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Of Woman Born A d r i e n n e R i c h . 
New Y o r k : N o r t o n , 1976. Pp. 318. 

F o r t h e g e n e r a t i o n o f women who came 
o f age i n t h e l a t e 1960s and e a r l y 
1970s, many o f t h e most p r e s s i n g i s ­
sues o f t h e f e m i n i s t m o v e m e n t — c h i l d 
c a r e , a b o r t i o n , b i r t h c o n t r o l , e q u a l 
pay f o r work o f e q u a l v a l u e — a i m e d i n 
e f f e c t , i f n o t i n f a c t , t o undermine 
t h e p a t r i a r c h a l i n s t i t u t i o n o f mother­
hood. The a d m o n i t i o n t o "choose" r e ­
p l a c e d t h e c a t e g o r i c a l i m p e r a t i v e t o 
"b e a r , " and i t became p o s s i b l e t o 
pos t p o n e h a v i n g c h i l d r e n u n t i l c a r e e r s 
were e s t a b l i s h e d , t o have c h i l d r e n and 
use a v a i l a b l e c h i l d c a r e f a c i l i t i e s o r 
t o d e c i d e n o t t o have c h i l d r e n a t a l l . 
D u r i n g t h i s same t i m e , p o p u l a r f e m i n ­
i s t l i t e r a t u r e c o n c e n t r a t e d on e i t h e r 
t h e " s i n g l e n e s s " o f t h e woman—the i n ­
dependent as d i s t i n c t from t h e depen­
d e n t f e m a l e — o r t h e u n i t y o f women i n 
" s i s t e r h o o d . " Now t h a t t h e sound o f 
the word "woman" i s b e g i n n i n g t o s p a r k 
an image o f s t r e n g t h and c o n f i d e n c e , 
and t h e " s i s t e r s " have had c h i l d r e n 
and t i m e enough t o t h i n k about them, 
we c a n f i n a l l y t u r n t o examine t h e i s ­
sue o f motherhood w i t h r e f r e s h e d i n ­
t e r e s t and w i t h t h e i n s i g h t s b o r n o f 
e x p e r i e n c e . 

American p o e t A d r i e n n e R i c h d e a l s w i t h 
motherhood as b o t h an e x p e r i e n c e and 

an i n s t i t u t i o n i n Of Woman B o r n , and 
sees t h e two f o r c e s s t r u g g l i n g i n an 
a n t a g o n i s t i c r e l a t i o n s h i p . The book 
i s an e s s a y i n d e f i n i t i o n , an a t t e m p t , 
s a y s R i c h , " t o d i s t i n g u i s h between two 
meanings o f motherhood, one s u p e r i m ­
posed on t h e o t h e r : t h e p o t e n t i a l r e -



l a t i o n s h i p o f any woman t o h e r powers 
o f r e p r o d u c t i o n and t o c h i l d r e n ; and 
t h e i n s t i t u t i o n , w h i c h aims a t e n s u r ­
i n g t h a t t h a t p o t e n t i a l — a n d a l l women 
— s h a l l r emain under male c o n t r o l . " 
(p. 13) The two s p h e r e s o f i n s t i t u ­
t i o n and e x p e r i e n c e , R i c h s u g g e s t s , 
have g e n e r a t e d t h e c o r r e l a t i v e emo­
t i o n s o f anger and t e n d e r n e s s , t h e two 
dominant emotions o f motherhood w h i c h 
c h a r a c t e r i z e t h e mother's a m b i v a l e n t 
p s y c h o l o g i c a l s t a t e . O f t e n , t h e two 
sp h e r e s move t o g e t h e r so d i s c o r d a n t l y 
t h a t v i o l e n c e e r u p t s . The anger and 
d e s p e r a t i o n o f p o w e r l e s s n e s s , t h e rage 
t h a t a c c u m u l a t e s w i t h y e a r s o f r e s e n t ­
ment, t h e c u t t i n g edge o f u n r e l i e v e d 
f r u s t r a t i o n w h i c h sometimes even 
s e v e r s t h e bond between mother and 
c h i l d — a l l t h e taboos o f motherhood 
t h a t s t a n d i n c o n t r a d i c t i o n t o t h e 
a r c h e t y p a l s y m p a t h e t i c and g i v i n g 
mother and a r e b r o k e n i n s e c r e c y — a r e 
seen as p a r t o f t h i s g a l l i n g and v i o ­
l e n t l e g a c y o f p a t r i a r c h y . 

A t a g e n e r a l s o c i a l l e v e l , t h e i n s t i ­
t u t i o n o f motherhood i s seen as one 
t h a t b o l s t e r s o t h e r p a t r i a r c h a l i n s t i ­
t u t i o n s , r e l i g i o u s and p o l i t i c a l . The 
mother as a b e a r e r o f c h i l d r e n , e s p e c ­
i a l l y s o n s , s e r v e s t h e needs o f t h e 
men who r u n h e r s o c i e t y . I n g o v e r n ­
ment o f f i c e s , c o r p o r a t i o n boardrooms 
and o t h e r p l a c e s where t h e b u s i n e s s 
o f s o c i e t y i s c a r r i e d o u t , t h e i n s t i ­
t u t i o n o f motherhood p r o v i d e s b o t h 
n e c e s s a r y and d e c o r a t i v e f i t t i n g s . I n 
t h e l o w e r d e p t h s , i t i s r e s p o n s i b l e 

f o r t h e v i o l e n c e o f r a p e , i n f a n t i c i d e 
and even a b o r t i o n , ( " A b o r t i o n i s v i o ­
l e n c e : a deep, d e s p e r a t e v i o l e n c e i n ­
f l i c t e d by a woman upon, f i r s t o f a l l , 
h e r s e l f . " (p. 269) The p h y s i c a l and 
p s y c h o l o g i c a l v i o l e n c e o f p a t r i a r c h y , 
what R i c h c a l l s t h e "Hea r t o f M a t e r n a l 
D a r k n e s s , " r e s u l t s from t h e c o n t r o l o f 
women's b o d i e s by male i n t e r e s t s . Even 
b i r t h c o n t r o l movements have been d i ­
r e c t e d by men, i n p a r t i c u l a r t h e 
s t e r i l i z a t i o n o f T h i r d W o r l d women. 
The p a t r i a r c h a l s y s t e m , R i c h Contends, 
w i t h i t s c o n t r o l o f " c o n t r a c e p t i o n , 
f e r t i l i t y , o b s t e t r i c s , g y n e c o l o g y , and 
e x t r a - u t e r i n e r e p r o d u c t i v e e x p e r i ­
ments," (p. 34) must be a c o n t i n u a l 
s o u r c e o f p o t e n t i a l o r a c t u a l harm. 

A l t h o u g h t h e book i s i n l a r g e measure 
a r e c o r d o f t h e d e v a s t a t i n g e f f e c t s o f 
p a t r i a r c h y on motherhood, i t s tone i s 
r e m a r k a b l y p o s i t i v e . The emphasis 
t h r o u g h o u t i s on women's p o t e n t i a l . 
R i c h u r g e s women t o e x p e r i m e n t w i t h 
"new ways o f l i v i n g . " (p. 282) By 
f o r m i n g new r e l a t i o n s w i t h t h e i r male 
and f e m a l e c h i l d r e n , t h e i r own mothers, 
o t h e r women and t h e m s e l v e s , women may 
a l t e r t h e i n s t i t u t i o n o f motherhood 
and make more e n j o y a b l e t h e e x p e r i e n c e 
o f m o t h e r i n g . The most d e c i s i v e 
changes, R i c h m a i n t a i n s , w i l l f o l l o w 
t h e " r e p o s s e s s i o n by women o f o u r 
b o d i e s , " (p. 285) a p h r a s e t o w h i c h 
R i c h ' s h i s t o r i c a l a c c o u n t o f o b s t e t r i ­
c a l p r o c e d u r e s g i v e s c o n s i d e r a b l e 
c l a r i t y . R i c h a s k s women t o b e g i n " t o 
t h i n k t h r o u g h t h e body," (p. 285) a 



remark t h a t s h o u l d be r e a d , I b e l i e v e , 
w i t h i t s f u l l r e s o n a n c e o f E l i o t i c 
d i s s o c i a t i o n o f s e n s i b i l i t y . She i s 
e s p e c i a l l y p e r c e p t i v e when she w r i t e s 
o f t h e p l i g h t o f t h e i n t e l l e c t u a l 
woman whose body has been a t r a p , a 
p r i s o n t o escape from: "The body has 
been made so p r o b l e m a t i c f o r women 
t h a t i t has o f t e n seemed e a s i e r t o 
s h r u g i t o f f and t r a v e l as a d i s e m ­
b o d i e d s p i r i t . " (p. 40) One r e c a l l s 
t h e f i n a l t r a v e l s o f D o r i s L e s s i n g ' s 
n e u t e r e d and e t h e r e a l M a r t h a Quest i n 
The F o u r Gated C i t y . R i c h i s , as I 
u n d e r s t a n d i t , demanding n o t h i n g l e s s 
f o r woman t h a n p h y s i c a l , e m o t i o n a l and 
i n t e l l e c t u a l i n t e g r i t y . 

F o r a l l o f t h e book's sound a n a l y t i c a l 
judgments and a c c u r a t e o b s e r v a t i o n s , 
i t i s o f t e n d i s t u r b i n g and w i l l no 
doubt be r e c e i v e d as a c o n t r o v e r s i a l 
work. R i c h ' s r e l u c t a n c e t o d i c t a t e 
t o women, t o p r e a c h a p o s i t i o n o f one 
s o r t o r a n o t h e r , sometimes p u t s h e r i n 
t h e odd p o s i t i o n o f h a v i n g t o r e p o r t 
p a r t i c u l a r v i e w s w i t h o u t e i t h e r en­
d o r s i n g o r r e f u t i n g them. A t one 
p o i n t , f o r example, she q u o t e s 
Suzanne Arms, a woman who o b j e c t s t o 
Lamaze b r e a t h i n g d r i l l s b ecause t h e y 
a l l o w t h e woman i n l a b o u r t o be " t o o 
i n v o l v e d i n . . . c o n t r o l . . . . " ( p . 
173) I s t h i s d o u b l e t a l k o r an o b s e s ­
s i v e d i s t a s t e f o r a n y t h i n g smacking 
o f an e x e r c i s e o f male r e s t r a i n t ? 
R i c h s i m p l y r e c o r d s t h e comment and 
l e a v e s i t a t t h a t . R e g r e t t a b l y , t h i s 
i s n o t an i s o l a t e d example. Moreover, 

R i c h i s r e l u c t a n t n o t o n l y t o d i c t a t e 
t o women b u t a l s o t o c a l l f o r any 
l e g i s l a t i v e r e f o r m s w h i c h m i g h t a l t e r 
t h e i n s t i t u t i o n o f motherhood. She 
does n o t c a r e t o s u p p o r t s t a t e -
c o n t r o l l e d day c a r e : "Mass c h i l d c a r e 
i n p a t r i a r c h y , " she a r g u e s , "has b u t 
two p u r p o s e s : t o i n t r o d u c e l a r g e num­
b e r s o f women i n t o t h e l a b o u r f o r c e , 
i n a d e v e l o p i n g economy o r d u r i n g a 
war, and t o i n d o c t r i n a t e f u t u r e c i t i ­
z e n s . " (p. 14) Perhaps t h i s i s s o , 
b u t why n o t urge c a u t i o n , awareness, 
even s k e p t i c i s m , i n s t e a d ? The d e s ­
t r u c t i o n o f p a t r i a r c h y t h a t R i c h d e ­
s i r e s w i l l s u r e l y be encouraged by t h e 
i n t r o d u c t i o n o f more women i n t o t h e 
l a b o u r f o r c e , as R i c h h e r s e l f o f t e n 
comes c l o s e t o s a y i n g , b u t n e v e r does. 
I f women's work i n t h e n i n e t e e n t h c e n ­
t u r y was, as R i c h b e l i e v e s , " c l e a r l y 
s u b v e r s i v e t o 'the home' and t o p a t r i ­
a r c h a l m a r r i a g e , " ( p . 4 9 ) w h y s h o u l d i t 
n o t be so t o d a y ? Why n o t h e l p t o 
f a c i l i t a t e women's e n t r y i n t o t h e 
l a b o u r f o r c e ? L a s t l y , i f R i c h acknow­
l e d g e s t h a t " p o v e r t y , m a l n u t r i t i o n , 
d e s e r t i o n by t h e f a t h e r o f t h e c h i l d 
and i n a d e q u a t e p r e n a t a l c a r e " (p. 

177) a r e t h e c o n d i t i o n s a t t e n d i n g most 
b i r t h s , why does she n o t d i s c u s s t h e 
h i g h c o s t o f g i v i n g b i r t h i n t h e U.S. 
o r t h e c o s t , a v a i l a b i l i t y and q u a l i t y 
o f g y n e c o l o g i c a l p r e v e n t i v e m e d i c i n e ? 
I n f a c t , she i s f a r t o o u n w i l l i n g t o 
propo s e any r e f o r m t h a t m i g h t change 
t h e s t a t e o f motherhood under p a t r i ­
a r c h y . S u r e l y t h i s i s a s p e c i e s o f 
e x c e s s i v e p u r i s m . 



P a r a d o x i c a l l y , R i c h ' s generous t o l e r ­
ance o f o t h e r women's i d e a s and h e r 
r e f u s a l t o l e g i s l a t e f o r t h e women's 
movement r e n d e r h e r n a r r o w l y i n t o l e r ­
a n t o f women who see t h e f u t u r e t a k i n g 
a more d e f i n i t e shape. R i c h b e l i e v e s 
t h a t p a t r i a r c h y , w h i c h p r e d a t e s c a p i ­
t a l i s m , s u r v i v e s under s o c i a l i s m . 
A c c o r d i n g l y , men abuse women, i n 
R i c h ' s v i e w , n o t as c a p i t a l i s t s o r 
s o c i a l i s t s , b u t as men. R i c h o f f e r s a 
r u n n i n g c r i t i q u e o f s o c i a l i s t p r a c ­
t i s e s i n t h e S o v i e t U n i o n , C h i n a and 
Cuba where, she c o n c l u d e s , t h e 
"double r o l e " o f w o r k i n g woman and 
c h i l d n u r t u r e r e x i s t s . S o c i a l i s m , she 
s a y s , may remove economic i n e q u i t i e s , 
b u t i t w i l l l e a v e t h e p a t r i a r c h a l 
s t r u c t u r e i n t a c t . I t does n o t seem t o 
have o c c u r r e d t o R i c h t h a t such a c o n ­
c l u s i o n may be prem a t u r e . 

The most r e a d a b l e and c o m p e l l i n g s e c ­
t i o n s o f t h e book a r e i n t h e second 
h a l f and d e a l w i t h m i d w i f e r y and ob­
s t e t r i c s , t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p o f mothers 
t o male and female c h i l d r e n and t h e 
p s y c h i c and p h y s i c a l v i o l e n c e o f 
motherhood. F o r many women, t h e ab­
s o r b i n g c h a p t e r s o f t h e book, t h e ones 
t o be r e a d and r e - r e a d , a r e t h o s e t h a t 
f o c u s on mothers and sons and mothers 
and d a u g h t e r s . R i c h , a mother o f 
t h r e e s o n s , u r g e s women t o ask them­
s e l v e s what k i n d o f sons t h e y want, t o 
s e p a r a t e t h e m s e l v e s from t h e i r sons 
and make an i n d e p e n d e n t l i f e and t o 
a l t e r t h e c o u r s e o f t h e i n t e r n a l i z a ­
t i o n o f p a t r i a r c h a l v a l u e s . The chap­

t e r on mothers and d a u g h t e r s i s w r i t * 
t e n from t h e p o i n t o f v i e w o f a daugh­
t e r u n d e r s t a n d i n g h e r own mother, 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e "burden o f m a t e r n a l 
g u i l t , t h a t d a i l y , n i g h t l y , h o u r l y , Am 
J_ d o i n g what i s r i g h t ? Am I_ d o i n g 
enough? Am I_ d o i n g t o o much?" (p. 
223) The t r a d i t i o n a l r i v a l r y between 
mothers and d a u g h t e r s i s m o v i n g l y d e ­
t a i l e d . The b e s t mother, R i c h d e c i d e s , 
i s t h e one who can l i v e f o r h e r s e l f : 
"Only when we can w i s h i m a g i n a t i v e l y 
and c o u r a g e o u s l y f o r o u r s e l v e s can we 
w i s h u n f e t t e r e d l y f o r o ur d a u g h t e r s . " 
(p. 248) 

A d r i e n n e R i c h has w r i t t e n a much-needec 
i f c o n t e n t i o u s book. I t i s o c c a s i o n a l ­
l y s e l f - i n d u l g e n t and l a c k i n g i n c o ­
h e s i o n — e x c e r p t s from R i c h ' s j o u r n a l s 
and p e r s o n a l a n e c d o t e s a r e r a t h e r c a r e ­
l e s s l y m ixed w i t h h i s t o r i c a l and a n t h ­
r o p o l o g i c a l s c h o l a r s h i p . Her o b s e r v a ­
t i o n s a r e sometimes c u r i o u s l y b l i n k e r ­
ed: was t h e p r o b l e m o f t h e SDS and t h e 
Weathermen s i m p l y a m a t t e r o f " t h e i r 
s e x u a l e x p l o i t a t i o n o f women and t h e i r 
i n h e r i t e d t h e o r i e s o f p a t r i a r c h a l r e v o ­
l u t i o n ? " (p. 78) E x a c t i n g r e a d e r s w i l l 
w i s h f o r a b i b l i o g r a p h y i n a d d i t i o n t o 
t h e c h a p t e r n o t e s . B u t , f o r a l l o f 
i t s s h o r t c o m i n g s , Of Woman B o r n i s a 
book we canno t a f f o r d t o n e g l e c t . I f 
m o t h e r i n g i s e v e r t o be " f r e e l y c h o s e n 
work," (p. 280) t h e p a t r i a r c h a l E v e r y ­
man must be c a l l e d t o h i s g e n e r a l r e c k ­
o n i n g . Of Woman B o r n w i l l h e l p make 
t h a t summoning come sooner r a t h e r t h a n 
l a t e r . Of Woman Born w i l l n o t , I 



t h i n k , e v e r become t h e e s s e n t i a l book 
on motherhood; i t does n o t have 
e i t h e r t h e tone o r t h e q u a l i t y o f a 
d e f i n i t i v e work. I t i s , however, 
something o f a " f i r s t , " and as s u c h i t 
d e s e r v e s c a r e f u l r e a d i n g and g e n u i n e 
r e s p e c t . 

Wendy K a t z 
A c a d i a U n i v e r s i t y 

A Stone Diary P a t Lowther. T o r o n t o : 
O x f o r d U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s , 1977. Pp. 96. 

I n t h e F a l l 1975 i s s u e o f Contemporary 
V e r s e Two ( V o l . 1, Number 2) a f a i r l y 
l o n g r e v i e w appeared o f P a t Lowther's 
t h i r d book M i l k Stone ( B o r e a l i s , 1 9 7 4 ) . 
E n t i t l e d "Between t h e b a n a l and t h e 
b e a u t i f u l , " i t i s a good example o f 
c o n s t r u c t i v e c r i t i c i s m , l a y i n g a d e f t 
f i n g e r on p a ssages o f coy whimsy and 
a p p l a u d i n g w i t h b o t h hands the i m a g i n ­
a t i v e power and c o n t r o l l e d v e r b a l ex­
uberance o f t h e b e s t work. I n t h e 
n e x t i s s u e o f CV I I t r i b u t e s appeared 
t o t h e murdered p o e t as w e l l as a l e t ­
t e r from Leona Gom s a y i n g t h a t P a t 
Lowther t h o u g h t t h a t t h e r e v i e w was 
"the f a i r e s t and most p e r c e p t i v e 
c r i t i c i s m o f M i l k Stone t h a t she had 
r e a d . " O x f o r d U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s has 
now b r o u g h t o u t p o s t h u m o u s l y h e r l a s t 
c o l l e c t i o n , A Stone D i a r y , a work o f 

no b a n a l i t y and g r e a t b e a u t y . One 
l i k e s t o t h i n k t h a t good c r i t i c i s m can 
d i v e r t p o e t s from t h e d e p t h s , though 
f i n a l l y a l l have t o s o a r on t h e i r own 
w i n g s . 

As b o t h t i t l e s s u g g e s t , Lowther was 
f a s c i n a t e d by s t o n e , and one c o u l d 
h a z a r d a guess t h a t one o f t h e myths 
most fundamental t o h e r work i s t h a t 
o f D e u c a l i o n and P y r r h a , t h e o n l y s u r ­
v i v o r s o f t h e Greek f l o o d . W i s h i n g t o 
renew t h e human r a c e , t h e y were o r d e r ­
ed by t h e goddess Themis t o c a s t be­
h i n d them t h e bones o f t h e i r f i r s t 
a n c e s t o r . Heads v e i l e d , t h e y w a l k e d 
a c r o s s t h e p l a i n t h r o w i n g o v e r t h e i r 
s h o u l d e r s s t o n e s t o r n from t h e e a r t h . 
F o r t h e y were t h e d e s c e n d a n t s o f Gaea, 
t h e e a r t h , and r o c k s a r e t h e bones o f 
t h e e a r t h . L i k e t h e s e two s u r v i v o r s 
Lowther i s a p o e t v e r y c o n s c i o u s o f 
d e s t r u c t i v e f o r c e s , b u t i s h e r s e l f 
e s s e n t i a l l y a p r e s e r v e r and renewer. 
A t t h e c o r e o f . s u r v i v a l she sees t h e 
s t r e n g t h and b e a u t y o f s t o n e : 

L a s t week I became 
aware o f d e t a i l s 
cubes o f f o o l 1 s g o l d 
g r e e n and b l u e copper 
c r y s t a l f o r m a t i o n s 
f o s s i l s s h e l l c a s t s 
i r o n r o s e s c a n d i e d gems. . . . 

Do you know 
how b e a u t i f u l i t i s 
t o embrace s t o n e 
t o c u r v e a l l y o u r body 


