try to release the creative
potential of restrictive practices and discourses through engagement
rather than critique.” As Baraitser trenchantly observes, “you could
say this is what mothers do on a daily basis!” (p. 234, this issue).

Irigaray’s concept of mimesis gives us a position from which to
subvert the politically loaded feminine role, even as we engage in it.
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It addresses the feminine—and feminist—quandary of how a person
can play the role of mother while retaining her freedom of thought.
For me, the implication of parody or parroting in the idea of mime-
sis is not its most important feature, at least where motherhood is
concerned. The more interesting question is how we assume biologi-
cal, historical, and social roles and make them our own; how we use
structures creatively to express vital, authentic aspects of personal-
ity. Here, I may be straying from Baraitser’s intention, because I
sense there is something important to her about the parroting as-
pect—the way, for instance, that transformation “simultaneously sig-
nals a movement toward change and exposes its own mimetic strat-
egy, showing itself up as a fake” (p. 227, this issue)—that I haven’t
quite grasped. Still, at the risk of sounding a bit too earnest for what
Baraitser had in mind, I want to explore some potential clinical and
social implications of her work.

As I understand it, in taking on motherhood, we don, like a wig,
an array of sedimented ideas about who we are without having the
slightest notion, yet, of who we ourselves are as mothers. We “mime”
motherhood, we act the part, and the part requires the adoption of
certain roles—caretaker, diaper changer, breastfeeder, walker-of-
the-f loors at night—which are saturated with ideological and histori-
cal meanings about mothering, womanhood, nurturing, self-sacri-
fice, and so on. At the same time, in the process of becoming
mother, a new way of being emerges, attended by duress and disori-
entation, discovery and pleasure, aliveness and growth.

It is exactly in the personal experiencing of given social forms that
meaning is created. Psychic development itself fundamentally in-
volves the working over of old forms to bring new organization and
experience into being. Loewald’s (1980, 1988) writings portray this
aspect of growth more eloquently and persuasively than any others
I’ve read. A new mother’s life is narrowed to a repetitive round of
care-giving tasks and a constricted universe of preoccupations. She
is also taking her place in an entire sociocultural history and biologi-
cal cycle of motherhood. But it is what she does with those condi-
tions, in their specificity and in the new, creative relation with her
child, that gives rise to her individual experience of mothering—its
subjective quality, its meaning, its contribution to her further devel-
opment, and as Baraitser movingly alludes to, her sense of creativity
and hope.
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If there is anything that is lost in the attention to mimesis’s aspect
of parody, it is the intense affect involved in becoming a mother, or
for that matter, in displaying one’s feminine charms in a wig. “The
challenge to veiling came from the women themselves … Jewish
women, whose hair was seen within their own cultural context as
dangerously sexual, found a way around this suppression by covering
their hair with someone else’s hair” (p. 236, this issue). This creative
use of available cultural forms simultaneously fulfills social expecta-
tions of modesty and expresses an intense, f leshly desire to be attrac-
tive, to be fashionable, to be noticed and responded to. That is the
very genius of the solution. Similarly, the transition to motherhood
inevitably involves a woman in various cultural scripts, but it also
provides a means for expressing her individuality, interests, and de-
sires.

In Baraitser’s article, affect comes to the fore in her passages
about birth and the postpartum phase. If there is one thing I might
have wished for, it is that Baraitser had brought her discussion of
transformation’s “double allegiance to materiality” back around to
her own experience of becoming a mother. That said, her descrip-
tions stand on their own as beautifully conveyed moments of lived
experience. Through them, she seeks both to capture the power of
her experiences and to question the goal of their containment in a
coherent written form.

In this connection, Baraitser discusses Juhasz’s concept of
“mother-writing.” I don’t find Juhasz’s goal of writing to organize a
maternal self that seems “coherent, viable, or to possess continuity”
(p. 225, this issue) to be as suspect as Baraitser does. “Coherence”
need not signify the staking out of “an” identity; it can also signal a
narrator’s desire to relate her experience in a way that is comprehen-
sible and helpful to the reader. One could argue that Juhasz’s goal of
coherence prematurely forecloses “motherhood’s radical potential
to disturb the self,” but this is a matter of degree. Some texts assert
the coherence of maternal identity, just as some refuse any narrative
coherence at all (the multitude of mothering blogs on the Internet
provide a ready example). Different mother-writers may have differ-
ent needs for conceiving of what they do in terms of coherence, but
all are trying to make meaning of their situation, engaging in the
psychological task of standing apart from their immediate experi-
ence at the same time they are immersed in it.

246 Daphne de Marneffe



This is akin to what we aim for in therapy. Analogous to the thera-
pist, the writer’s ability to navigate porousness and closure helps the
reader. If complexity is sacrificed to coherence, the reader can’t
trust the writer. That is the problem with so much pop psychology;
the reader knows the world isn’t so simple. But if the writer assumes
too little authority, the reader is left dangling. For me, what is useful
in Baraitser’s paper, as in Kristeva’s (1986) “Stabat Mater,” is seeing
how a thinker navigates the passage from her own powerful physical
and emotional experience to an understanding of it. Their writings
give me a map and an inspiration for making a similar passage my-
self.

Baraitser’s essay provides a psychological angle on some of the
same insights that more politically inclined writers are also grasping
toward. Recently Judith Stadtman Tucker, the editor of The
Mothers’ Movement Online, wrote an essay entitled, “The New Fu-
ture of Motherhood” (2005). She argued that activists in the
mother’s movement should move away from the narrative of moth-
erhood as a “job.” Instead, she suggests,

looking at motherhood as a relationship [emphasis mine] could
shift the dialog in the right direction. Unlike jobs, relationships
aren’t results oriented—they’re process oriented; they evolve.
So instead of looking at child-rearing as a project and children
as blank slates on which mothers inscribe the lines of success or
failure, we can begin to consider the ways children are active
participants in their own upbringing. Also, it’s safe to assume
all relationships are unique, since every relationship encom-
passes all the unique qualities and personal histories two indi-
viduals bring into the mix—in other words, it’s unrealistic to
suggest that all caring mothers should and do feel exactly the
same way about the same things, even though they all share the
experience of being in relationship with children.

I am heartened that mainstream political discussion has begun, fi-
nally, to incorporate the emotional complexity of maternal subjec-
tivity and the mother–child relationship. Tucker (2005), like
Baraitser, is concerned with the question of what exactly changes
when women become mothers. Both are concerned with the ways
that motherhood has its freedoms and its constrictions, psychologi-
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cal and social. And both ultimately point us toward the value of an
individual’s creative act of making meaning, and the impossibility
and undesirability of prescribing its form. As we question more
static pictures of motherhood—whether as “job,” or “identity,” or
even as “f luidity” or “unity”—we open up a political and psychologi-
cal conversation guided less by prescriptions and linear develop-
mental norms and more by individuality, play, and paradox. This is a
conversation to which Baraitser has added, with great charm and in-
telligence.
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