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Abstract

In 2001, four out of the five Academy Award nominas for best actress went to
women who played the role of a lone mother, Jd@iBihoche folChocolat Lasse
Hallsttrom 2000)Julia Roberts foErin Brockovich(Steven Soderbergh: 2000),
Laura Linney forYou Can Count on M@enneth Lonnergan: 2000) and Ellen
Burstyn forRequiem for A DrearfDarren Aronofsky: 2000). The fact that theserfou
films each prioritized a narrative of lone mothestidoecame a point of interest for
cultural observers who saw the popularization aelmother narratives as indicative
of mainstream cinema’s policy of inclusion and dsiy and reflective of a broader
political acceptance of lone motherhood. And glespite the phenomenal political
and cultural significance of the lone mother figditle academic attention has been
paid to the cultural prioritization of this oftemtes demonized female figure. This
thesis offers a critical account of the culturaldstment in mainstream cinema’s lone
mother figure to argue that she plays a crucia nolshoring up postfeminist, neo-
liberal and neo-conservative family values rhetarizvays which highlight the

exclusions on which postfeminism thrives.
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Introduction

In 2001, four out of the five Academy Award nominas for best actress went to
women who played the role of a lone mother, Jd@iBihoche folChocolat Lasse
Hallsttrom 2000)Julia Roberts foErin Brockovich(Steven Soderbergh: 2000), Laura
Linney forYou Can Count on M@ enneth Lonnergan: 2000) and Ellen BurstynRequiem
for A Dream(Darren Aronofsky: 2000). The fact that theser fidlins each prioritized a
narrative of lone motherhood became a point of@stiefor cultural observers who saw the
popularization of lone mother narratives as indveabdf mainstream cinema’s policy of
inclusion and diversity and reflective of a broagecietal acceptance of lone motherhood.
And yet, despite the emphasis on the cinematic iooiher figure in the popular media, little
academic attention has been paid to cultural pization of this oftentimes demonized
female figure. This thesis offers a critical aatbaf the cultural investment in mainstream
cinema’s lone mother figure to argue that she péagsucial role in shoring up postfeminist,
neo-liberal and neo-conservative family valuesahetin ways which highlight the

exclusions on which postfeminism thrives.

In the introduction to his article ‘Oh Baby!: Repeatations of Single Mothers in
American Popular Culture”, film scholar Robin Silgkeid writes, “If Hollywood is any
indication, 2001 was the year of the single mdmA&ccording to Silbergleid the out-of-
wedlock pregnancy of celebrities such as Camrymkken and Calista Flockhart's adoption
of a baby boy “placed single motherhood in thearatl spotlight” and was indicative of the
public acceptance of the “new millennium famify"Film scholar Sarah MacAdam’s

similarly themed article ‘Tracing The ‘Sin’ in tfi&ngle Mom” also foregrounds the cultural

! Robin Silbergleid. ‘Oh Baby': Representations afdgle Mothers in American Popular Cultur&mericana: The
Journal of American Popular Cultur&all 2002. Vol.1. (Not paginated).
http://www.americanpopularculture.com/journal/artifiagis 2002/Silbergleid.htm
2 .
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prioritzation and industrial investment in the lanether archetype, and much like
Silbergleid, she points to 2001 as the watershead fge the ‘mainstreaming’ of lone

motherhood'

While MacAdam'’s article takes a brief historicaloview of cinematic presentations
of lone motherhood to argue that more recent irat&ons of this female archetype are
illustrative of an ideological shift from lone methas victim to lone mother as heroine,
Silbergeild’s article is concerned with the recemtergence of the Single Mother by Choice
paradigm. This category of female reproduction muadernalism has garnered furious
political debate yet Silbergeild argues that thisrf of lone motherhood has come to
represent a distinctively positive figure in thdteral world. Highlighting the US sitcom
Friendsas an example of the cultural excitement this ‘rfawnilial paradigm seemed to
attract, Silbergeild suggests that the narrativieio®é motherhood in the story of Rachel’s
(Jennifer Aniston) illegitimate pregnancy is illtegive of the ‘mainstreaming’ of a form of
female agency which has traditionally been peracbagdeeply threatening to the patriarchal
social order. But Silbergeild also urges a caut@pgroach to these texts noting that the
narrative of the ‘single mother by choice’ is predoantly one of negotiation and disavowal.
By analysing films that emerged in the early 208@sch prioritized narratives of women

suffering from “Familial Infant Envy Disorder”—(ad by that he means a pathological
desire for and fetishization of husband, family ahddren)—Silbergeild cogently argues
that the structure of the traditional narrativesvimch this form of maternalism was
centralized makes “it impossible to envision a iternative” to the traditional famif.

Instead the narrative focus of romantic failuretfoe female protagonist coupled with her

decision to embark on single motherhood serveagmcursors to what will eventually

% Sarah MacAdam ‘Tracing the Sin in Single mothkettp://home.att.net/Rdfalzone/singelmom.h{sdurced
11/07/06).
* Ibid
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emerge as a ‘fairy tale’ ending where she not aclyieves motherhood but also secures the
romantic relationship she longed for. Rather ttl@picting fatherless pregnancy as the
obstacle to romance, these films employ the trdpen@ motherhood as a means of

attracting and securing the film’s love interest.

Such conspicuous disavowal of lone motherhoodustiiated in the 2007 fillBaby
Mama(Michael McCullers) in which the film’s ‘single ntiwer by choice’ (via surrogacy) is
later rewarded with a romantic relationship. Irdigee film concludes with a heterosexual
coupling for the lone mother and the surrogate mrodls well as the promise of further
reproduction for both women. As su&gby Mamae-produces what Judith Roof might
describe as a narrative “ineluctably inflected wigterosexual ideology”, because as she
notes, heterosexual coupling provides a “metaphbificot literal model for the traditional
narrative arc® The “interdependence of narrative and reproduids” ensures thBaby
Mamacloses with a re-endorsement of the hetero-nowaattriarchal family (as does
Friendg. Silbergeild is correct in seeing the cellul@mde mother figure as a highly
recuperative figure who serves to reinforce thelogical schema of ‘family value§'Films
in the tradition oBaby Mamanot only reveal the problems in envisioning aeralative
family within the traditional heterological narnai structure, they also reveal the inability of
Hollywood to imagine lone motherhood as nothing eniblan a phase; a transient social
identity that is only ever seen as positive ifniables the lone mother to secure a
husband/romantic partner. In this regard, the looéher is always depicted as lacking; a

lack which serves as a negotiation and repudiatidrer as a mother and as an active agent.

® Judith Roff. Come As You Are: Sexuality and Narratifiéew York: Columbia University Press, 1996). Pg 59
6 .
Ibid.
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Although Silbergleid’s essay is highly cognisanttoé ways in which cultural
representations of the ‘single mother by choice’mediated through the traditional
heterological narrative arc, | suggest his analigsisnited. The lone mother figure, whether
characterized as a widow, a divorcee, abandonadxaman of loose morals or, indeed, a
‘single mother by choice’, has long been an esthbli figure in mainstream cinema (sts
Defiance Cleo Madison 1916 for example). Furthermoregresence within mainstream
cinema is trans-generic; she does not exist ortlyimvthe family or maternal romance
narrative—both of which are slippery categorizasian best—as Silbergleid’s analysis
suggests. The lone mother character is a highhifsignt archetype in the gangster/crime
genre where, since silent cinema she has beetogalsty the mother of the most villainous
criminal characters (see William WellmaThe Public Enemy1931). She is cast as the
figure of sexual deviancy in films such as the Aalgdn textBad Boy BubbyRolf De Heer:
1993) and Asia Argento’She Heart is Deceitful Above All Thin@&04). The lone mother
figure has been utilized in tlanerican Pidrilogy (Paul Weitz: 1999, JB Rogers: 2001,
Jesse Dylan: 2003) as the object of adolescenageemale lust, and is the figure through
which incestuous desire is embodied in the FréihhMa Mere(Christophe Honore:2004)
and Spanish art-house bl About My Mothe(Pedro Aimodovar:1999). The visibility of
the lone mother character in highly successful 8ydiims (albeit presented as animal
characters) is notable. Films sube Lion King(Roger Allers and Rob Minkoff: 1994)he
Princess DiariegGarry Marshall: 2001), anide PrincesgTim Fywell: 2005) and other
highly successful animated texts suciag Story(John Lassetter: 1995, 1998) utilize the
lone mother figure in stories of childhood loss aitek of passage narratives. Her presence
is established in the newly emergent ‘Brom Conhyahrid of gross out and romantic
comedies concerned with male bonding) in films sasiinocked UpJudd Apatow: 2007)

and David Wain’RRole Model2008). “Smart cinema”, a term borrowed from firholar
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Jeffrey Sconce which describes films with a sersagal and political intent, employs the
lone mother character in more high-brow texts saglh the Valley of Elal{Paul Haggis:
2007),Gone Baby Gonéen Affleck: 2007) and hings We Lost in The Fi&usanne Bier:
2007). And the lone mother character has becofulyantegrated member of the ensemble
cast for the ubiquitous postfeminist staple, thielcHick in films such aBecause | Said So
(Michael Lehmann: 200750omething’s Gotta GiviNancy Meyers:2003Dne Fine Day
(Michael Hoffman: 1996)Jerry Maguire(Cameron Crowe: 1996),aidout A BoyChris

and Paul Weitz: 2002).

The high visibility of the lone mother figure inr@mporary mainstream cinema
cannot be treated as a nonissue especially bettaifigure of the lone mother is so often at
the flashpoint of political and social anxiety.hus this thesis will ask why the lone mother
has become such a popular archetype. Can we esdéggthvisibility of the cinematic lone
mother figure as indicative of a positive shifr@presentational practices? Are these recent
configurations of motherhood reflecting a more pwesiattitude towards lone mothers in
general? If so why? Or do the representatiorguiis more familiar conservative accounts?
And, if new representational strategies do veil@erconservative account of lone
motherhood what is the symbolic purpose of theutmtl lone mother? What forms of
negotiations are at play in these films? If, dbe3geild argues, 2001 became the watershed
year for the ‘mainstreaming’ of lone motherhood tdh@es this reveal about the cultural and
political moment in which the narrative of the aéid lone mother has gained such cultural
currency? In adopting a critical approach to ciagorepresentations of and narratives about
the lone mother figure | aim to present a critibaorization of the ways in which lone

motherhood is both constituted and negotiated withainstream popular cinema.

7 Jeffrey Sconce. ‘Irony, Nihilism and the New Aican ‘Smart’ Film. InScreenVol.43, No.4, 2002. Pp 349-
369
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Theorizing Lone Motherhood

Our current ideas about lone mothers and aboutrtosteerhood have been shaped
and re-shaped through the collective actions afiddals, by institutions and in cultural
movements. As such, film as an institution andléucal movement can be seen as a
meaningful cultural lens from which to view and xp the shared value systems that
inform notions of and ideologies about lone motberh Although recent developments in
media technology such as digital television, int¢streaming and so on, have altered some
of the ways in which we assimilate image and nagamainstream cinema remains a
dominant product in the imaginary field of repres¢ion and as such is recognised as an
established medium in which fiction does politisairk® However, this is not to say, in line
with Pamela Church Gibson’s contention that there ‘isimplistic one-to-one
correspondence between film and political climatdRather, films offer at least a partial
reflection of the cultural climate in which theyeamagined, produced and consumed. And,
because film has to actively connect with the egiting social, political and cultural
landscape in which it is produced in order to ledtd audience, the dialogic relationship
between film and its broader cultural, social antitigal context is often complex and
contradictory. It is within these tensions thatatymultiplicity of meanings are generated,
providing a rich and compelling resource for tekaraalysis. Thus operating within a
feminist framework—and by that | mean a politicangdview that quite simply believes, as
does Barbara Arneithat “all schools of knowledge must be re-examiaed understood to

reveal the extent to which they ignore or dist@mder"— | combine a textual and contextual

® See Henry Giroux.’Reclaiming the Social: Pedagogsiftance and Power in Celluloid Culture’. In Jinili@s,
Hilary Radner and Ava Preacher Collif#m Theory Goes To the Movi@dew York and London: Routledge, 1993).
Toby Miller ‘Cinema Doesn’t Matter or | know What Y@id Last Summer’. In Matthew Tinkcom and Amy
Villarejo(eds)Keyframes. Popular Cinema and Cultural Studissndon and New York: Routledge, 2001). Pamela
Church Gibson “You've Been in My Life So Long | CaRemember Anything Else: Into the labyrinth with Ripl
and the Alien. In Tinckom and Villarejo. Susan FaluBacklash: The Undeclared War Against Won{&ondon:
Verso, 1995) for more in-depth analyses of thetimiahip between politics and the cinema.

° Gibson. Pg 41
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film and cultural studies methodology as well asm@ggritical discourse analysis to explore
constructions of the cinematic lone mother figund the relation between her cultural

representation, systems of meanings and polititdisacial powet®

While this methodology does not offer concretsvears to the problems inherent in
discussing political and social power and its retato cultural representational strategies it
does offer the opportunity for access to the omjickl and epistemological assumptions that
are made about lone motherhood. By locating thggnar of the discursive practices which
surround the lone mother figure | will be more aoldully understand the ways in which
cinematic lone motherhood is being negotiated imsteeam film. In other words, seeing
how the social identity of the lone mother figuasibeen ‘brought into being’ highlights the
discursive function of lone motherhood as a subjethe primary reason for employing a
discourse analysis approach is that it has thenpateo reveal how language is used in the
construction and maintenance of a form of fematgadadentity which is surrounded by
‘common-sense’ social and cultural ideologies erdieddn social, political and cultural
forms of communication about women. Mindful of theonsistencies and complexities
inherent in the foregrounding of discursive pragtithat emerges from the popular press, |
argue that their relevance echoes in the catalofjadiculated shared cultural anxieties that
they draw from and reflect upon. By exploring disive strategies that surround the figure
of the lone mother within the popular press, theleetics of the films, their narrative
structures and representational practices | aimdee fully outline the ways in which the
films | use employ certain discourses to mediate lmotherhood within the ideological
terrain of neo-liberal and neo-conservative fam#jues rhetoric, capitalism, gender and of

postfeminist maternalism. The methodologies degdan this thesis reflect and build upon

19 Barbara Arneil. Politics and Feminism. (Oxford:Igyi-Blackwell, 1999). Pg 4.
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the work of academics such as Diane Negra whossathwork utilizes similar
methodological practices in her consideration efilays in which certain ‘lifestyles’ (an
extraordinarily provocative term to use in relattolone motherhood) are normalized within

popular culture.

This thesis does not open with a preliminary liiera review chapter rather | have
chosen to include smaller reviews of the contexitexature in each chapter. | have
employed this structure because each chapter's figahematically divergent and draws
from diverse schools of knowledge. Significantlg thck of film scholarship concerned with
cinematic representations of lone mothers has foneoe to look outside of the academic
specificities of film studies. Thus much of thenceptual framework of this thesis emerges
from scholarship that does not focus on cinemaficasentational strategies but rather it is
informed by a combination of cross discipline acadestudies which relate to the thematic
concerns raised within the films. The paucity @frkvwithin film studies focusing attention
on the cinematic lone mother is surprising givemdmount of emergent work on media
representations of lone motherhood from socialneas, political studies and cultural and
media studies. This lack is especially heightembdn we take into account academic

emphasis on motherhood within feminist inflectdhfimedia and cultural studiés. E.

1 Although the relationship between feminism and tigext of motherhood is oftentimes contradictorst an
contentious it has been the focus of much feminfsrmed work. These include;. Naomi Wdllisconceptions:
Truth, Lies and the Unexpected on the Journey tdhdtbbod (London: Chatto and Windus, 2001), E Ann. Kaplan
Motherhood and Representation: The Mother in Pop@alture and MelodramgLondon: Routledge, 1992), Shari
Turner.Myths of MotherhoodHow Culture Reinvents the Good Mothg@rondon: Penguin, 1995), Nancy
Chodorow The Reproduction of Motherhood: Psychoanalysésthe Sociology of GenddiBerkley, London:
University of California Press, 1978), Donna Basklargaret Honey and Meryle Mahrer Kaplan (Eds).
Representations of Motherhagtew Haven, London: Yale University Press, 1994), &une RichOf Woman
Born: Motherhood as Experience and Instituti@New York: Norton, 1986), Elizabeth Bortolai SilvadlGood
Enough Mothering: Feminist Perspectives on Lone idtbod (London and New York: Routledge, 1996), Sharon
Hays.The Cultural Contradictions of Motherhoo@New Haven, London: Yale University Press, 1996),elars.
Taylor, Linda Layne and Danielle F. Woznack (E€@)nsuming MotherhoodNew Jersey, London: Rutgers
University Press, 2007), Susan J. Douglas and Ntarédl Michaels.The Mommy Myth: The Idealization of
Motherhood and How It Has Undermined All Wom@ew York, London: Free Press,2004), Judith WarRerfect
MadnessMotherhood in the Age of Anxief.ondon:Vermillion, 2006), Barbara Katz RothmaRecreating
Motherhood: Ideology and Technology in a PatriarcBaciety (New York: Norton, 1985).
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Ann. Kaplan'sMotherhood and Representation: The Mother in PopGlalture and
Melodramahas become a seminal reference point for undelistgthe changing
representations of the mother from the 1830s t@tdstmodern present. Lucy Fischer’s
Cinematernity: Film, Motherhood and Genrevestigates how the trope of motherhood
presents itself in a wide range of film genreshove how certain genres tend to promote a
particular set of social and psychological chanasties of motherhood. Donna Bassin,
Margaret Honey and Meryle Maher Kaplan seek to tstded the impact of culturally
constructed images of motherhood across all forfnp®pular culture in their book
Representations of Motherhoadd Evelyn Nakano Glen, Grace Chang and Linda ieenn
Forcey incorporate the work of feminist film acadesrin their investigation d¥lothering,
Ideology, Experience and Agencyhese texts prove useful in providing broadexysis of
the relationship between film and motherhood arttli@iwhich | undertake in Chapter One.
Yet, while the lone mother looms large as an aljgate in the political arena and as an
aspirational figure in the cultural world, analysifsrepresentations of the lone mother figure

are seldom acknowledged within these books.

Despite the rigorous nature of Kaplan’s analysithefrepresentation of the mother
figure inLook Who'’s Talkingthere is no account made of the social and palitliscourses
that impact on the film’s presentation of Mollie tifzco (Kirstie Alley) as an unmarried,
lone mother. This is not to suggest that Kaplasbigged to consider the lone mother figure
rather, that by understanding how the lone motigeirré is being constructed we will better
understand some of the relations between gengeesentation and social, cultural and
political power that Kaplan suggests are boundnumiages of the maternal. Similarly,
while Lucy Fischer observes how the classic matehesmedMildred Piercehas initiated

much critical engagement so as to become a “cottatysstry”, none of the investigative

17



accounts of the film documented in her book exfii@cknowledge the social status of the
central protagonist’s role as the film’s lone mattfe Again, this is not to suggest that
Fischer’'s book is limited in its approach ratheatthy interrogating representations of the
lone mother figure in greater depth a more detahedrization of cinematic motherhood can

be developed.

Thus in the following chapters | begin to expldie tomplex relationship between
postfeminism and mainstream cinematic represem&bd lone mothers within broader
social and political discursive practices aboueratass, gender and sexuality. In order to do
this | draw from cultural studies scholarship canee with the politics of motherhood and
the rhetoric of family values. Susan Douglas aretédith W. Michaels’ booKhe Mommy
Myth: The Idealization of Motherhood and How It Hasdermined All Womeserves as the
primary reference point of the thesis. Douglas Binthaels’ offer a critique of the shared
cultural obsession with motherhood and demonshatethe rhetoric of new momism has
had a direct impact on policy making in the US.gAla McRobbie builds upon the
observations made by Douglas and Michaels to aftatehe emphasis on motherhood is
directly linked to the capitalist market-place wééne image of the ‘yummy-mummy’ has
proven to be especially lucrative and particulgdynicious. The concept of ‘yummy
mummy-hood’ creates division between women whostemalism and consumerism
enhances their cultural capital and those whosaGial and relational position denies them
agency. McRobbie’s argument serves as the ovengytheoretical conceit for this thesis as
it highlights a reliance upon, and exclusion obéneady disenfranchised group of women
from this postfeminist, post-race, neo-liberal emoy. And as Chapter Two will argue, it is

the figure of the black, welfare lone mother whpeences persistent exclusion from the

21 ucy FischerCinematernity: Film, Motherhood, GenreNew Jersey: Princetown University Press, 1996) Pg
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political, economic and social sphere at the same that she is so regularly invoked as the

symbol of social and political unease.

Structuring this thesis with a chapter focused @ml the black lone mother figure is
deeply problematic; | could be rightly accused @itmuing a process of differentiating and
distancing black women from other groups of wontémwever | do so because the figure of
the black lone mother has been consistently deplaythin the cultural, social, historical
and political world as a distinct female figurendiyet, just as representations of the lone
mother are rarely invoked in film studies, intertgns of the ideological ramifications of a
neo-conservative, postfeminist, post-race ideoklgavironment, the celluloid black lone
mother is also cast as a peripheral figure in tllebates. Given her pivotal role in
maintaining the hegemony of white femininity andit@hmaternalism and her central role in

the US political landscape, it would seem thisasassary work to do.

Thus alongside Ange Marie Hancock, | will maintthat the media’s consistent over
association of black lone motherhood with fecunditg moral decay functions to sustain
hierarchical paradigms of class, race and mothethdoase Hancock’s booKhe Politics of
Disgust: The Public Identity of the Welfare Quéecause it so concisely demonstrates a
relation between representational stereotypeslinypmaking. | will also be referring to
race theorist such as bell hooks, Cornell WestMiatielle Wallace. This chapter considers
historical accounts of black motherhood and exgloie ontology of the African American
family to illustrate the ways in deeply problemdiistorical renderings of black masculinity
and femininity are drawn upon to in configuring alood cinema’s black lone mother.

This chapter raises crucial questions about tlaiogiship between race, nation and
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motherhood which | hope will be instrumental in @mthg the boundaries of academic

interrogations of postfemininst and post-race it

Integral to the social and cultural presentatbthe lone mother are her children.
This thesis notes that the terms ‘child’ and ‘p&reand more specifically ‘lone mother’, have
become highly powerful discursive tools to useeabates about social and material relations
between individuals, classes, races, ideologieseses and governments. The potency of
these terms is strengthened when we place thetadj@sale/female in front of the word
‘child’, creating distinctions between the maleldland female child which find their basis in
Freudian principles of a ‘genuine’ gender perforoeanThese distinctions serve to produce
distinct discourses about male and female childabout gender power dynamics and about
society as a whole. In Chapter Three | suggestititevisibility of the distinctive lone
mother and son dyad within mainstream popular canesmarked as a register of
contemporary concerns about the risk that lone arsethose to the psychological well-being
of their male children. Thus | consider the disttgstrategies employed in the popular press
and within the literature of Father’s Rights adtgroups to better understand how the

fatherless child figures in the negotiation of kbiee mother.

| will argue that the socio-political and cultusahphasis on the lone mother/son dyad
serves to testify to the primacy of fatherhoodhia tormation of an active and ‘genuine’
performance of masculinity, as the cornerstonéeffamily and as the panacea to a troubled
society. Regularly invoked within the popular @as the anti-social thug, the hater of
women and the psychopath, this thesis will draergitbn to the distinctly different
presentation of the lone mothered son evideninmsfsuch agerry Maguire Fight Club

(David Fincher: 1999)All About My MotherThe Sixth Sendd1. Night Shyamalan: 1999),
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About A BoyPay It Forward and Are We There YéBrian Levant: 2005) amongst others
and note that the negotiation of lone motherhodfliwmithese texts is couched in
homophobic rhetoric which codes young fatherlesslas proto-gay. Such discursive
practices function to exclude lone mothers fromahkural and political celebration of

hetero-normative masculinity as the remedy foriss&hsed’ society.

While Chapter Three is concerned with the culttgigkification’ of the lone
mothered son, Chapter Four seeks to explore poppaesentations of the fatherless
daughter. The figure of the fatherless daughterdaased much less consternation for those
concerned with the effects of being raised by & lmother. Suffice to say that when she is
under scrutiny it is the performance of her sexyalhich defines her as what Anita Harris
might call, a ‘can do’ and an ‘at risk’ girl. Ine, it is issues of sexual promiscuity and early
unwed pregnancy foreground in the popular medianaexltal health literature that are seen
as wholly indicative of what is now referred to'Batherless Daughter Syndrome’. By
referring to existing research on fatherless daerghHtom the fields of mental health and
social sciences this chapter will argue that tieeediscrepancy between our shared
collective knowledge about the ‘problem’ of thedéamothered daughter and the narratives
about and images of this dyad within mainstreareroia. Popular films such age Princess
Diaries, Mamma Mia(Phyllida Lloyd: 2008) and’he Ice Princessode their lone mothered
daughters as their mother’s redeemer—not fromeaolifpromiscuity and broken
relationships, as might be the assumption, but fitwerthreat of feminism. As such, | will
argue the lone mothered daughter has been appexphbig popular culture to do the
ideological work of postfeminsim. With all thessiues in mind, this chapter draws from and

adds to the already growing body of academic wankrging from film academics such as
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Diane Negra and Anita Harris that are concernet thie complex matrix of girlhood,

popular culture, consumerism and politics.

This thesis then presents a discussion of a sefridas made since the late 1990s
through to the mid 2000&ight Club(1999),Monster’s Ball(2002),All About My Mother
(1999),Baby Boy(2001),Bullet Boy(2004),The Sixth Seng&999),The Princess Diaries
(2001), anBecause | Said S@007). Given the proliferation of cinematic laomethers |
might have chosen any number of different texisalyse, however with Silbergeild’s
concept of the ‘mainstreaming’ of lone mothers iman position my analysis in popular
mainstream film. That is not to say that analgdithe lone mother figure in more elite
spaces of culture would not be a highly relevamtautaking (and may offer the potential for
a more subversive and positive representation)eliewl am concerned with the strategies of
negotiation that occur in representations of magash lone motherhood. Although |
suggest that the concept of ‘mainstreaming’ the loother figure is a central factor in the
process of choosing films to analyse, there is eerfacused rationale behind the choices of
films under scrutiny. For example, in Chapter Tveonsider John Singleton’s filfaaby
Boywhich he argues is an explicit response to theiallcriticism he has received about his
problematic representation of black women. Simgletuggests th&aby Boyis a film in
which black women are accorded a form of agenclyisheo singularly lacking in his other
films. Significant to this thesis is the fact ti&hgleton uses the stories of three black lone
mothers as the focus of his more progressive ggralgics and, because of thBaby Boyis
a highly salient film to use to consider whether ginesentation of a usually politically and
culturally vilified female figure is reflective af more positive attitude towards black women

who parent alone.
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Analysis of David Fincher'&ight Clubforms the initial focal point of Chapter Three.
Fight Clubhas been analysed by numerous film scholars coedewvith representations of
masculinity and the impact that capitalism has dvathe performance of hetero-normative
masculinity but none have acknowledged that ah#aat of this film is a narrative about the
feminization of masculinity by women who parentredo It would seem that the lack of
attention paid towardsight Clulds lone mother narrative is characteristic of atremched
and ‘commonsense’ understanding about the thressidom the inner well-being of the
fatherless male child. The film offers a highlyeraant cultural lens thorough which we can
begin to consider and challenge the ‘commonseraera of such discourse. The film
analysis then shifts frofaight Clubto the representation of pre-pubescent fathegess.
The underlying principle informing this move to repentations of younger male children
reflects political and cultural anxieties about gguatherless boys that abound in the popular
media. While politicians and law enforcers paaéfte about the violent, young fatherless
male child, social sciences, psychologists, merosigs, women'’s groups and some feminists
have raised concerns about the rise in rates obeeruality among young, fatherless boys.
Thus, with these issues in mind | focusTdre Sixth Sensa film which locates a lone

mother’s home as the cause of the fatherless sagti$mares.

The Sixth Senses interesting for a number of other reasons east because it stars
the young male actor Haley Joel Osment. Osmenplaged the son of a lone mother in
numerous films and television programmes and hasrtedly felt forced into publicly
confirm his heterosexuality which has been casinasable precisely because of the
characters he has played in his film care&€he Ice PrincesandThe Princess DairieBgure
as case study films for Chapter Four because tkeypglify a trend of presenting the lone

mother/daughter dyad within a ‘princess’ narrativeegenre which is normally associated
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with the widowed father/daughter relationship. featthese films raises a distinct set of
issues which are reflexive of political, medica&ligious and social anxieties about women
who parent alone and the concomitant concerns dhewuccessful maturation of the

fatherless younger male child and the teenage daugh

Emphasis on the lone mother as a problematic suisjéiemly embedded within the
British and American political context. Thus, whilsere are moments within the thesis
where | note trends within other national cinentlais, thesis offers a composite study of
British and American mainstream cinema. Althougg ¢hoice to engage with the cinemas
of two distinct nations complicates an already claxfield of research, the interplay
between, and overlaps in the fields of British Amderican social, political and economic
policies, the trans-national appropriation of pestinism and the shared dependence on
‘family values’ discourse has had a homogenizirigatfon American and British casting of
lone motherhood as deeply threatening to the sooir. What is more, the influence of the
Hollywood film industry within British and Americafiim industries has resulted in a
hegemonic representational palette of what RicBymel and Orin E. Klapp refer to as
‘social types’, which, regardless of cultural véinas have been appropriated trans-

nationally, and often utilized for the same ideadatjend.*®

Significantly the case study films | use focus orthis thesis emerge at a moment in
time where the rhetoric of neo-liberal family vaduend the politics of postfeminism
converged to create a cultural and political contexvhich motherhood became the essential
component in the successful performance of femininWhile the subject of lone
motherhood is not explicitly expressed in all acégh films, the very presence of the lone

mother figure, whether as a central protagonistsoa peripheral figure, foregrounds political

'3 Richard DyerStars (London: British Film Institute, 1998). Pg 47
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and cultural discourse in which the lone mothexlvgays subject. My aim here then is to
show how contemporary social and political disceussappropriated in recent cinematic
narratives in ways which sanction symbolic clairhew women who parent alone. As such,
films from this era can play an important role gvdloping an understanding of the shifting
discourses of motherhood and femininity as wehigklighting some of the exclusionary
practices which maintain the hegemony of postfemmiipolitics and of family values

ideology.

Positioning Postfeminist Politics

| employ the term postfeminism throughout this ih@gthout entirely securing the
complex array of meanings with which it is assaaigbrimarily because there has been so
little consensus about the exact nature of postfesmi as a critical and theoretical paradigm.
Indeed, Amanda Lotz in her essay ‘Postfeminist visien Criticism: Rehabilitating Critical
Terms and Identifying Postfeminist Attributes’ sinatly described the surrounding vagaries
of postfeminism as “terminological confusiolf”.One only need note the different ways in
which the term is written—as a complete word (pasihism) or a hyphenated (post-
feminism) even as postfeminism is also referreastd hird Wave Feminism and the politics

of backlash to recognise a lack of synthésis.

“Amanda Lotz. ‘Postfeminist Television Criticism: Rafilitating Critical Terms and Identifying Postferisit
Atributes’. Feminist Media Studieégol.1, No.1 (2001) pp 105-121

> My decision to employ ‘postfeminism’ throughohist thesis rather than the hyphenated format isigaily
motivated. | understand the term post-feminisreraphasizing the ‘passing’ of feminism to a muchaggedegree
than |1 am willing to accept. To reference all the academic work interrogatingtfganinism would take more space
than this thesis allows, however the following worksvste cogent analyses; Yvonne Tasker and Diane N&gis).(
Interrogating Postfeminism: Gender and The PoliticRopular Culture(Durham and London: Duke University
Press, 2007). Judith Stacey and Deborah Roseffettond Thoughts on the Second Wave’ in Karen V.Haasel
llene J. Philipson (EdsyWomen, Class and the Feminist Imagination: A Socigéstinist Reader(Philadelphia:
Temple University Press, 1990), Charlotte Brunsduhlaynn SpigelFeminist Television Criticism: A Reagé
Edition. (Open University Press: 2007), Angela McRebtostfeminism and Popular Culture’. Feministdiée
Studies. Vol.3, No.2 (Nov 2004) pp 255-264 , Joannkolds. Feminism, Femininity and Popular Culture
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2000).
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From the moment that the concept of postfeminisrarged into the public arena in
the late 1980s, debates have ensued from cultbsaireers such as Susan Falfidind
academics like Sarah Projankgbout the value of feminist scholarship and puepsfs
political activism in a cultural environment thates gender equity as already achieved. Such
debates have been prioritized in academia but hage pronounced within the popular press
where postfeminism was declared as a more rel@gntept for female academics as well as
a more positive lifestyle philosophy for women engral. It is little wonder that the
ideologies of postfeminism had such an appeal fofiegsional women who, it was reported
were experiencing problems finding, and then affaydiecent child care; for women who
were caring for their elderly parents since theaotmf government policies had seen the
provision of state nursing care diminish; or formen who had seen the glass ceiling move
further from their reach even though pay equalitylsas not been achieved. Postfeminism
offered women (read that as middle-class white worttee opportunity to ‘retreat’ to the
sanctuary of the private, and domestic space faydmwm daily realities of the public
sphere'® But postfeminism also has much to offer men; initts rhetoric is a heightened
emphasis on the victimization of masculinity at feeds of feminists who, according to
cultural wisdoms have stripped men of their ‘ndturdes as husband, father and primary
breadwinner. Indeed, Erin Pizzey, founder of thiéi€dr women'’s refuge service (a network
of safe houses for women and children escaping ditiengolence) was just one of the iconic
feminist figures who publicly announced that helitmal turnaround had emerged after
witnessing injustices meted out to men. Fay Wheldeminist author grew more and more
concerned (and more and more vocal) about the gamelguities men were reporting as

integral to their every day lived experience, arinille Paglia waxed lyrical about the

16 Susan FaludBacklash: The Undeclared War Against Worr{eondon: Verso, 1995)

" sarah ProjanksyVatching Rape: Film and TV in Postfeminist Cultyidew York and London: New York
University Press, 2001)

'8 Diane Negra speaks of ‘retreatism’ as a centrat tefngostfeminism in her bodWhat A Girl Wants: Fantasizing
the Reclamation of Self in Feminism, Femininity anduRopCulture (Abingdon: Routledge, 2009).
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alleged dire effect of the feminist project to nefigure masculinity as decidedly more
feminized. Indeed, other self-proclaimed femisigtolars and cultural observers such as
Natasha Waltéf and Christina Hoff Summers openly identified th®slitics as distant from
and distinct to Second Wave Feminism, arguingttiaideologies of female empowerment
and liberation have caused huge fissures betweesettes which has been damaging for
women but especially detrimental towards men. &dtan challenging systemic gender
inequities which still exist, postfeminism holdsri@ism to account for encouraging women

to ‘have it all’ and blamed for taking ‘it all awafyom men?

For Susan Faludi, the anti-feminist feminism pradead in postfeminist media culture
and celebrated by academics such as Paglia fusama backlash—a reactionary discourse
which repudiates feminism in a hegemonic negotmtichich even as it acknowledges
feminism, renders feminist ideology as irrelevaltost postfeminst writers openly
acknowledge (albeit often assumptively) some ofgdi@s of Second Wave Feminism made
in areas of domestic violence, work-place ineqgsitethough equal pay for men and women
remains a thorny issue in Britain—one which hagndy been made more contentious in
light of the economic recession) health issuesssgto the public sphere, sexual exploitation
and child abuse. However, even though such gagmsa Angela McRobbie might say,
“taken into account” they are, at the same timegiged as misguided. Thus postfeminism
thrives on a paradox; even as it acknowledges fiemiit renders it obsolete at best and
dangerous at worse. What is important to note tathigiform of ideological backlash
propounded by, to borrow a phrase from Sarah Pskjarfanti-feminist postfeminist

feminists” is the way in which it has become highgeful discursive and oftentimes

!9 Natasha WalteiThe New Feminisn{London: Virago Press, 2005)

2 Christina Hoff Sommer&he War Against Boys: How Misguided Feminism isrilag Our Young Men
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 2000).

! Angela McRobbie. Pg 225
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malleable tool in the re-articulation of more cansgive ideologie$? This is a point
reiterated by Diane Negra when she writes that 6treywhelming ideological impact that is
made by an accumulation of postfeminist culturalamal is the reinforcement of
conservative norms” which are emphasized througbadirse that heralds traditional notions
of the family, family values and heterosexualityttaes moral requisites in the construction of

the social citize’®

Despite the fact that there is little agreemenualtioe usefulness of postfeminism as a
stable theoretical paradigm, there is little dahlt the language of postfeminism has
become embedded within the daily lexicon of culitmeademic and political life. Indeed,
Yvonne Tasker and Diane Negra note in their blmodérrogating Postfeminism: Gender and
The Politics of Popular Culturghat “through structures of forceful articulatiand
synergistic reiteration across media forms, it ff@sinism] has emerged as a dominant
discursive system” especially for the constructon articulation of gender, and | would also
add, for the re-enactment, construction and rézudation of highly problematic discourses
of race, sexuality and class. However, in thistert | associate the term postfeminism, as
does McRobbie, Tania Modleski and Lauren Rabirzaamhong others, with a cultural,
social, and political environment that sees thekvadifeminism as a) problematic because it
complicates the hegemony of patriarchy and is @atiable for a generation of women, who
adhering to so-called feminist principles, areaarired as single and childless, b) as
unnecessary because women have already gainedtyqunal c) as passe, since feminism is
an old-fashioned, irrelevant theoretical and aiitimoncept. Clearly one of the most insidious
outcomes of these discourses is the de-politianatf issues that affects the daily lives of

women; in particular women whose social and econgruosition denies them the

# Projansky. Pg 71
% Tasker and Negra Pp 2-3
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opportunity to fully partake in a middle-class edted postfeminist culture that relies on
particular forms of consumption to invoke a ‘cott@md preferred performance of

femininity which is presently bound in the imagelahetoric of motherhood. | argue that
the exclusionary nature of postfeminism is paradyl pernicious in the case of lone mothers,
not only because they often lack economic resour@dsvould accord them cultural power
but because the cultural, political and social qiiization of the traditional family unit and

the cultural celebration of married motherhood tesslered the lone mother as a ghostly

figure only to be invoked as ‘other’ as and whelitjps requires.

Nonetheless, although | understand the ideologicaéma of postfeminism as
inherently problematic and exclusionary, | alscogrise an inherent paradox in that the
incorporation of postfeminism within popular cukuras opened up a new discursive space
in which the assumptions made about feminism haglong its job can be interrogated. As
such, and paradoxically so, postfeminism has imagal feminist scholarship. It has
provided us with a new critical lens through whiolanalyze contemporary presentations of
gender, a point reiterated by Lotz who acknowledgaspostfeminism can be “an extremely
valuable tool for recognizing and analyzing recghifts in female representatiorf$”. This
thesis takes the opportunity to explore the cultana social presentation of the lone mother
within the broader articulation and realizatiorpostfeminist ideology. In so doing | aim to
foreground further exclusions on which a postfestimedia thrives whilst acknowledging
the complexities inherent in mainstream cinemaésafshe lone mother as both abject and

magical.

The arguments | propose throughout the thesis sernvegervene in, or at least add to

a growing body of work about the construction ofiteonporary girlhood, postfeminist

% Lotz. Pg 106
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masculinity, and childhood studies as well as higtting the paucity of work focusing on

the mediation of certain paradigms of class and taxler the rubric of postfeminist and
post-race politics. In addition, it is my aim tabden the parameters of already established
feminist inflected scholarship about representatioihmotherhood. More especially, this
thesis serves to intervene in the ongoing intetrogaf postfeminism; if we ignore the
significance of the cinematic lone mother we ignii@ways in which a set of highly
misogynist, homophobic and racist discourses arglye-enacted and re-articulated in

narratives about and images of women who parenealo

This study spans almost four political decadesnftbe 1970s which witnessed a
systemic attack on and persistent disavowal offitlage Unions and Civil Rights Movement
and the rise of neo-conservatism which resulteatien1980s political climate dominated (in
the UK and US respectively) by Thatcherite and Raég politics. This political transition,
via the presidency of George W. Bush and the ldigs of Tony Blair to a neo-conservative,
Christian based approach in US and UK politics aeclin the opening years of the’21
Century. In acknowledging the shifting politicadasocial climate of the last forty years this
thesis will explore the function of popular cultune‘sustaining the social formations” which
as Toby Miller has contested, “have arisen in tt@asion of industries that produce popular
culture and ideologies™ | do so to substantiate my contention that ttielloéd lone mother
functions chiefly to do the political work of reifyg ‘family values’; a set of ideologies
which are neither apolitical nor ahistorical buhex function as an amorphous term to be
applied whenever politics and society deem it nemgsand a easily recognisable phrase

which immediately re-places ‘family’ back under @ngthority of patriarchy

% Toby Miller. Pp 303-312.
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Although I refer to fatherhood narratives withire timain body of the thesis, | choose
not to fully engage here with discourses of lortadenood—suffice to say that the cinematic
lone father is more often than not coded as a bamdl noble figure. The heroism of the
celluloid lone father reflects and consolidatesdhkural, social and political reification of
lone fathers who are almost always seen as exeynplan. Whilst | refer to films which
centralize a lone father as examples of the culand political currency of this
representational figure my choice not to centratleam within this project is not indicative of
any attempt to negate the difficulties faced bjdas raising their children in motherless
homes. Rather | argue the prevalence of radiorproges, television series, self-help
guides, political campaigns and cinematic texts pnamote, elevate and empathize with the
physical and psychological demands of being a fatieer (or indeed, the demands made by
any form of fatherhood) have participated in argilag of the lone mother. This thesis quite

consciously serves as a response to that procedemnding.

At this point | want to note that my choice to werd thesis with the lone mother as
subject mirrors the very workings of a media thenids lone mothers an autonomous identity
by presenting them as objects for scrutiny, or gdemof a trend. However, that | write this
as a lone mother of three children may go someiwayediating unease (although this is not
to suggest that one can only write an authentioadcfrom a position of personal and
individual knowledge but rather | want to acknovwgedhat in the process of writing this | am
always aware that | am writing about real women thieit everyday lived experiences). My
own experience will no doubt inform my reading loé films and surrounding discourse
about the lone mother. | do not mention this aaology since | see it as a motivating force
in attempting to understand texts that promote lprohtic discourses which directly impact
on me and my family at the same time that | findselfymoved to tears at the close of

Because | Said SMamma MiaandThe Princess Diaries
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On a more formal note, this thesis will refer tomen raising children in fatherless
homes as the lone mother (unless within a quathag cultural understanding of the British
single mother and US welfare mother is informedlisgourse and images that mythologize
and demonize this category of women as incapaideeiquate, and immoral and a drain on
the nation’s economy. In contrast the lone motimeagined as divorced, separated or
widowed has been cast as the ‘respectable’ faosotiierhood without men. She is, as Jane
Juffer describes, a “moral mother”, once part atialear family, now attempting to “operate
as if they were a nuclear famil$®. That Juffer should highlight the attempt madddne
mothers to operate as if a nuclear family spealktkdaestrictions placed on lone mothers to
operate within an alternative family structure witipunity. The distinctions between the
acceptable and non-acceptable faces of lone matbérdre divisive and political and are
only maintained if women are being pit against eattier. In the following chapter | offer a
brief overview of the cultural and political landge in which the lone mother figure is

consistently employed to do ideological work of shg up neo-liberal, postfeminist politics.

% Jane JufferSingle Mother: The Emergence of the Domestic kxtalial (New York: New York University
Press, 2006). Pg 71
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Chapter One

Disposable Motherhood: A Cultural Overview

The Sacred Vs The Profane.

On April 21 2005, Abigail Witchalls was walking along a quieuntry lane when
she was approached by a stranger who held a knifestthroat of her 21-month-old son.
The man plunged the knife into the young motheeskn threw the pushchair on top of her
and left Abigail Witchalls for dead. This horrihg attack was covered by every national
newspaper in the country, and for weeks the Britiguia followed the young mother’s fight
for life and her subsequent rehabilitation aftanbdeft paralysed and unable to speak.
Public appeals for information became a regulaufesof news programmes and newspaper
articles, and the dogged determination of the pdlicfind the perpetrator reiterated the sense
of shock, we the British public, were encouragetetd. Collectively, the media exhorted
the Witchalls family to stay strong, praised Ablg&itchalls’ bravery and rejoiced at the

photographic images of this courageous, lovingumted family.

Quite rightly Abigail Witchalls’ story raised isssi@bout the increasing level of
violent crime in this country, made even more pertk because the very quiet, affluent
suburban village in which she was attacked wasdiateits low crime rate. But more
important, for my purposes in this thesis, is tta/\w which the attack on this young mother
challenged our collective notions of motherhood@wething sacred and untouchable. Note
how the sentiments of one leading detective, desityihis personal response to the crime,
work to reinforce the philosophy that motherhoodasrosanct. “It is hard”, he says “to
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imagine a more compelling picture of vulnerabibityd innocence than that of a mother and

her child, chased, attacked and left for d€2d”.

At the same time these notions of motherhood wedeuattack, literally and
symbolically, media reports operated in such a thiay the very idealised attributes of
motherhood under threat were highlighted and fedithrough constant updates and stories
about the Witchalls couple’s loving and supportig&tionship, the strong maternal bond that
Abigail Witchalls displayed towards her child arfcher deeply held religious convictions.
Abigail Witchalls the woman become subsumed ungersle and label of mother in an
almost Madonna-like formulation, and was appropdaty the media as the face of perfect,
self sacrificing, traditional motherhood. As auksthe Witchalls family was imagined, in
almost fetishistic terms, as the idealized imag#efneo-conservative family now so widely
celebrated in this post-feminist cultural enviromtneThe Witchalls’ story played directly
into the hands of a media obsessed with notiomsatherhood and continued to be updated
into 2007 on through media reports celebratingoinié of the Witchalls’ second child, the
building of a chapel in the family garden (fundednewspaper appeal donations) and

Abigail Witchalls’ recent trip to Lourdes.

In introducing this chapter with the real life exipace of Abigail Witchalls | am no
way making light of the terrible events that todé&ge in April 2005 nor criticizing public
reaction to them. Abigail Witchalls was not thehaw of her own story, but then neither was
the 19-year-old lone mother murdered in her Glasgouncil flat in front of her very young
son just six weeks after the Witchalls’ case waered. Nor the teenage lone mother

murdered in 2005, in front of her baby daughtea council house in Radcliffe, Manchester.

27 'press Conference Statement on Bookham Attaclé@8’. www.surrey.police.uk/media
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To name either woman would imply some knowledgthese mothers, however the truth is,
except for a brief mention on the national newshfer coverage of the two cases was non-
existent thus rendering futile any attempt to iigede the stories further. There were no
public offers of counselling for the children, ra@léw up stories, no public outpouring of

anger or sympathy, no psychologist offering expgrhion and no personal police response.

| begin my thesis with this contrastive accounthaf attempted murder of Abigail
Witchalls and the murders of the two teenage loothers because they raise important
guestions about the acceptable and non-acceptatdeof contemporary mothering. How is
it possible for one mother to be accorded the sgped support (indeed in elaborated and
exaggerated forms) of the British media whilst ¢tiger two women are distinctly denied
this?® Clearly issues of class create a divide betweesetwomen. Given our cultural
perception of urban Scotland, and Manchester asvenshed, violent and drug addled one
might expect incidents of violent crime on a Glasgmwcial housing scheme, or in a
Manchester council house come to that, but ceytaiot in the leafy lanes of a small, affluent
English village. Although issues of class are sdlieere they do not fully explain why the
murders of two lone mothers were so clearly deelesslimportant than that of Abigalil
Witchalls. This thesis begins an explorationhaf tultural, social, historical and political
climate that has helped to produce a situationhitiwthe murders of the two British teenage

lone mothers may be treated as inconsequential.

% That Abigail Witchalls was attacked by a strangeightens the ‘horror’ element of the story andfi@ices
discursive practices that warn women of dangeigrigrbehind the bushes (although Home Office dtasis
demonstrate that women are more likely to be kitleéxperience violence in the home). | would asgue
that the high possibility the two lone mothers wenerdered by someone they knew, rather than agsraas in
the Witchalls case, means that the perpetratorunbisely to pose any further risk to the public.
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Typecasting the Lone Mother

The stereotypical images of the lone mother, depeinoin the state, living in social
housing and raising delinquent children that haaenbsystematically employed over a vast
spectrum of political, cultural, social and economliscursive practices, and promulgated by
the media throughout the last twenty years, haaegue, created a legitimated hierarchy of
motherhood which has become pivotal in conceptimgjithe maternal and central to our
cultural understanding of what constitutes good laaxdl mothering. (See Fig. 1) Over the last
two decades, motherhood has been re-inscribeceasghifier of true femininity; “the only
truly enlightened choice to make as a woman, tteetbat proves that first you are a real
woman and second, that you are a worthy éheThe ‘culturally focal event’ of motherhood
and cultural reinvestment in mom-ism as describe8usan J. Douglas and Meredith
Michaels has become integral to our daily politicalltural, social, personal and economic

discourses.

A brief look at any book shop best-sellers listiattest to the currency of
contemporary motherhood in the many texts dictatmegskills required to be a good—or
even better—mummy, and the proliferation of “chitk&rature whose central female
characters explicitly reject feminist principlesaaftonomy, subjectivity, choice etc for the
sacred role of mother; or best selling narrativigblighting psychological problems
experienced by the children of mothers who do mbthet ‘proper’ maternal skills. Nor are
such plots relegated exclusively to low-brow oriad\Viterature. The Orange Prize-winning
We Need to Talk About KeWi2003) by Lionel Shriver tells the story of a matltoming to

terms with her maternal disengagement after herssmvolved in a Columbine-inspired

% Douglas and Michaels. Pg5
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school massacre. What is more, the dogmatic teatof motherhood so conspicuous in
these books is not limited to female genres asnuigat expect; indeed the recent
proliferation of ‘lad lit’ foregrounds issues of th@rhood. Books such @bout A BoyNick
Hornby: 1998) andlan and Boy(2004) ,The Family Way2005) andOne For My Baby
(Tony Parsons: 2005), look back ‘at the glory dafysharriage’ and explore issues of
contemporary female morality, motherhood and mgeraithin what would be widely

recognised as female orientated plots of familynewnity, relationships and love.

With neo-conservative ‘family values’ rhetoric hetcentre of both British and
American politics, these motherhood narrativesiekfyl emphasise the importance of
marriage as the only proper foundation on whichuid a healthy, economically viable,
family life. As Estella Tincknell writes, “the disurse of traditional family values became
increasingly hegemonic as a central political trépeugh the early 1980s, with the moral
superiority of conventional heterosexual relatiopstoudly and insistently proclaimed”
Although the term ‘family values’ is typically vagun its definition and amorphous in its
use, it conveys the impression of an epistemolbgyis beyond reproach. So, whilst we
may not be entirely clear of the actual definitafrthe term we certainly have a collective
understanding that the concept of ‘family values’the equivalent ‘Back to Basics’ rhetoric
introduced into British political ideology in thamy 1990s) relates to a traditional notion of
female morality and values that strengthen the megg of the patriarchal nuclear family.
Such persistent incorporation of, and attention pai‘family values” ideology complicates
further the position of the lone mother and herifatmecause their very existence as an
alternate social grouping undermines core ideotohehind the rhetoric of family. Note how

the following coarse sentiments, voiced onfa¢hersforLifewebsite (an activist group

% Estella TincknellMediating the Family: Gender, Culture and Reprea#ah. (London: Hodder & Arnold,
2005). Pg 36
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elevating the centrality of fatherhood within fayibrmations), reject any notion that the
lone mother and her children constitute ‘familyFFamily is a married couple and their

kids—not a slag and her illegitimate bastarts”.

The endless celebration of ‘family values’, andoassted traditional forms of female
behaviour and motherhood create, “agreed upon ridittsiting how we should understand
and respond to contemporary philosophies of motwff. And, as Ange-Marie Hancock
observes, “culturally focal events, those thatiamgortant subjects of daily discourse, have
clear norms that dictate how to interpret sucha®gind how to respond to theffi” Such
socially constructed ideologies, notions, mythgl aarratives are naturalised in stereotypes
that reflect, sustain and legitimate dominant poretionships. Thus the recent re-
emergence, re-incorporation and re-presentatid®40s ‘momism’ into contemporary
political, social and cultural life has worked t@ate a pernicious hierarchy amongst women,
fetishizing those who conform to the pre-requisgémotherhood whilst sanctioning attacks
on, or marginalizing those who do not. And, as @as and Michaels assert, the binary of
good and bad mothering has firmly placed the looéher as the “anti-Madonna, the hideous
counterexample good mothers were meant to re¥lléeReinforcing stereotypes of race (in
narratives of the hypersexual black welfare queda}s (welfare lone mothers dependent on
the state) and gender (because the argument lig abalut errant single female sexual
behaviour), and methodically rehearsing them ioalisse about lone motherhood creates a
cultural environment where we may view the Glasgma Manchester murders, and the

traumatic consequences for the children involvepaador the course; particularly if we heed

3L http://forums.gumtree.com.top(tink) found atwww.fathersforlife.org(Sourced 17/10/06)

¥Douglas and Michaels. Pg 18

#Ange-Marie HancockA Politics of Disgust: The Public Identity of theMdre Queen (New York: New York
University Press, 2004). Pg 8

3 Ibid. Pg 20
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the sentiments of the Fathers for Justice Netwdr& declare “The most dangerous place for

a child is the home of a single mothét”.

Loathsome Lone Mothers

The established typecasting of the lone motherahatinds in our cultural, political
and social landscape, consistently associatingvlibrslovenliness, immorality, fecundity,
incompetence and danger create, what Hancock terfpslitics of disgust’; a cognitive
process that denies democratic deliberation ofltbenfranchised, poor and socially
peripheral by reinforcing an emotional responseewtilsion. This legitimated loathing of
lone mothers is encouraged in the thousands upusémds of newspaper articles locating
lone motherhood as the cause of a number of comempsocial problems such as anti-
social behaviour and disenfranchised youth thatidata British politics at present; the
(supposed) rise in homosexuality; of promiscuitygdabuse and alcoholism; the increase in
incidences of depression and suicide; and an espala the amount of sexually motivated
violence and child sexual abuse. Hardly a weels ¢igewithout headlines that link lone
mother households to the production of “fragildatein who are unlikely to do well at
school, suffer worse health, cause anti-social Wiehaand face a more difficult start in

life” 36,

The loathing of lone mothers is endorsed in telemislocumentaries that, under the

guise of highlighting hardships faced by lone matH&ing on welfare, place a well known

Fwww.fathers4justice.co.uiSourced 15/10/06)
% Steve Doughty. ‘One in Five Babies Grow Up With Rather’.The Daily Mail 18/06/04
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celebrity or politician into the home to see howytimanage with such a meagre incathe.
Take for example, the BBC serikly Week in The Re#lYorld aired in 2003 in which former
conservative cabinet minister, Michael Portillokam the role of lone parent. As one would
expect, the new initiate to poverty found the warlextremely challenging, though
ultimately rewarding experience. Portillo demoatgs his ability to keep house, to teach the
children to behave properly by instilling “old valu of eating together and asking permission
to leave the table”, to help with homework, andgare nutritional meals successfully; and he
manages to accomplish all this with enough mon#\leer to throw a party for one of the
four children and her young friend8. In this scenario the lone mother is suitablynséd.

and taught to do her job ‘properly’, whilst Pouills empowered to draw upon his experience
for self promotion as a caring and progressivetip@n. Note the sentiments of two of many
viewers who contacted the BBC with their opiniofishe documentary; “Portillo has
undergone a massive transformation as a man aagaigician” and “Portillo endears
himself to voters outside the bounds of traditiar@iservative support® All this support

for a politician so detested by the British publi@t television footage of him losing his
parliamentary seat was deemed necessary viewinganftbn included in British television
shows such as theop 100 Best Television MomeniBhe lone mother of this documentary
served as a prop in mediating and transformingp#rsonal and political position of Portillo
from a deeply despised, Right wing, and extremebilpged politician to a socially aware,
compassionate and able fatherly figure. Whethewbthe producers intended that the lone
mother of the documentary would act as a catatysPortillo’s redemption is not certain.

Nonetheless, the programme clearly mirrors theladpeal workings of mainstream cinema

3" My Week in the Real Worl8BC2. 15/10/03
38 |bid.
39 Commentswww.BBC2.co.uk (Sourced 16/10/03)
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which, as | will elucidate later within this thessystematically employs the lone mother as a

device for the renegotiation of troubled or obsleasculinity*

And how did Portillo’s host lone mother fare aftee documentary? It is true the
piece highlighted issues of poverty, lack of cluéde provision and low wages for part-time
workers. However, for all its benevolent outcorttes majority of viewer comments drew on
and reinforced, entrenched stereotypes of lone enotiod. Comments posted on websites
criticized the lone mother for ‘choosing’ to havaldren she could ill afford; commented on
the unruly behaviour of her young family; the hodgeor and hygiene; rejected her claim of
poverty because she had a computer and receivexlitisms of the way in which Portillo
managed her children with derision. Clearly Plarfiroved himself better at the job of
raising children than the programme’s lone mothay; criticism of Portillo’s parenting/
management skills were immediately rendered invadicause this lone was already
perceived as ineffective and lacking. Puttingutdely, in the words found on the BlogSpot
of the ‘eternal bachelor’, “Single mothers are inably fucked up dirty skanks, who don’t
know anything and whose children, when young atalys grubby, rude and miserable, and

when older, aggressive, and setting on a pathanlsiess”*

The cultural sanctioning of loathing towards lonethers is further inscribed in
documentaries featuring stories of young men (Wgdalig addicts, self harmers, prisoners,
alcoholics, mentally ill or sex offenders) who hdeen traumatised by the loss or lack of a
father figure in their lives. Whilst the narratifecus of these documentaries is upon the role

of fatherhood in the successful maturation of misity, it is without doubt that the problem

Ot is perhaps important to note that Portillo agradee of £15,000 to take part in the televiseallehge, an
amount that would take this programme’s lone mottidour over three years to earn from her two jolbere
she received just £80 per week!

“1\www.eternalbachelor.co.ukSourced 04/06/04)
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of lone motherhood is central to their polemics siich, these programmes continue a
process of denying agency to lone mothers by resinfg the hegemony of fatherhood.
Worse still, they sustain a discourse that acclosesmothers of abusing their children
precisely because they have removed them “fronptbeection of their fathers who are

natural protectors of childrerf®.

The dysfunctional young men highlighted in sucmse®s both visually and
cognitively attest to the well rehearsed ‘causeeffett theory’ of the danger of lone
motherhood and the threat the lone mother posksrtohild’s emotional well beirtd Such
well established narratives work to highlight andimain traditional psychological and
sociological claims (often produced in the contaixtesearch funded by religious and far
right groups) that points to the patriarchal nucfamily as the only environment in which to
‘breed’ healthy children. Based on Christian dodmand in the book of Genesis that
divinely sanctions man'’s cleaving to his wife, itemhal social science and psychology based
studies have continued to try “to prove the impactaof this cleaving for years” in an
attempt to elevate and maintain the hegemony béfabod, to the absolute detriment of the

lone mother and her famify}.

Such legitimated discursive practices typecastiegdne mother as a danger to the

internal well-being of her child [ren] and to sdgias a whole are highly conspicuous in

“2\Women and Children- Is There Any Difference?’ (utfeored piecewww.fathersforlife.org Note how the
title clearly functions to infantilize women, rendey them incapable of undertaking the ‘adult’ agblicitly
male task of raising children successfully. (Sodrt@/10/06)

*3 The most serious charge that the lone motheei$dctive as a parent is based on research camiedver 25
years ago when ‘illegitimacy’ was less common thas presently. As such, Mary Mcintosh argued tasher
than comparing the effects of lone motherhood didi@n with children of intact marriages, compariso
should be made with those children who live witihapily married parents who have decided not tarsep.
The arguments are too easy. Rather than investigite many causes of childhood problems, the most
immediate, commonsense reason that a lone mothaisisg her child becomes the only reason. Mary
Maclntosh. ‘Social Anxieties About Lone Motherhoaxld Ideologies of the Family: Two sides of the same
coin’. in Elizabeth Bortolia Silva. (London and Weork: Routledge. 1996). Pg 152

“* ‘Family Values'. Critical Issues Vol 1, Issue 2. 28/10/08ww.leaderu.com/critical/family.html
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contemporary politics. British and American paiiéins, from all persuasions, spout about
the ills of lone motherhood and the danger theypoghe nation’s economy. From the late
1980s, the lone mother became a marked featuted@iitish political landscape after Nigel
Lawson, the then Conservative cabinet member of lfaécher administration claimed
teenage girls were deliberately choosing lone nrotie as a means to secure housing and a
guaranteed income. The rhetoric about these ymotgers became part of daily cultural
discourse replacing that of the ‘the social segwarounger'—a term normally used by the
media to describe people thought to be less deggofiwelfare support. Whilst media

panics (and the problem of the teenage lone mathtee 1980s certainly became a media led
panic) are not planned as deliberate attemptsaagthen the power of government

authority, they do function to “reinforce conseivatpolitical stances and policies not shared

by the majority of the population, but now deemedessary because of the parfit”.

For all the rhetoric about the epidemic of teenagéhers Sarah S. McLanahan and
Gary Sandefur, authors Girowing Up with a Single Parent: What Hurts, Whalpg claim
there were far “fewer babies born to teenagerhigperiod than in 1950, 1960, 1976”In
1956, 525,000 teenage births were recorded, ba®B$, with the availability of birth control
and legalized abortion, the numbers dropped byoDot0 513,062 The real issue then is
not about teenage mothers; it is that they are miedateenage mothers. Where there were
525,000 teenage births in 1956, less than 15% ilMegé&imate compared to the 70% of out-
of-wedlock births recorded in the 1993% Nonetheless, the media panic about the epidemic

of lone teenage mothers and the political ranth@fTory government ignored statistical

“5 Douglas and Michaels. Pg 88

6 Sarah S. McLanahan and Gary Sande®uowing Up With a Single Parent: What Hurts, What Helps
(Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: Harvard WsityePress. 2006). Pg 47

" Ibid. Pg. 47

8 Although there was a sharp increase in numbeitkegitimate births in the 1990's, three quartefshe births
were registered by both sets of parents, the ntajofiwhich lived at the same address.
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evidence that showed the median age of lone moltaer$ong been, and remains, 35 years.
Teenage lone mothers make up just 3% of the oveoallilation of lone mothered
households in the 1980s, a number that has segititilerchange over the past two decades.
Hardly the amount normally associated with epidepnaportions! Rhetoric about the
epidemic proportion of teenage single mothersthadnsuing media panic ensured that
unwed teenage mothers were understood by the d@uognalace as the commonsense cause
of rising national expenditure and the motivationgubsequent welfare cuts the
Conservative government were about to impose. Thigeenage unwed mother became the
scapegoat for economic and political experts attergpo rescue the government and

country from the results of poor fiscal policy.

As a consequence, the shift that brought the paliposition of the lone mother from
the late 1970s through to the 1990s, to centreestays Patricia Alert, contributing author of
the independently produced research docunfaggitive Images, Negative Stereotypes:
Representations of Single Parents in the 199pi®duced for SPAN- Single Parent Action
Network) guaranteed that discursive practices igtiassues of welfare focusing entirely on
the financial burden of welfare dependent lonehagd households. “In less than ten years
[1980-1990]", she writes, “Lone mothers have mowedtre stage in the debates about rising
expenditure on social security, fraud and abd8eTheir increased visibility in social policy
debates “was not, as the debates had been intéh£960s-1970s, about child welfare,
poverty and social inclusion” but was tied to tresapegoat role and frequent associated
criminalization®® Despite clear evidence that most lone mothemsddahemselves raising

children single-handedly through abandonment, deftihe spouse, or because they were

“Patricia Alert, Diane Burns and Sue Cohen. ‘SettirggHistorical Context'. IfPositive Images: Negative
Stereotypes. Representations of one parent familidge 1990’s(Bristol: Single Parent Action Network.
2003). Pg 12.

%0 |bid. Pg 12
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escaping domestic violence, all lone mothers “werigersally demonized as wilfully
choosing to have children out of wedlock for pesdagain”>* As a consequence, Mcintosh
maintains that “any smears about any sub-grouprad parents [particularly lone mothers]

get thrown into the pot and stirred up into a tdxiew to be administered to them aff”.

Such discourses ensure that lone mothers contnibie portrayed, if not negatively as
is most often the case, then at least with deep\vatence. These representations become
embedded in our subconscious thus guaranteeintpgleally preferred sets of responses
that, repeated often enough, feel valid and evemeonsense. One only need to call to
mind, as an example of this cognitive process|ahe mother character Vicky Pollard
(played by Matt Lucas) in the British televisiomoedy programmeittle Britain to see how
entrenched and familiar stereotypes of the lonéherdiave becom¥.(See Fig.1)
Overweight, with her bleached blonde hair draggackbnto a tight ponytail (a style often
referred to as a council estate face lift), andgsked in the pink tracksuit so associative with
working class young women, Vicky Pollard is thedanother of six young children, all from
different racial backgrounds (thus explicitly hiigjtiting her promiscuity in both sexual and

racial terms) living on an inner city council estat

®1 Sarah HarwoodRepresentations of the Family in 1980’s Hollywoaddetha (London: MacMillan Press Ltd.
1997). Pg 180

2 MclIntosh. Pg 149

*3 Transvestite casting helps to signal the lone ewghabject, ‘unfeminine’ status. Men often appieairag to
designate women whose femininity is deviant anéc@gft. One only needs to think of traditional tizf
pantomime characters suchAdaddin's Widow Twanky to see how established this trape Whilst she is not
the show’s main character, her appearance ruptiveefow of the show’s narrative and introducepace in
which the audience is invited to laugh at her msieed, de-feminized underwear and the sexual irsthagthat
are exchanged between this lone mother and heasaint is always a son). Her unruly behaviougggerated
costuming, overweight body and excessive makeupfltgs up the facial hair she/he is attemptingitie
reinforces the process of defeminizing the pantogisifone mother.
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Fig. 1: Vicky Pollard (Matt Lucas) with her ‘rainbchildren

Whilst Vicky Pollard is clearly an exaggerated @terization employed for comedic
effect, her creators (Matt Lucas and David Walliphreve sketched Vicky as the most
dislikeable, unsympathetic, pathetic and laughbdsie mother on British television. Their
portrayal of this young, uneducated, working clase mother explicitly draws from our
cultural understanding of the much frowned uponstiturents of what we recognise as
working class femininity: vulgarity, promiscuityrdshness and an apparent lack of hygiene.
Lucas and Walliams expose patriarchal middle dieassand loathing of women who they
perceive as deeply unruly subjects, incapable pfrobing themselves, and unable to be
controlled; unruly women who do not have the apitit economic currency to display their

'self' in a way that proves their moral and sogiaith.

Lucas and Walliams claim “at its heérttle Britain is a celebration of diversity”,
nevertheless, British film director, Ken Russeadinous for his own “controversial film
oeuvre”, heckled the pair at a TV award ceremogyiag the programme was “soulless,

snobbish and makes jokes at the expense of eveligrsef society without intelligence or
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humour”>* Russell’s sentiments are reiterated by PetartiEditof the gay human rights
group, Outrage, who claintsttle Britain “reinforces old fashioned, negative clichés about
gay people®> More important, for my purposes, are the remarsle by sociologist Lesley
Spiers who writes; “The show reinforces every ddiyuales towards women by presenting
their bodies as an unruly, chaotic and uncontae#treat™® For all the challenges laid at
the feet of the show’s creators regarding depistioirace, sexuality, and gender, there
seems to be no explicit criticism of the portrayafishis show’s lone mother. No other
marginalised group represented perceive theseggattr as anything other than offensive, yet
the lack of critical attention paid to Vicky Polthsurely exposes our conscious and
subconscious prejudices about working class womgemneral, and working class lone

mothers and their families in particular. Perhapsdo not deem it necessary to oppose and

challenge a set of discourses about lone mothatgdhls so commonsensical.

These persistent stereotypical representatiorenafdiscourses about the ‘one parent
family’, the single mother and the lone mother,idefhem as wholly unworthy, shameful
and deceitful women, whose attitudes and behaviolar no moral, cultural or social value
and are the cause of psychological, social andaoaninstability. As | have suggested, the
very real fact that many of these women raisinddeéin alone are doing so after escaping
domestic violence is seldom reflected. Such aclkedgement would complicate notions of
the family (propagated by politicians and the mgd&ga safe haven against the world. The

negative stereotypes of evil, licentious womenhwiterfed, badly behaved, parasitic

**Tony Barrell. ‘The Battle of Little Britain’.Sunday Times Magazin@5/11/06. Pg 17
*bid. Pg 18
*bid.
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children give licence to governments to enforceigpeanfinancial cuts to welfare aid and

impose tighter economic restrictions on women ngjisihildren aloné’

Across the water, the U.S welfare, lone motheulkgeted to a similar vitriolic
treatment that, as Douglas and Michaels obsenassparticularly affected the black welfare
lone mother (commonly known as The Welfare Quegarra coined by President Ronald
Reagan in the 1980s), whose body was, and renthmsite of all societal ills. Given the
legacy of slavery and the rhetoric of black, fentalpersexuality, and the enforced
sterilization of thousands of African American lomethers in the 1970s, it is clear that the
lone, black, welfare mother continues to be peextis a danger to society, at the forefront
of underclass trends, and more particularly, dseat to the supremacy of whiteness from
outside and within the natiorf Note the famous warning of Daniel Patrick Moynihan
(Assistant Secretary of Labour to President LynBalohnson before he became a long-
serving Senator) in his report ‘The Negro FamilgeTCase for National Action’ (1980)
which prophesised that the large numbers of childagsed in black, lone mothered
households (1 in 5 black children) heralded prolsiéon both black and white America.
“Unless this direction of family formation was resed”, he writes, “the black community
was in grave danger of losing whatever gains it making in its struggle for civil rights®
Moynihan continues his highly racist misogyny bgyhg on the fears of a white middle
class America that was ever aware of the threds$ homination from outside the nation:

Moynihan states “From the wild Irish slums of theeteenth century Eastern seaboard, to

%" Celebrity chef, Jamie Oliver’s recent ‘healthy sshdinners’ campaign rightly raised concerns altbet
nutritional welfare of the nation’s children. Adthgh Oliver was happy to challenge politiciansharge
school dinner policy, he ignored the economic cast$restrictions for mothers (and the programmg wa
explicitly criticising mothers) on low incomes. skead, he vehemently berated poorer mothers foriigm his
advice, often referring to them as arseholes, wielgularly celebrating his own affluent parenth@od
domesticity.Jamie’s School Dinner&hannel 4, 2005.

%8 Sasha Roseneil and Kirk Mann. ‘Unpalatable Choizesinadequate Familieis Elizabeth Bortolaia Silva.
Good Enough Mothering? : Feminist Perspectives ond_Motherhood(New York and London: Routledge,
2003). Pg 201

%9 Ludtke. Pg 27.
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the riot-torn suburbs of Los Angeles, there is onmistakable lesson in American history; a
community that allows a large number of young neegrow up in broken families,
dominated by women, never acquiring any rationgkeetations about the future — that
community asks for and gets chaos...[in such a sgaédtne, violence unrest, unrestrained
lashing out at a whole social structure- thesenatenly to be expected, they are virtually

inevitable”®°

Often ghettoized and living in abject poverty, th& black, welfare, and lone mother
is the object of racially motivated discourses tieate appropriated her body as symbolic of
unfit motherhood and of urban decay. And as Gir@oxtests, she functions as a flexible
enough figure that she can be easily invoked toladgcally manage a range of national
problems® These discursive practices are highly resonithtpolitical, social, economic
and cultural dynamics that make the US black, we]fione mother highly significant to this
project. Chapter Three argues that the dispaatywéen Eurocentric and American notions
of family and the historical construction and fotiaa of the African family renders
representation of the African American lone motieineluctably tied to slavery and

assimilation.

The murders of the two lone mothers highlightethatbeginning of this chapter and
the lack of attention paid to their stories; theresbtypes that abound in our political, cultural
and social landscape; and the discursive pradti@geinforcing notions of class, gender and
ethnicity that are systematically rehearsed inatethat circulate around the lone mother
will attest to a continual process of disenfranement central to the ‘Politics of Disgust’. As

the object of political, cultural and social scnyti the lone mother is rarely imagined as

% |bid.
1 Henry Giroux.Stormy Weather: Katrina and The Politics of Dispaitigy. (Colorado: Paradigm Publishers.
2006)
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anything other than an example of a social trendndicator of where we have gone wrong,
thus diminishing the possibility for her to be rgosed as the subject of her own life, or as

integral in the process of democracy.

Celebrating Lone Mother ‘Chic’.

Whilst the lone mother predominantly figures ashpgmatic and in the need of
cultural management, there have been a serieglbfgnofile stars such as Liz Hurley and
Gerri Halliwell, Carmyn Meinhem and Calista Flockih@mong others who have traded on
their status as lone mothers for publicity valestitying that the experience of motherhood
has enhanced their professional life and complited personal lives. By trading in such
discourses of ‘single mum chic’, the popular prédsalizes and eroticizes the affluent, white
lone mother and creates an additional system ¢dirallmediation for poorer lone mothers.
Alongside discourses of single mom chic, the regaréstment in the archetype of the
‘yummy mummy’ has become commonplace in populaiucelDefined by the Urban

Dictionary (vww.urbandictionary.copnas “A young, sexually attractive mother, younger

than thirty, who shops and lunches her way thrquelgnancy displaying her little bump like
the latest little hand bag”, these women epitorttizeessence of post-feminism, affluent,
glamorous and a new economic demographic for ti@da and lifestyle industries. As
McRobbie points out, the ‘yummy mummy’ has offetkd “ideal opportunity to extend the
grip of consumer culture by suggesting that sudaessaternity now requires that mother
and baby afford high maintenance pampering tectesias well as a designer wardrofe”.

One only needs to look to the books of the highigcessful chick-lit author Sophie Kinsella

®2Angela McRobbie. ‘Yummy Mummies Leave a Bad TasteYfoung Women'www.guardian.co.uk
(02/03/06)
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whose titles includ&hopaholic and Bahyo validate McRobbie’s polemic. Bhopaholic
and Babythe latest instalment from the ‘Shopaholic’ fraisehShopaholic Ties the Knot
Shopaholic and SisteShopaholic Takes Manhattatc), Becky Bloomwood, Kinsella’'s
affluent, married and pregnant heroine, hires #@reises of a celebrity
obstetrician/gynaecologist because it's the ‘ddmegtto do’ and frantically shops for two in
every upscale baby shop to ensure her child wilidstylish as any baby can be. Bound up
in these cultural discourses of the ‘yummy mummsyhetoric about class and moral worth;
women who have the capital to attain the signifegrgummy mummy-hood display both
their class and moral status by adhering to mesdagm the government who “fearful of the
high rate of teenage pregnancies, advocates plgraredthood embarked upon by stable
couples with secure salari€s”. Thus the ‘yummy mummy’ plays a collaborative parthe
politics of ‘family values’ and the endless celdlma “in the media of wealth and status to
create a pervasive system for popular morafityAs Karen McCormack asserts “the moral
economy of wealth involves the discursive produtaod circulation of symbolic
representations of wealth that serves to invesbéaviour of the wealthy with a certain

moral identity”®

The equation of morality with wealth ignores thétaral, political and economic
structures that deny access to wealth for the mdimus, it becomes particularly easy to see
how the poverty stricken lone mother is further gnaelized through the celebration of the
‘yummy mummy’. For in this capitalist, post-femihzulture, a woman who is unable to
consume is a woman without autonomy and a womdamwitautonomy deserves no respect.

Women, who cannot afford the cultural signifiersyafmmy mummy-hood’, display

3pid.

*Ibid.

% Karen McCormack. ‘Resisting The Welfare MothereTPower of Welfare Discourse and Tactics of
Resistance’Culture, Power and History: Studies in Critical $mogy. (Eds) Stephen Pfohl, Aimee Van
Wagenen, Patricia Arend and Abigail Brooks. ( LeidBrill Academics Publishers. 2005) Pg 263
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themselves as having no cultural or capital woAR.such they are perceived as having no
moral worth. A brief examination of the discoussgrounding pop star and media icon

Britney Spears exemplifies the pernicious naturthefclass being made through symbolic
value’ paradigm; and demonstrates how the langatbatred about lower class, poor lone

mothers is appropriated onto the bodies of motivbis do not behave ‘correctly’.

Spears’ decision in November 2006 to pose naketsiytmegnant for an advertising
campaign caused brief international controversymthe Japanese government, concerned
that the poster would over-stimulate its citizevesaned it from public display. However,
their ruling was quickly repealed after Spears aixy@d the poster was a public
demonstration of her love for her unborn child, aetébration of the pregnant female body
(in the tradition of Demi Moore who appeared nudd pregnant on the cover darpersin
the early 1990s). Having changed her bleachedleltair for a more subtle, sophisticated
shade of brown, Spears appeared to look more akarnybung Jackie Onassis than the soft
porn pop star we are more familiar with. Wearioghmg but a heavy gold and pearl
necklace (signifiers of taste, wealth and moralth)piSpears looks straight out towards the
viewer, not as a challenge to our cultural prejediabout the display of the naked pregnant
body, but as an explicit show of her cultural cotepee. She is white, young, glamorous,
sexy, affluent, married, and an expectant mothet,dasplays all the requirements of the
post-feminist ideal. However, just a few weeksl&pears re-instigated controversy by

posing for the cover of the birthday edition@Mmagazine. (See Fig. 2)
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Dressed in a polka dot bikini, her hair returnetEach blonde, Spears stands
sideways so as to highlight her pregnant bellykswn a red lollipop, and cocks her head
coquettishly at the viewer. This soft core pormamipic, naughty schoolgirl aesthetic, posed
specifically to over-stimulat®’s readers, is not so much a celebration of thenarggemale
body as an explicit example of the recent erottreand objectification of the pregnant
body. Fans’ opinions, voiced somewhat viciouslinternet chat rooms, challenged the
appropriateness of ti@ cover. According to the 164,000 websites dedictdeaicing
opinions on Britney Spears’ maternalism (key wotdsler trash, Spears, single moth@y,
the Q photo was indicative of her status as a single erdibr prostitute), on welfare benefits
and living in a trailer park. Paradoxically, agttime of writing, Spears was still married and
living with the father of her two children, yet sisedescribed time and time again as a single
mother. Or at least on the path towards becomiagas the following quote demonstrates,

“Spears-perhaps the world’s most advantaged batenatill be able to fulfil her life’s
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ambition of being a hagged out, divorced single mwmie she is still young enough to revel
in it”.°® Although it is true that the media had been répgrthat Spears’ marriage was in
trouble prior to the& picture, and Spears had been questioned by chiddnezifare officers
after an incident in which she was photographedl Wwér son sitting on her lap whilst she
was driving, the disapproval voiced about Speansred on her cultural value, and by
extension, her moral worth. By not adopting theext signifiers, Spears is immediately
associated with a social category of women whaendarly vilified, working class, poor,
lone mothers whose bodies display a socially canstd “incorporated history” of narratives
about immorality, promiscuity, and poverty. Spears’ soft core porn image on the cover of
Q is sanctioned by the very same media that attdekpromiscuity and subsequent rise of
teenage lone mothers, characterizing their seyuaditout of control and their bodies as
images of disgust. It is not surprising then tiegent media scrutiny of Spears after her
divorce focused on her ‘out of control’ behaviodihe narrative of her fall from grace as the
iconic post-feminist woman to the knicker-less,rdeen, promiscuous lone mother had

already been cast.

Yet, this dynamic, pernicious cultural backdrop hakped to create a plethora of
literature of resistance, challenging contempocanystructions of motherhood and rejecting
the celebration of the ‘yummy mummy’ narrative, {&&ong's,The Bad Mother’s
Handbook Polly Williams’ The Rise and Fall of A Yummy Mumetg). These books’
themes of rejection and resistance reminds useoivtirk of Marina Warner who suggests
that motherhood is the very social construction #laws women the opportunity to rebel

against a patriarchal, oppressive set of goverrsabeeause it is the only space in which

® www.postchronicle/news/entertainment.cqt6/04/07).

67 Angela McRobbie. Notes on ‘What Not To Wear' arabPFeminist Symbolic Violence'. Lisa Adkins and
Beverley Skeggd-eminism after BourdieOxford: Blackwell, 2004). Pp 99-109. See dsmlee Newitz
White Trash: Race and Class in Ameri@fdew York, London: Routledge, 1997) where shd@gs
stereotypes about the social conditions of pootestin the U.S.
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women still hold powe?® Clearly Warner’s sentiments are contestablenttaj that
motherhood provides a space for resistance doeschonbwledge entrenched power
relationships that disavow the authority of motheks we have seen, power is inextricably
bound up with cultural value; to have power as @hmoone must obtain the signifiers of
cultural worth, thus to view oneself as a subversbad mother giving children fish fingers
rather than sun dried tomatoes (as these booksataqj or rejecting Susannah and Trinny,
the fashion makers of television\hat Not to Weaadvice on how to maintain the image of
the ‘'yummy mummy’ are offensive and exclusionargcdurses for lone mothers whose
economic position denies the choice to swap oner@lisignifier with the signifier of

another demographic as a means of female resistaxacempowerment.

The new literature contesting ‘momism’ allows amedebrates the subversion of
discourses of motherhood for middle-class affluaathers (lone, but more often married), or
more precisely for those women who are able to tamra strong place in the capitalist
consumer market. In so doing, they silence thee®@nomic, social, and political condition
of women without autonomy, the working class, alatk welfare lone mothers governed by
institutional rules and economic sanctions thatadécthe way these women are allowed to
behave. Welfare policy requires mothers applyordgihancial aid to detail their personal
circumstances, subjecting women to invasive andahstic questioning about their sexual
and personal lives. Lone mothers cannot be urmutizey run the risk of losing their
entitlement to welfare benefits. Lone mothers maiste their children in the way the society
deems proper or they are obliged to attend pamgetasses (sometimes even before the baby
is born) to ensure entitlement to welfare aid. é.omothers run the risk of eviction if

authorities are unable to tick all the boxes tlestrd a woman a good enough mother. Lone

% Marina WarnerSix Myths of Our Time: Managing Monstefhe Reith Lectures 1994.ondon: Vintage.
1994). Pg 11
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mothers who refuse to give details of a child’i&itto local government authorities, for fear
of violence, lose a percentage of their benefitpanyt as punishmefit. Freedom of choice is
not an option for these lone mothers; indeed tb&athks of government ensure that children
are firmly “anchored (financially, morally and ldlyd’ within the preferred structure of the

nuclear family and the ideological requisites oftheshood.”

“Single mothers are HOT in Hollywood”

And yet, at the same time that the voice of thaadbne mother is being silenced in
a political and cultural process of disenfranchiesetmand rendered invisible under the
weight of writings about her, lone motherhood haergyed as a rich, vibrant theme in
popular culture. Considered by producers and aéidees as “family friendly fare”, lone
mothers have become a newly valorised marketinegoay employed to advertise products
ranging from washing up liquid to children’s goottspromoting prominent U.S and U.K
supermarket chairs. Moreover the lone mother has become an estatlisharacter in
British and American sit-coms, drama series antitydalevision shows. More important to
this thesis is the increased prominence of the loather as a well recognised archetype over
a broad generic spectrum of cinematic texts. Fgowh advionsters Ball Jerry Maguire
About A Boy Are We There Yge Dante’sPeak(Roger Donaldson: 1997 he Gift(Sam
Raimi: 2000),Pay It Forward Chocolat and Quentin Tarrantino’&ill Bill (2003) andill

Bill 2 (2004) centralize the figure of the lone motherhiMt other texts, for example the

% A close friend and her young daughter had her Wef#0 Income Support benefit cut to £50 a weelabee
she was too afraid of her violent ex-husband te gigtails to the Child Support Agency collectiopakment.
She was doubly punished by the state and by héuskiand’s violence and her uncooperative behaviour
resulted in punitive measures being taken agamrsaid her child.

0 Jane Juffer. Pg 173

" Ibid.. Pg 169.
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recently released cult hi§nakes on Rlane(David R. Ellis and Lex Halaby: 2006), and
disaster movies such as the 2006 remak&ostidonWolfgang Peterson: 2006) abeep
Impact(Mimi Leder: 1996) have incorporated the lone neotinto the mainstream as part of

a well established ensemble of representations. F&8e 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 and 3.4)

An ensemble of lone mothers. Fig. 3.1: Dorofleyry Maguire(Renee Zellwegger, 1996). Fig. 3.2: The lionesktear cubkill Bill 2

(Uma Thurman, 2003). Fig. 3.3: Fiosdout a Boy(Toni Collette, 2002). Fig. 3.4: Annie Wilsdrhe Gift(Cate Blanchett, 2000).

And whilst the mother has always figured large anrbr films more often than not as
the actual figure of horror, recent films (partexy in Japanese texts that have been remade
by Hollywood) such a¥he GrudgdgTakashi Shimizu: 2003};he Ring(Gore Verbinski:

2002) andDark WatergWalter Salles: 2004) have positioned the lonehmioas the central
character who, although still a problematic figusepften positioned as the active heroine of
the story’? Although not marketed or even specifically redagd as lone mother texts,
these films’ reliance on this figure clearly demwates cinema’s re-investment in scenarios

in which she plays a part.

2 For further reading on the monstrous mother sebda Creed'dhe Monstrous Feminine: Film, Feminism
and Psychoanalysi (New York and London: Routledge,1993).
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Yet, it is worth reminding ourselves that whilsé imvestment in scenarios in which
the lone mother figure plays a part might well beéicative of a more progressive cultural
mindset, the lone mother character is not a netwfeaf cinema. Hollywood has portrayed
her as a prominent character since the era oftdilers albeit often depicted, as Sarah
McAdam would argue, with an emphasis on sin. Ma#dsuggests that the rhetoric of sin
surrounding classical Hollywood’s lone mother cloteareflected specific historical
concerns about female transgressive female sexuddibwever it is important to recognise
that the introduction of the Production Code (ilséid in 1934) was often instrumental in
defining and coding lone mothers in ways which tagkissues of female promiscuity by
regularly coding lone mother figures as either widd or divorced. During the 1930s and
1940s, lone mother characters appeared on a rdzasges as the central female protagonist in
melodramas such as the 1937 claSsetla Dallas DouglasSirk’s An Imitation of Life

(1959 and the 1945 canonical maternal dravhialred Pierce.

To offer a full analysis of these films would goybad the remit of this chapter which
is more concerned with contemporary representatibttsvever | do want to argue that these
strong female centred narratives of classic cineffeaed the female viewer a space in which
she could, albeit temporarily, resist dominantipathal ideologies. Rather than invoking
the Madonna/whore female paradigm, these filmsgotesl lone mother figures who were
victims of circumstance. Clearly the negotiatidrih@ lone mother’'s agency in a narrative of
victimization resulted in a limited representatibpalette. And it is hard to forget that
Curtiz’s film does code Mildred as an ‘over-invastaother’, directly linking Mildred’s
hyper-maternalism, her social position as a lonéherpand her independent status as a

career woman to the destructive behaviour of liEse daughter Veda’s (Ann Blyth). Yet,
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despite the narratological mediation of Mildred’aternalism, Mildred still maintains her

own agency by building a successful business vdmilgle-handedly raising two daughters.

| suggest then that MacAdam’s position that claasid silent cinematic depictions of
the lone mother figure characterized her solelwaak and self-sacrificing in contrast to her
contemporary cinematic counterpart is limitedardue, alongside Andrea S. Walsh that the
black and white celluloid lone mothers are predenta of women, who for the majority of
the film, refused to be identified solely as ‘mathmut as woman and as a professional
female’® In so doing films likeMildred Pierceoffered female viewers multiple points of
reference which | suggest are less available iremontemporary texts. Indeed, maternal
melodramas of the 1930s, 1940s and 1950 suBthoasle VenugJosef Von Sternberg:
1932),The Sin of Madelon Claudé@Edgar Selwyn: 1931} he Old Maid[Edmund Golding:
1939),The Great LigEdmund Golding: 1941),0 Each His OwiriMitchell Leisen: 1946),
Johnny BelindgJean Negulesco: 194&)tter From an Unknown Womégklax Ophuls:
1948) andPeyton PlacéMark Robson: 1957), while adhering to ideologistictures to do
with female sexuality, maternal sacrifice and satoygy managed to offer complex and
shifting versions of lone motherhood. By the mé&bQs, and after the Production Code
relaxed some of the earlier restrictions, filmmaken both sides of the Atlantic were
inspired “push the envelope” and a number of fiemgerged from Britain and America (the
classic lone mother narrativdice Doesn’t Live Here Anymo(®lartin Scorsese: 1974he
L Shaped RoorfBryan Forbes: 1962) and Taste of HonefTony Richardson: 1961) are
just three of many). These films were less abaluesjudgements and more about “human
beings dealing with a difficult situatiori*. By relaxing the restrictions of the production

code, the lone mother figure no longer needed dedtas victim of circumstance. Instead,

Andrea S. WalshWomen'’s Film and Female Experience, 1940-19&0onnecticutt: Praeger Publishers.
1984). Pg.31
" MacAdam.
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in films such ag'he L Shaped Roqrthe lone mother character, despite the sociakmof

the time, rejects an offer of marriage and chotsesturn to France to raise her child alone.
And it wasn't just in cinema that attitudes towaloise motherhood were beginning to shift.
While the taint of illegitimacy still impinged ohé ‘good’ character of a woman who found
herself pregnant and unmarried, more emphasis axdring placed on helping the mother
and child rather than punishing her. History taisthat some of the measures put in place to
‘help’ the unmarried mother were less than humaee Ricki Sollinger's booWake Up

Little Susie: Single Pregnancy and Race Before\Rd&adewhich describes some of the
‘rehabilitative’ measures enforced in the US andhikeen Keirnan, Jane Lewis and Hilary
Radner'sLone Motherhood in Twentieth Century Britdar a comparative account) however
MacAdam suggests that it is these ideological shifat began in the 1960s which are
presently responsible for positioning contempotang mother characters at the heart of the

text and more often than not, as the heroine ofekg”

The present high visibility of the lone mother atype suggests that the cultural
excoriation of the lone mother is over. Indeed;rBarites that in these more “recent films”
such as those celebrated at the 73 Academy Awdhgswomen who portray the characters
and the characters themselves are strong, coursg@ouwilling to take risks™
Hollywood’s investment in lone mother narrativesiigositive trend, argues Jeff Sharpe, co-
producer ofYou Can Count on M®ne “that reflects the real lives of lone mothesdrong,
successful women who are raising families and ltagood careers without partners. These
women aren’t victims. Hollywood has realised tlsbpuld be given stronger, more visible
roles”.”” In casting such popular and well established ss&® as Julia Roberts, Juliette

Binoche, Ellen Burstyn and so on to play the rdléhe films’ lone mother, Hollywood can

> 1bid
®Ebner.Lone StarsPg 2
7 Jeff Sharpe cited in Ebner.

60



legitimately claim to be giving “recognition to aell lone mothers®™ However, it is worth
taking a moment to consider the full implicationBzrry’s claim that “the women who play
these characters and the characters themselves@ng, courageous and willing to take
risks. Is Barry intimating that these actressestaking a risk when playing the texts’ lone
mother? If so why? Is the lone mother still pared as such a non-normative character that

portraying her poses a threat to an actress’s caegectory?

With these questions in mind, | consider whetherititcreased prominence of the lone
mother archetype should be understood as a polifgsiure on behalf of mainstream cinema
to position itself as inclusive and diverse. Do@dlyavood reflect the sentiments of actress
Janet McTeer, lone mother of the fillmmbleweed&Gavin O’Connor: 1999), who suggests
“single moms regularly pop up because it's moracigifor a woman to have to raise
children on her own™?® Is mainstream cinema really reflecting an idemalgshift that sees
lone mothers as an integral figure in the socialldveo much so that the industry has moved
away from the days of moral judgementalism? Cdgtagiven statistical evidence that says 1
in 4 children live in lone mothered householdsaind not make fiscal sense for the film
industry to do otherwise. Indeed, Professor Rozdtad asserts that the rise in lone mother
narratives has had as much to do with financialresuas a shift in ideological perspective.
“The entertainment industry”, he writes, “is notsdly innovative and follows what it
believes the public wants and finds acceptablagl8&imoms in cinema are without question
more acceptable now because the American pubtiore willing to accept the idea of the
single mother and willing to see these movies witse characters- if there were no market,

there would probably still be few positively posteal single moms on film® Undoubtedly,

78 i
Ibid.

9 Ruth Steine. ‘Mommies Dearest: Mothers RaisingiTBaughters Alone is A Popular Theme in Hollywood’

www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/articled1/11/99

8 Falzone cited in MacAdam
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films such a$rin Brockovich(2000) prove the financial worth of investing retcultural

prioritization of the lone mother.

Erin Brockovich may be the most successful andifsogmt lone mother to grace
cinema screens. Certainly the choice of Julia Rslte play the role of a lone mother attests
to the marketability of the narrative trope. Ahe film clearly elevated the status of Julia
Roberts to that of a ‘serious actress’; commansgry high financial remuneration and
burnishing her strong box office record with thesgic credibility of an Oscar. And how
refreshing to see this uneducated, twice divorfrdjer beauty queen, lone mother succeed
against all odds and win the legal taken case agtie monolithic corporation (Pacific Gas
and Electric).Erin Brockovichexplicitly highlights issues of inadequate chilte provision
and the spectre of poverty; it challenges our preeptions about uneducated, lone, working
class mothers and distorts a well established tnagren which selfless women have stood by

with their children while men pursued their own tit@ss.

Whilst Erin Brockovichdoes not openly punish its lone mother, | argag tiere is
need for a more cautious approach to the celelbrafibistorical and ideological progression
in this representational field. Yes, the lone neotils there, and yes, she is often played by
well known actresses but | suggest she remaingalydproblematic figure. Central Erin
Brockovichis an explicit examination of the protagonist’stenaal skills voiced by the film’s
surrogate father figure and Erin’s paternalistisfyd=d Massry (Albert Finney). Although |
could argue that the film does not shy away fromrasising the personal sacrifices working
women face when balancing a family with a cardwes,ibclusion of such scenes as one in
which the youngest child speaks her first word /lkitin is away function to code her as a

negligent mother. (How often is the same narradn@nario repeated in films about
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fatherhood?) What is more, the use of the filnn'ls@gate father figure, Jorge (Aaron
Eckhart) to voice concerns about Erin’s parentgigforces cultural discourses that continue
to invest the father with moral authorif{.According to the film, Jorge is such a good man to
take on the responsibility of this lone mother'ddien, and he seems to do it so much better
than she can. Yet, in her self help guitigke it From Me- Life’s a Struggle- But You Can
Win (2002) Brockovich notes that in a film celebratedits realism, the portrayal of Jorge
drifted far away from reality. “Remember Jorgdigswrites “that “great guy” in the movie
who ‘volunteered’ to take care of my kids while drked on the case, Ed Masry’s law firm
hired Jorge to be my children’s nanny. That's rightgéowas paid to take care of the kids”.
82 Why would such a crucial business transactiotefi®ut of the film? Surely the fact that
the law company was willing to pay for child careudd demonstrate their financial and
professional investment in the capability of tHefs lone mother. To do so would accord
Erin the agency to be fully independent and takerobof her own life®* Instead, the film
invites us to surmise that without Jorge’s helmEvould never have been able to continue
her quest. The people of Hinkley would still benling polluted water and, more
importantly, this film’s working class, uneducatede mother would remain poor,

uneducated and alone.

81 Although most publicity material refers to the @wter played by Aaron Eckhart as George, Erin Bsuich,
refers to Jorge. By changing the spelling ofrthene, Soderbergh could be accused of displacimgsEri
authority. Furthermore, by replacing the Hispdmtiho name Jorge to an explicitly WASP name Geprge
Soderbergh continues a process of masculinizafitmedfeminized masculinity of an ethnic others worth
noting that for eleven years out of the past sea@mtGeorge has been the name of the AmericardprgsiThe
choice to substitute Jorge for George strengthemartgument that at its cokein Brockovichs thematic
concerns are about American masculinity and fatheath

8Erin Brockovich with Marc ElliottTake It From Me-Life’s A Struggle But You Can WiNew York:
McGraw-Hill Companies. 2002). Pg 17

8 After being asked to leave, Jorge stole from Faitd took her to court for a percentage of thesfeewon in
the first instance in the claim against PG&E. WMasry's law firm threatened legal proceedings agfalorge
for harassment, Jorge threatened to submit evidentte court that supposedly proved Erin a negligeother.
Whilst no such evidence existed, Jorge had joiae#ts with Erin’s first husband and both men demende
money from her (even though she had given the fimhbacking to a business venture of her secostédnd).
Eventually, after protracted legal wrangling, Brogich made an out of court settlement in orderrtdqet her
children.
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To write abou€&rin Brockovichand ignore the costume choices for the film’s lone
mother would overlook a key channel for the comroation of cultural discourse about
class, sexuality and lone motherhood. The film dpenconsiderable amount of its time

looking at, and inviting the audience to look as lone mother’s body. (See Fig. 4)

Fig. 4: Erin Brockovich displaying her body, 2000

Tight fitting short skirts and cleavage enhanciogstare reminiscent of the clothes
worn by Roberts playing a prostitute in anotheebgdted role ifPretty Womar{Garry
Marshall:1990) and strengthen the presuppositions abowdrthat sexual behaviour of
lower class, lone mothers. This is reinforced stane where Brockovich informs Jorge that
she is resolved not to have a sexual relationsktip im—yet we witness the couple having
sex in a later scendzrin Brockovichexplicitly appropriates backlash rhetoric by ehg
the notion that the postfeminist woman can oncénagge their bodies as a legitimate means
of gaining power. Time and time again Erin digglaer body to men as a method of getting
what she wants and in so doing she distracts aiteatvay from the politics of the film by

constant reference to s&.In the words of Roger Ebert, film critic for ti¥hicago Sun

8 There is a flaw in my argument, in that the re@hBrockovich does dress in a provocative stytawever,
the consistent use of overtly sexual costume nigtr@inforces stereotypes about working class ima¢hers,
and working class women in general, it also setoeseate a character that exists somewhere betaveen
exaggerated cartoon and a diversion.
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Times the film’s main message is sex, or in his wordisie medium is the message, the
message in this movie is seX”.And if the message about lower class lone mothetlis
also one about sex, th&min Brockovichdoes little to elevate the social position of lowe

class lone mothers.

A further example of the mediated representatidore motherhood is demonstrated
in the international art house success and Oscainated filmChocolat Hallstrom’s film
foregrounds the puritanical, bigoted, conservasing intolerant nature of the religious
community that Vianne (Juliette Binoche), the fignhbne mother has to negotiate. Adapted
from the book written by British author Joanne ai€hocolattells the story of Vianne and
her young daughter Anouk (Victoire Thivisol) whopaar overnight in a small French
village and open a chocolate shop opposite thecbhdurring the Catholic season of Lent.
Vianne’s arrival and her subversive attitude towamrdigiosity infuriates the town’s major,
La Comte Paul de Reynaud (Alfred Molina), a staly@ibrce Catholic who watches in
horror as the town'’s inhabitants (particularly h@men) are tempted off the ‘straight and
narrow’ by this mysterious lone mother and her segiy magical confectionary. (See Fig.

5)

Fig. 5: Vianne opens her ‘magical’ chocolate si2fjf)0.

8 Roger Ebert. ‘Erin Brockovich Reviewhww.Robertebert.corr 7/03/2000
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In setting up a binary paradigm in which religipatriarchy and social order are in conflict
with paganism, femaleness, and nature it couldtpeea thatChocolatoffers a supportive
and celebratory space to critique preconceivedsidbaut the lone mother and the supposed

danger she poses to sociéfy.

Clearly informed by established feminist discoaShocolatoffers vibrant images of
strong female relationships and foregrounds theceffof domestic violence and of
institutional and patriarchal oppression. In codine central protagonist as a lone mother
and presenting her as a sympathetic charaCtercolatis also concerned to highlight the
pernicious nature of discourse that surrounds bdy.b Nevertheless, it Shocolat'suse of
magic realism that begins the process of medidahiagepresentation of its lone mother.
Coding the film as a fairy tale and imbuing Viarwiéh a sense of magic begins a process of
negotiating the primacy of the lone mother (whiels lalready been mediated by using the
voice of the daughter to narrate their story) andewmines the progressive nature of the text.
We are invited to conclude that Vianne’s power issult of the magic she inherits through
her mother; a woman of colour who bewitches Viastiather in an almost primitive,
hypnotic ritual and who left her husband to raisedraughter alone. Inherent in this
narrative is social discourse on lone motherhoaa laarned cultural behaviour, part of a
detrimental cycle rather than a proactive choisaxall as an essentially racist discourse

about the hypersexual black woman). In other wdttecolatinvites us to conclude that

8 Chocolat incorporates implicit and explicit referencesvtayan paganism. Maya rituals and ceremonies wene ver
much based on natural elements and the celestakarestrial cycles so when Vianne arrives in trenéh Village
on the North wind (a tradition passed on from herhagtthe connections are made explicit. The likgaganism
continue through Vianne’s use of chocolate as agpiak for the ailments of the community. Cacaortseaere
cultivated by pre-Columbian civilizations such bs Maya and the first chocolate drinks were madieyztecs
and Mayas. These chocolate drinks were thoughave b healing, hallucinatory effect, mainly du¢hte active
constituent otheobromawhich means ‘food of the gods’. In fact, itlietmagical healing remedies of the Mayan
Indians that motivates Vianne’s father to journetmth America where he is intoxicated by a mystarichocolate
beverage, and bewitched by Vianne’s mother, who, afterying him, moves to France. However, the cathef
North wind is too strong for Vianne’s mother, and Eaes her husband to return to South America gulihealth
and phobias with the magical chocolate cufghocolatis not a film that contrasts atheism with Cathsligibut
paganism with organised, structured religion. Bd\nerica is recognised as predominantly Catholiis & form of
Catholism very closely tied to a mix of ancestralyd forms of paganism.
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Vianne’s destiny (and presumably that of her daeighs predetermined by being raised by a
lone mother. Furthermore her esoteric, exoticraadical nature codes Vianne as ‘Other’

which excuses and justifies her social and nawgtoal position as an unwed lone mother.

Despite Vianne’s centrality throughout the stdvgt voice becomes quieter as the
peripheral characters emerge from the marginshoilgh the film challenges our
preconceptions of lone motherhood Giscolatcontinues we are invited to start questioning
Vianne’s authority, particularly when Anouk is ball at school because of her status as a
fatherless child. Furthermore, Anouk’s relatiopshith her imaginary friend (a kangaroo
called Pontouff) reinforces Freudian psychoanalyteory that perceives the imaginary
friend as a replacement for the loss of, or lacktagntion from a parerit’ Anouk’s friend
Pontouff becomes a repetition of her ‘self. Pafftsubstantiates Anouk’s identity and
supports her in situations of psychological thretcording toChocolat Anouk’s imaginary
friend not only functions as a replacement forftther, it also protects her from the threats
made to her inner emotional health as the chila lohe mother. In so doing the agency of
Chocolat’slone mother is mediated through well establisizd (well contested)

psychoanalytic discourse that is central to prolalezmg lone motherhood.

Furthermore, whilst La Comte de Reynaud failgao$form the ailing masculinity of
the violent husband Serge (Peter Storm&#ajycolatstill maintains a male redemption
narrative at its heart. Whereas Vianne only apptagain acceptance from the community
because of her extended role as a nurturer, hgatgector and confidant, by the film’s

conclusion, La Comte is empowered to face someopatdruths, deal with the breakdown of

8 According to Aboriginal shamanism the kangaroo sylimes self- protection because it can kick verydhaith its
back legs. The kangaroo is also believed to téasow to jump over obstacles, prevents us fdong what we
wish”. Since it lives in family groups and takesodacare of its young, the kangaroo is also assatiatth
family ties, sharing and nurturingww.dierinbeeld.confSourced 11/09/07)
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his marriage, and find true love again, all of whianction in a process redemption to enable
La Comte to maintain his authority in the communifys such Vianne’s subjectivity is
marginalised because she functions as a condwsbial acceptance, a catalytic
enlightening force of instruction and a devicetfoe transformation of masculinity.
FurthermoreChocolatemploys a well established trope of contrastingeet’ mother figure
with a mother who the film codes as ‘bad’; in timstance the suffocating and controlling
lone mother Caroline Clairmont (Carrie-Anne Mosk).so doingChocolatpits women
against women and mothers against mothers thugfpetpg the ‘'momism’ binary that so
rigorously dictates desired requisites of ‘good’theshood. More insidious is the
pathologization of the relationship between Camltiairmont and her artistic young son,
Luc (Aurelien Parent Koenig). In its depiction@fairmont as overprotective and
oppressiveChocolatmaintains a social discourse that correlates damimaternal influence
with ruptured heterosexual masculine maturatiohe fact that Luc is already coded as
artistic and of fragile health immediately signsfithat the threat to his successful maturation

is already in process.

ChocolatandErin Brockovichmay well have offered a new representational sfmace
the female audience but, in the words of Laurenifaditz, “Several forces of containment
are already in place working against the sp&teltist as in society, mainstream cinema’s
relationship with the lone mother is at best uneasits worst complicit in denying the lone
mother character autonomy by employing her as i@t and political device to service
masculinity. Evident iferin BrockovichandChocolatare narratives that reflect
commonplace social, political and cultural ideoksgcoding the lone mother as abject,

disruptive, the cause of social upheaval, negleahd threatening to the welfare of her

8 Lauren Rabinovitz. ‘Sitcoms and Single Moms: Repreations of Feminism on American T\Cinema
Journal29. No.1. Fall 1989. Pp 3-19
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child/children. Pivotal in both films is a narsagithat centralizes the lone mother to
reconfigure the obsolete masculinity of the centrale protagonist, reflecting the common

held conviction that masculinity, (or more pertitignwhite masculinity) is under threat.

The ‘problem’ of contemporary masculinity has athed as a central cultural
concern, initiating vast amounts of self- help @asdudo scientific rhetoric designed
specifically to help men recover from their postfeist affliction. Film scholars have
vigorously argued that popular mainstream cinensadegn a central force in the process of
negotiating masculinit§® Films such aBisclosure(Barry Levinson: 1994)Regarding
Henry( Mike Nichols: 1991)Unbreakable(M. Night Shyamalan: 2000atal Attraction(
Adrian Lyne: 1987)Magnolia( Paul Thomas Anderson: 2006xlling Down(Joel
Schumacher: 1993Road To PerditiorfSam Mendes: 200Zfight Club, Jerry Maguire,

Liar Liar (Tom Shadyac: 1997Bruce AlmightyTom Shadyac: 2003) foreground narratives
of troubled and disempowered masculinity that prrfmhave been rendered invalid by
feminist ideologies. Describing the shift in repentations of masculinity in 1990s
Hollywood from the macho hero to the compassionaieturing ‘new man’, Susan Jeffords
emphasizes the vital function of family in the pees of negotiation, stating “families provide
both the motivation for and the resolution of chiaggnasculine heroisnt™ Such texts
explicitly posit the belief that family providesaincentive for, and transformation of

troubled masculine identity.

8 Stella BruzziBringing Up Daddy: Fatherhood and Masculinity ingdavar Hollywood (London: BFI,
2005), Janet Thurmin, Sarah Harwood and Jo Camfdidg). Family Fictions: Representations of Family in
1980s Hollywood Cinemé#Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1999), Rowena ChapmahJmmathan Rutherford (eds).
Male Order: Unwrapping MasculinityLondon: Lawrence and Wishart, 1998).

% Susan Jeffords. ‘The Big Switch: Hollywood Masaitlj in the Nineties’. Jim Collins, Hilary Radnendh
Ava Preacher Collins (eddjilm Theory Goes To The MosieLondon, New York: Routledge 1993). Pg 200
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These films’ reliance on the presence of womanraather as ‘Other’ to regenerate
masculine identity has been well accounted fort thie recent proliferation of texts with a
lone mother positioned as ‘Other’ seems, surprigirtg have been ignored within feminist
debate about motherhood, female agency, subjgctad the complex issue of post-
feminism. Whilst Jeffords is concerned with therttatic of the renegotiation of masculine
identity and the role of fatherhood in her analydithe 1990 filmKindergarten Coglvan
Reitman) she omits to mention that John Kimbalh@d Schwarzenegger) transforms his
identity from ‘warrior cop’ to a father figure witie help of a lone mother. | argue that the
presence of a lone mother in the process of Kirtbalhkeover makes for a more complex
reading. Whilst progressive in its representatibmasculinity in response to feminist
challenges, the film conforms to patriarchal, neaservative ideology that sees fatherhood
as the saviour of obsolete masculinity and a tredigbciety, and marriage as the remedy to

the problem of lone motherhood.

The choice to use a lone mother figure in thegenhation of masculinity through a
fatherhood narrative rapidly elevates the statub®imale who chooses to ‘take on’ the
responsibility of another man’s child. That hegsilon the role of father even though he has
no biological imperative to do so is even more &hld? At its worst,Kindergarten Cop
reflects Arnold Schwarzenegger’'s personal andipalitoncerns (voiced as Governor of

California), that “single parenting is a danger #mat’s what we have to avoid®.

1 paradoxically, the paradigmatic choice of fathexhexplicitly highlights the socially constructedtare of
fatherhood as a learned behaviour.

92 www.archive.salon.con(29/01/ 2001)

Schwarzenegger’s choice to play both father andherahJunior (1994) complicates his earlier political
sentiments. In the film, Schwarzenegger playsensist who is artificially impregnated as parteofertility
trial. The story follows the events leading ugtte birth of the baby as we witness cinema’s leqdiacho
manmelting with feelings of protectiveness and matecoacern. Clearlyunior incorporates a narrative of
transforming masculine identity although throughetaborate and highly unbelievable trope. Howeakgits
core is a narrative about a single, unwed mother istadvised to terminate her pregnancy and whesesf
with the phrase “My body, my choice”, a slogan jgatarly resonant with feminist politics. Ostengildunior
could be read as a progressive text inasmuchdaeg allow the central protagonist to continue \aithout-of-
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Likewise, as | noted in the introduction, Kapldsoefails to note the political status of
the lone mother ihook Who'’sTalking a status which was particularly vilified at tih@é of
the film’s release. Kaplan’s work highlights th@pess of objectifying the mother through
displacement and transference of her agency aricatignonto the films’ male bodies.
However, by ignoring the cultural, political andrpenal status of the film’s lone mother,
Kaplan neglects the political, social and cultuligcourses that further strengthen her
argument about Freud’s displacement theory. Thegss of displacing the mother’s agency
through the presence of a male body is particulaelyinent for lone mothers who are
warned that the only way to ensure successful ratur of a young boy is to hand over their
parental authority to a man in order to raise lberwithin the structure of a patriarchal
family unit. In the following analysis | pay clesttention to the sentient and expressive
details inLook Who'’s Talkingo consider how Freud’s displacement theory idajegal as a

method of negotiating the agency of this celluloide mother figure.

Step Aside Mom, Daddy’s Home.

Standing alone in a hospital corridor, Molly (Kiestlley), the 37-year-old,
financially independent lone motherlafok Who’s Talkingobserves a group of new fathers
crooning over their newborn progeny. Turning toeflier baby son through the window of
the nursery, Molly apologises for “messing up” gmdmises that life will improve just as

soon as she “goes out there and finds the besydhdck is”. It is poignant that at this point

wedlock pregnancy and certainly breaks conventigealler boundaries. However, choosing a malesatoyt
the child puts the film in the realm of the fanteatthus ensuring that any political reverberagiane lost in the
unreality of the narrative. In addition, we arewgd by the close of the film that the blurredrmaries of
gender and fatherhood/motherhood will be resolvetithe child will be raised by a mother (Emma Theop
as Dr Reddin, the love interest) and a father,iaftreextra special father who instinctively undensls the
needs of both the child and those of the womanuseche has been a woman.
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in the film Molly is not seen in the company of tiker new mothers because, as an unwed
lone mother she is not sanctioned to be in theysiglal and emotional space. In fact, the
spatial distance between Molly and the other matheand Molly and the fathers,
symbolically reflects the space in which she resida place of improper motherhood
because her lone mother status requires that algeh®@ role of father too. It is through this
space she must journey in order to find her ‘propesition and to make the transformation
from lone mother to wife. Her journey from ‘impr@p maternalism to ‘proper’ motherhood
explicitly disavows this lone mother’s autonomy autbjectivity by deeming her social
status as transitory and her maternalism as wiatking. By the close of the film Molly
returns to the same hospital to give birth to lerghter—the subject @fook Who's Talking
Too(1990). Both mother and father are positionedemtly; Molly is in bed in a room with
the other mothers and her husband is looking thrdlg nursery window at his newborn

daughter alongside the other new fathers.

Neither the film, nor Molly, offer any explicit asons for her resolve to find a father
for her son. And yet, the opening of the film teeftherhood with a degree of suspicion,
coding the natural father as both selfish and adulis. However, with the working title of
the film, Daddy’s Homen mind, | argud.ook Who's Talkinguccinctly describes the
narrative function of the film’s lone mother—asarnative device which elevates and
secures the position of masculinity and the rol&atferhood in a process which silences and

disempowers her.

Indeed, the film’s thematic concerns are mader ¢tean the moment of conception.
Whilst we witness Molly experiencing the physicaabmfort of early pregnancy our interest

is directed to the feelings and observations ofdletus Mikey (voiced by Bruce Willis the
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hyper-masculine hero of 1980’s action cinema). okding the embryonic child a voice from
the point of conception and having him describetlnsights and experiences, might make
for good comedy, but, as Kaplan suggests, it ieeaexpense of the mother. In displacing
the mother-as-subject to mother-as-object fronmbenent of conception, the film sets up an
oedipal triangle that must be resolved, so thatkyclose of the film we can be assured that
Mikey will pass successfully from childhood into tmge heterosexual masculinity. In order
for a positive resolution to take place, Mikey miisttaught by, or at least be in the company
of a man, who we are certain can teach him theisigs of masculinity. According tioook
Who's Talking that choice can only be made by the male chitaskif, —a common theme

in mainstream cinematic lone mother narratives sistray It Forward,Maid in Manhattan
(Wayne Wang: 2002), ankerry Maguire Bestowing the male child the authority to cheos
a husband for the mother and father figure for tedues denies the lone mother agency in
the process and in her own life. Such denial idare/en more pertinent in a film that has its

lone mother forcefully voice clear intentions todia father for her son from the outset.

The negotiation of the lone mother’s subjectiatd agency creates, as Kaplan
intimates, further Oedipal rivalry between Mollysospective boyfriends and the desires of
the male child. In so doing, the lone motheLobk Who's Talkindpbecomes an “object of
exchange between, if not men, then males” and@s ste reflects the cultural, political, and
social objectification of the ‘actual’ lone moth&r.Standing at the threshold of the shifting
representations of masculinity as described bydd$fL ook Who'’s Talkings particularly
noteworthy in its depiction of acceptable and noceptable masculinity. The film rejects
the first three contenders for Molly’s affectioms their neurotic, aggressive, and self centred

attitudes, and when it reunites Molly with the bigical father of her child, the film codes

% E Ann KaplanMotherhood and Representation: The Mother in PopGlalture and Melodrama(London:
Routledge,1992) Pg.205
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Arthur (George Segal) as a serial adulterer, corezkonly with the material trappings of
consumerism and lifestyle (all traits associatetthi@mininity). According td_.ook Who'’s
Talking the preferred image of masculinity in this filmnees in the guise of working class
taxi driver, James (played by John Travolta) whossge as a ‘real man’ is juxtaposed with

the 80s yuppie male we often see in films of théogesuch asshost(Jerry Zucker: 1990%*

James is introduced to the audience driving Mullthe hospital while encouraging
Molly to practice her Lamaze breathing techniqaesle normally and immediately
associative with the transition to fatherhood. tT¥ally has to be told how to breathe by a
man who does not have children of his own undeslared undermines her status as a
dependent woman and questions her suitabilityferole of mother that the film suggests
she is so obviously unprepared for. As the filogoesses we see James regularly visiting
Molly’s home, and fully at ease with Mikey (Jamegers to Mikey as his best friend), he
quickly establishes a strong bond with the chilideed it is the two males who share the
strongest bond; one that Kaplan suggests positsvihenales as the “real couple” of the film.

% (See Fig. 6)

% The choice of Travolta as father figure, or theefaf acceptable masculinity is particularly fasgimg, given
his previous role in the 1970’s musi&sdturday Night Fevela genre which has had to mediate male spectacle
with masculinity) where the film explicitly foreguods the erotic component of the male gaze in ackootic
narrative and display of the eroticized male badgating an extremely unstable image of masculinity
Furthermore, in coding Travolta as an Italian -Aieem, Saturday Night Fevedenies him the opportunity to be
perceived as symbolic of true American masculiniyhilst the link betweeSaturday Night FeveandLook
Who's Talkings tenuous, | suggest John Badham’s explanatioodsting Travolta foSaturday Night Fever
for his “combination of macho-feminine traits” beaome light oi.ook Who's Talking’snvestment in
Travolta. The ‘feminine’ traits of sensitivity, riurance and protectiveness evident in Travoltaispna are
exactly the requirements, as Jeffords reflectth@hew type of masculinity that was beginningneegge in
mainstream cinema.

% Kaplan. Pg 208.
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Fig. 6: James and Mikey bonding

The film showcases the growing male bond in scerese James and Mikey dance
together, play cards, watch football, practice idgvthe car, and conspire and look to each
other for mutual support when criticizing Molly'sagenting skills. As a result, the primacy
and authority of the lone mother is displaced aaddferred onto the body of the film’s
father figure, a transference which begins the regtjom process of the mother and son
deemed vital to the successful maturation of a rofaild. In so doingl.ook Who's Talking
assures us that the threat of an incestuous ne&ije forming between mother and son (the
threat of incest is a discourse consistently undamyg all lone mother/son narratives).
Indeed, the inherent threat posed by the lone mabhieer son’s heterosexuality is explicitly
erased when James introduces Mikey to a female wvall&ague. Noting that the young boy
is staring at the women'’s breasts, James laughstates “You must be thinking the same as
I am”, to which Mikey replies, “Yeah, lunch”. Obuisly Mikey is too young to understand
the sexual nature of such an encounter, but wdeaure, that under the tutelage of James

he certainly will come to do s&

% | ook Who's Talkingvas a breakaway hit and a rare commercial suéoe3savolta at that stage of his
career. In contrast, Alley’s career saw a shagertive after the third film in theook Who's Talking

franchise. Working mainly in television , Alley’s career rewgivhas been centred on her struggle to lose weight
in order to rekindle her Hollywood career.
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Although Kaplan does not discuss the two remaifilngs in theLook Who’sTalking
franchiseLook Who's Talking Too (199Qcpntinues the process of marginalizing the
maternal figure. Whilst the first film was notid#w interested in the father/son relationship
and the successful socialization and educatiohefbung male child,ook Who's Talking
Too (Amy Heckerling:1990) does attempt to addressgbrder’ problem through the birth
of a female child, Julie (voiced by Roseanne Barpwever, the follow up film, which
centralises the female child, does not priorittee mother and daughter relationship. Instead,
LookWho's Talking Toanakes explicit reference to the young girl’s voiaéhin the family
as secondary, according Mikey the authority tohdaar about her life. It is Mikey’s
common sense and reason that ensures they botlwhaascape a house fire, and it is
Mikey who encourages the audience to laugh atistiers adjustment to the world in a
sardonic voice over in the immediate months afegridirth. In all that process of learning,
Molly is not to be seen or heard. Just as initis¢ film, the voice of authority is bestowed

upon the male child thus to ensure that Molly’senaal agency is further diminished.

Look Who's Talkingakes its place amongst the increasing numbeinas ivhose
central male protagonist is enlivened and transéolmith the support of the text’s lone
mother; increasingly positioning her on the margassthe supporting actress, the one with
the quieter voice but restorative impact. Whitst snay be coded as more capable and
certainly less raucous than her classical cinencatimterparts (segtella Dallasespecially),
she is employed primarily as a catalyst for changer role is reduced to that of Other;
contained on the periphery of the text and insi®ice of masculinity. Remember Jerry
Maguire’s famous commitment speech and celebraigithe “You complete me”? Dorothy
(Renee Zellwegger), the lone mothedefry Maguireis utilized to reconfigure the obsolete

masculinity of the film’s central protagonist. o doing, the film reflects and reinforces the
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cultural conviction that masculinity has been dipemered and rendered invalid by
feminism, positing the popular belief that familppides the incentive for, and
transformation of, troubled masculinity. Whilstimstream cinema does not treat the lone
mother with the same vitriol as the popular presssgdunderlyingerry Maguireis an

insidious backlash narrative that offers the hetexaal nuclear family as the only remedy for
men and women'’s post-feminist anguish. More problically,Jerry Maguirereflects the
political idea that the lone mothered householdisposable—lone mothers become a quick

fix for masculinity in trouble.

This chapter has briefly mapped out a cultural $mage in which the lone mother
plays a central role in the transformation and b@hation of masculinity, the social, political
and cultural disavowal of feminism, the reinforcerhe ‘momism’ hierarchy and serves as
shorthand to explain numerous social ills. kafibllowing chapter | consider the political
and cultural currency of the black lone mother fegg-a form of female identity so closely
associated with social decay—with the specific afrhighlighting the exclusionary nature of

this postfeminist, post-race society.
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Chapter Two

Baby Mamas and Welfare Queens: Filmic Representations of Black Lone

Mothers

“Black lone mothers are used up, run down, lefraamaged goods in their thirties; they have
wasted their youth and beauty on bad boys, getlitigrammed, licking and sucking off their dicks
and balls and having bad boys cum in their modtbw these old cunts with their dried up breast and
date raped STD infested, loose worn out pussysegking good men to settle down with and they

can't find any”?’ ColonelChoppa. 2009

“To say a black lone mother’s life is valuable wbblke a revolutionary thing® bell hooks

Theorizing Cinema’s Black Lone Mothers

| begin this chapter with the provocative and hygbffensive words of
ColonelChoppaself-appointed spokesman for all things to ddweiaick masculinity,
(articulated in a video posting on the internet sy ouTubgas a means of highlighting
the vicious and continued nature of the attackslled at black lone mothers. | do not wish
to accordColonelChopp& rhetoric (nor that of his disciples, and be dinere are many) any

more power, nor do | wish to cause further offeritd.foreground these sentiments

%7 ColonelChoppa. ‘Single Black Mothers and Their $iu5" March 2009vww.YouTube.con(sourced
09/05/09).

% bell hooksReel to Real: Race, Sex and Class at the Mo\(lew York, London: Routledge, 1996) Pg 113
9 sgtwilliePetelincolononthewefPresidentoftheBlackre just three among many regular video postirtys w
wax lyrical (and often, not so lyrically) in debatabout black lone mothers on YouTube websiteaihtain
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precisely to highlight the high cultural currendytloe figure of the black lone mother as
abject and threatening within the social world, amate particularly within the African
American populationt® Indeed, for decades the black lone mother has theevictim of
continuous vicious attacks on both a discursivelaeihl level. Historically constructed as
the epitome of abhorrent femininity—overtly promisas and overly fecund—the black lone
mother is described simultaneously as black merlig“‘meat” and as white “men’s dried up
whore”®* The tradition of casting the black lone mothetatus as typically sexual has
given credence to the disturbingly high numberthogats of sexual and physical violence

towards black women who raise children alone adied on social network sites.

The historical, social and political constructidrbtack lone motherhood as a
distinctly pejorative social identity has been pstetly incorporated into political and
cultural discourse with particularly perniciousuks for black lone mothers and their
children. Such effects have been made most mamiféise punitive reform acts introduced
in the Reagan era and by subsequent governmehtsrinéd by psycho-social and
biologically deterministic theories and ideas tthetermine black lone motherhood as
evidence of maternal failure and failed citizensh¥gith 40% of US black children being
raised in lone mothered households, this demogragfiwomen has thus emerged as a

highly visible group for political and social tatgeactice®?

that it is vitally important to make visible suctscriminatory discursive practices in order thatmight
challenge a global media conglomerate that herd®rvice as one which promotes and embodies claty
and makes public its policy to monitor for defaroatipornography and material encouraging crimioabcict.
191 light of Cornel West's argument about notiofigo authentic ‘black community’ as being probleiceity
‘value-laden, socially loaded and ideologically iged” | employ the term African American Communitith
unease because it requires that we adhere to aoritested consensus” regarding all black people.
Nonetheless there will be times when | refer totéren in quotes or, on occasion as a way to highlig
discourses of homogeneity. Cornel West. ‘The Newiw€al Politics of Difference” irDut There:
Marginalization and Contemporary Culturgfds) Russell Ferguson, Martha Gever, Trinh.T Kkiin-Cornell
West. (Cambridge; Massachusetts, London: MIT PrE385) Pg 28

191 presidentoftheBlack. ‘Stay Away from the Black@emMother’.www.Youtube.con{sourced 18.05.2009).
192 statistics vary on the numbers of black childreinb raised without a father. While some studiegeh
demonstrated that many lone mothers reside in hevhese there is an established network of famijypsut
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This chapter seeks to explore the social and palitandscape from which the black
lone mother archetype has emerged as an estabtibhaeatcter type for black actresses within
mainstream contemporary cinema. Acknowledging &h&Yillis’s argument that the
“position of black women has to do with represantatind not with identity” within the
realm of cinema, this chapter argues the culturedgntation of black lone motherhood is
intrinsically bound up in homogenising mythologad®sut black femininity and black
maternalism which have wholly disavowed her autoperen as she is highly visible
political figure!®® Indeed, Ange Marie Hancock observes that theipiatittion of the black
lone mother has resulted in her being employedhasriterpretive filter” for debates about
femininity, masculinity, motherhood, fatherhoodass, economics and social citizenstifp.
Seldom do we hear about or see images of Chinefgnsavho raise their families in
fatherless homes even as 15% of them are lone nsathAmerica. Nor are the 10% of
Pakistani or Bangladeshi lone mothers in Britaintia figures in the cultural production of
films which prioritize lone mother narratives. &nthe 1960s the proportion of births to
unmarried mothers has risen in all races, yet fanraber of reasons, not least that these lone
mothers do not ‘fit’ with the stereotypical imaginglone motherhood nor with images of
national identity, they remain unrepresented, oraqpignantly, un-representafé.In the
US the black lone mother has played such a crugli@las ‘other’ in determining and

defining the requisites of American citizenshipttttaimagine her being replaced by the

(normally female oriented) these woman are stfic@lly regarded as lone mothers. And, as Donna L
Franklin,Ensuring Inequality: The Structural TransformatiohThe African American FamilyNew York and
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), and authéashryn Edin and Maria Kefald&&romises | Can Keep:
Why Poor Women Put Motherhood Before MarriéBerkeley; Los Angeles, California: University of
California Press, 2005) point out, statistics fommers of black lone mothers are slippery becawesgdo not
account for the fact that many of these women ahalgiting with the father of the child.

193 sharon Willis High Contrast: Race and Gender in Contemporary edod Film (Durham, N.C, London:
Duke University Press, 1997). Pg 185

194 Ange Marie Hancock. A Politics of Disgust: The Public Identity of the fdeé QueenNew York and
London: New York University Press, 2004). Pg 27.

195 The scope of this thesis does not allow for anslytrepresentations of lone mothers within thusin
national cinema. To do so would raise interestjngstions about how Chinese cinema utilizes the toather
and what ideologies are being channeled througlhddy-if indeed they are. This would be a fasdimat
undertaking which might further explain the relesaf the lone mother figure within mainstream aoiagn
the western and North American worlds.
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figure of an Asian lone mother for example, wouddtb re-imagine specific racialized
characteristics which function to ratify white nidoeral and neo-conservative dogmas that
reinforce the hegemony of white femininity and madisity and the dominance of

postfeminist inflected family values.

The main aim of this chapter then is to explore hio#se debates have impacted on
the cultural presentation of the black lone motnat to what effect. 1 am not so concerned
with whether these films offer ‘good’ or ‘bad’, ptsge or a more backwards representational
strategy, because as Lola Young argues, the tepdenltscuss “stereotypes and notions of
negative and positive imagery in the question pfesentation is tricky....because such a
stance implies that the answer to the constantipasbnegative stereotypes is to produce a
truthful or realistic representation® Rather my concern is how the black lone mother
figures within the cultural world as the embodimehpolitical and social debates, anxieties
and tensions about postfeminist gender and ragess#s such this chapter endeavours to
undertake an analysis of what Projansky might des@s the maintenance of postfeminst
whiteness “by distancing African American womergsialization from the postfeminist

aspects of narratives®’

| focus my analysis especially within US populaltute largely because the British
celluloid black lone mother is virtually non-existelndeed, the poor visibility of the British
black lone mother within the nation’s cinema refitethe invisibility of ethnic lone
motherhood within the national identity. The inkibty of black lone motherhood is also

evident within British social policy making and deania, a point that Song and Edward’s

1% ola Young. ‘The Rough Side of the Mountain: Blablomen and Representation in Film. In Delia Jarrett
Macauley.Reconstructing Womanhood, Reconstructing Femirfisomdon and New York: Routledge, 1995).
Pg 178

197 projansky. Pg 161
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note when they write that “race and ethnicity hbgen muted features” within these
arenas® And yet, the British black lone mother, just liker U.S counterpart, is emerging
as the causal link to “current broader concernstibge identified parenting and family

breakdown as key threats to sociefy.

That other ethnic groups are seldom incorporattdthrese debates illustrates a
serious attempt to differentiate British blacknasdlistinctly problematic. Significantly even
when the black lone mother does exist within Bmifi¥ms she tends to be presented in much
the same way as her American cinematic equival€ake for instance the British films
Bullet Boy(Saul Dibbs: 2004) or Menhaj Hud&sdulthood(2006), both described by film
critics as British renditions of John SingletoBsyz ‘n’ the Hood1991). These three films
foreground familiar urban narratives which hightigie effects of gang and gun culture in
the lives of young black fatherless men and recdgdrans-national and trans-cultural social,
political and cultural ‘commonsense’ assumptionsudtiblack masculinity and historically
constructed bodies of stories about black lone erstiirhaBullet Boy Boys ‘n’ the Hood
andKidulthoodshould utilize similar thematic concerns aboutéalessness, violence and
black masculinity raises questions about the idgosd function of the lone mother in these
texts. That is of course, not to suggest thatyemarrative in which a black character plays a
part has a particular ideological agenda, norehgthasis should always be placed on the
black body aslwayspolitically charged. However, the fact remaind tine black lone
mother is a highly politicized female body; a badyich resonates loudly with cultural and
historical legacies and accusations of hyper-séyu&cundity, social decay, disease, and

dis-ease.

1% Miri Song and Rosalind Edwards. ‘Raising Perspestion Black Lone Motherhoodlpurnal of Social
Policy. Vol 26 (2), 1977. Pp 233-244
19 pbid. Pg 234
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Treating black lone mothers as a divergent groomfother non-black lone mothers
runs the risk of colluding with cultural and patai practises which code black lone
motherhood as ‘othered’— as a distinctly differfartn of femininity and maternalism.
However, this chapter contends that the ways irclvthie social identity of the black lone
mother is constructed and presented within theipaliand cultural imaginatiois distinctly
different from the cultural presentation of the telone mother. While the white lone
mother figure is highly conspicuous within mainatretexts emerging from Hollywood over
the last decade, the figure of the black lone ma)ygerhaps surprisingly, seldom
incorporated into texts positioned outside of #@m of male-authored African American
cinema. Thus, this chapter also seeks to explbsetiae black lone mother, an archetype so
visible and readily recognised within the sociarlas barely visible within recent

contemporary mainstream texts.

The absence of the black lone mother archetype mamstream cinema raises some
important questions about the exclusionary natéiteenso-called post-racial society. If
blackness is now perceived as equal to whitenesgveaead the absence of the black lone
mother from cinematic narratives as representativeemore affirmative shift in ideologies
about black lone maternalism and issues of racegander in general? Indeed after Halle
Berry’s acceptance speech upon winning best adive$®r role as lone mother Monster’s
Ball (Marc Foster: 2001) where she challenged Hollyavtmomake “colour invisible” one
might conclude that the paucity of black lone maothen cinema screens is a response from
an industry concerned with notions of racism angogyny. While there might be a case to
argue here | point to Gwendolyn Pough’s baBkeck It While | Wreck It: Black
womanhood, hip-hop culture and the public sphesdgere she describes the lone mother

archetype as the third representational paradigrblézk actresses within mainstream
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cinema'*® Telling of the industry’s persistent use of thadi actress to play the part of a
lone mother (and reinforcing Pough’s assertionhésnumbers of black actresses who have
been cast as lone mother characters over theetagears! Take for instance Angela Basset
in her role as Reva Devereaux, lone mothé&ags n’ the Hoodand Forrest Whittaker’s film
Waiting to Exhal€1995). Vivica L. Fox plays lone mother Vernitae®n in Tarantino’ill

Bill (2003); Whitney Houston is lone motherTlihe BodyguardMick Jackson:1992); Halle
Berry inMonster’sBall, Losing Isaiah(Stephen Gyllenhaal:1995) amtings We Lost in the

Fire (Suzanne Bier:2008). (See Fig. 7.1, 7.2 and 7.3)

Fig. 7.1: Audrey Burke (Halle Berrylhings We Lost in the Fir@007.
Fig. 7.2: Black Mamba (Vivica L. FoxXiill Bill 1, 2003.

Fig. 7.3: Rachel (Whitney Houstofihe Bodyguard1992

We may add to the list actresses Alfre Woodarda [Rdchon, Jada Pinkett Smith,

Oprah Winfrey and Whoopi Goldbetdf While the number of black British actresses is fa

110 Gwendolyn PoughCheck It While | Wreck It: Black Womanhood, Hip-Hoiture and the Public Sphere
(Boston. Mass: Northeastern University Press, 20Pg)96

11 Empirical evidence of the numbers of black acessmpared to white actresses within the Hollywiiod
industry is at best sketchy. Certainly attentiothie issue has been recently raised by influeblzadk media
players such as Tyra Banks who, in an interviewn \Bissence magazine, admonished Hollywood for
overlooking the talents of black actresses. (‘TRamks: Standing in The Spotlight’ Jeannine Amber.
www.essence.con®8/01/2008 Eva Mendez, who as a Hispanic womas, aast to play the black love interest
of Will Smith in the 2005 film Hitch voiced her coerns about the way she is perceived as beingddok to
be paired with the white lead but just right forA#nican American”. Mendez argues theses practires
indicative of the “closed” mentality of the filmdustry. ‘Eva Mendez speaks Out About Latina anadBla
Actresses in Hollywood’, (un-authored piecewww.urbanmecca.con®7/03/2008).

12 As | write, American Violet (Tim Disney: 2008pened in the US to mixed reviewsnerican Violetells the
true life story of a young black lone mother wrongtrested in a race based drug raid in a smal tovirexas.
While the film's release might complicate the argums posited in this chapter, the mixed receptfdhefilm
has an interesting resonance with some of thesdstsgse: in particular the ways in which mainatre‘race’
films tend to garner anxiety within a liberal whaadience who see the film as not attending toghkpolitics
of racism and black activists who see the filmtadlihg it as it is”. The discourses surroundiugperican
Violet speak to the inherent conflicts and tensions iedokkhen issues of race are being articulated within
mainstream cinema which is, at its core, seeminglye concerned with financial remuneration tharmldgical
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fewer than those in the U.S, performers such asdiedNewton irRun Fat Boy RufDavid
Schwimmer: 2007) and Claire PerkinsHullet Boyare also cast in the role of lone mother.
The numbers of this black female character typeeaetively small in comparison to their
white counterpart but the archetype of the blackelmother is a ‘normative’ role for black
women to play. The normalization of the black @strto play a lone mother is interesting
when we take into account the earlier suggestianttte white lone mother character is
perceived as non-normative and a risky choice futeractresses to make. If, as | have
argued in Chapter One that the white lone motharcgicial figure in the project of post
feminism, why is the black lone mother charactengded from postfeminist inflected texts
such as the romantic comedy and chick flick in \uttlee lone mother character has become

so established®

Given the conspicuous lack of filmic texts in whitte black lone mother plays a
central role, this chapter analyddenster’s Ballto examine the cultural presentation of black
lone motherhood outside the margins of African Aigger cinema. | choose to analyze
Foster’s film not only because it is one of a hahdf films in which the lone mother is
visible but also because Halle Berry, who playsfilngs lone mother Leticia, received
criticism for playing what is perceived to be anmaternal mothet** In choosing to

analyseMonster’s Balll am selecting a film which emerges from the genieadition of

challenge. Whether the film manages to presemitaresting presentation of its black lone motiser i
something British audiences will have to wait te,deut that it takes a white man to rescue her tatfar
insight in the ways that race and racism are ogeéeing negotiated through a narrative of blacle
motherhood. (Esther Iverem. ‘America-Just Aswaiw.seeingblack.com

13 Of course one of the central arguments herbasitathe lack of opportunities for black actresseglay
anything other than a handful of racialized stergiatroles; the mammy, the jezebel or the more
contemporaneous incarnation of the mammy figutbénarchetype of the prostitute; the ‘magic’ blagknan
or more recent roles of ‘angry and self righteouiddbe class black women See Yvonne Taskétarking
Girls: Gender and Sexuality in Popular Cultuf&ondon: Routledge, 1998) and Donald Bogle's bdohns,
coons, mulattoes, mammies and bucks: an intergréistory of Blacks in American cinenthlew York,
London: Continuum, 2000) for more in-depth analysietsaditional roles for black women.

114 As an interesting aside Berry claimed that heemeexperience of motherhood had killed off her sgxbol
status which could only enhance her acting career.

www.theinsider.com/news/929162 HALLE BERRY_MOTHERED WILL BOOST _MY_CAREER
05/30.08
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‘smart’ movies, films that Jeffrey Sconce, pointg bave “displaced the more activist
emphasis on the social politics of power, institné and representation and subjectivity so
central to the 1960/1970s art cinema and replacwgh...personal politics of power,
communication, emotional dysfunction and identiijrvihe white middle class culturé*
That this is the recent cultural landscape in whighblack lone mother plays a part may
have much to tell us about how black lone mothedhioactions in the ‘evacuation’ of racial
politics in male transformation narratives. Indeddrman Gray makes much the same point
in his analysis of representations of race in islea programmes when he writes: “When
they exist, race, class and gender inequalitiem spate extraordinary and they always seem
to operate on the level of individual experien&wit differently, to the extent that these
conflicts and tensions are addressed at all, tigeyd primarily through individual characters
with prejudiced attitudes who become the focusyail®lic transformation required to

restore narrative balanc&t®

If, as Gray suggests, racism is cast as the ‘pnoldé the individual and not as a
systemic discriminatory practice then narrativesagfal discrimination presented in ‘serious’
films such asMonster’s Ballcan be seen to be mediated through the figurebtdck lone
mother character who as black, female and a lorteencembodies three different forms of
discrimination. Discrimination is being presengsithe individual experience of the white
man who utilizes a narrative of personal opprestanable his spiritual and masculine
transformation. In much the same way that postieam draws upon feminism in its
repudiation of feminist politics, films such Eknster’s Ballforeground a racist narrative but

cast racism as the problem of a social misfit, smmenhose politics are out-of-date rather

15 jeffrey Sconce. ‘Irony, nihilism and the new Angari ‘smart’ film'. InScreen43. No 4. 2002. pp 349-369.
Pg 352

1% Herman GrayWatching Race: Television and the Struggle for Biess (Minneapolis, London: University
of Minnesota Press, 1995). Pg 86
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than the discriminatory system that itt5. With these issues in mind this chapter will
foreground the intricate relationship between ciagoblack lone motherhood, race, and
class within this postfeminist, post-civil rightslral and political moment to argue that the
black lone mother character functions as a vdilighly racist and misogynist practices. |
argue that postfeminist cinema erases, or at teedaiins whiteness from blackness in a
process which recognizes political and historiegataurses of race while at the same time
rejecting their resonance for black race relatidinsso doing, | note, alongside Kimberly
Springer that “seemingly harmless cultural represtéons of black women are incorporated
into institutional enactments of discriminationglunding racist, sexist and heterosexist social

policies”!*®

Indeed given the lack of visibility of the blacknl® mother character within
mainstream cinematic texts but the persistent gpdirblack actresses as lone mothers, it is
surprising that so little attention has been foduse this representational paradigm.
Although bell hooks rightly argues that the filnmerging from ‘new black cinema’ of the
1980s largely maintained the hegemony of blackigratry within narratives and
representations of black femininity, she does mitigjoe the persistent use of the black lone
mother figure within these narratives. Certainbypks does speak of stereotypical

representations of black lone motherhood, and caas | mentioned at the head of the

17 Recent shifts in the cultural presentation ofgiheblem of racism has seen films such.akeside Terrace
(Neil LaBute: 2008) an&omething NeWSanaa Hamri: 2006) code the film’s black chamaasebehaving in a
highly racist manner to a white character. Or nfereale centered texts where issues of race arataddy
class ( Louise from Louisiana (Jennifer Hudsorn$@x and the City: the Mov{#ichael Patrick King: 2008), or
deviant sexuality (Alex Fisher (Jada Pinkett-Smithyhe WomeiiDiane English: 2008).

18 Kimberly Springer ‘Divas, Evil Black Bitches amitter Black Women: African American Women in
Postfeminist and Post-Civil Rights Popular Cultuia’Yvonne Tasker and Diane Negra. Pg 250.

While Springer’s argument about an enactment ditin®nal discrimination is highly salient, | walisuggest
it would be more apposite to rephrase the senteyce-placing enactment with re-enactment. Temaet
suggests a re-investment in ratifying these forfrédiszrimination which have been so forcefully daagjed by
feminism, and civil rights groups. Thus to claimat a re-enactment of these acts is taking placgdamnnote
a retrograde rejection of civil rights and feminigrhich it would seem is exactly the ideological escta of
postfeminism. To re-enact has much more politieabnance and would surely raise awareness of the
hegemonic negotiation of race and gender that haisled the re-integration of discriminatory soctailtural
and political practices.
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chapter that to value the life of a black lone neotvould be a “revolutionary thing™?
However her challenge is based on an assumptiarcollective knowledge about the
evolution of the archetype of the black lone mofigure as cinematic shorthand for a set of
particularly racialized and gendered traits. Likasy Sharon Willis’ exemplary exploration

of the presentation and intersection of race amdigiewithin mainstream contemporary
cinema although astutely drawing attention to tmgleasis on the trope of the family and the
oedipal complex as having a very limited capaatyepresent black women as anything
more than “a symptom”, neglects to explore furtier prioritization of the figure of the

black lone mother within these narrativés.

The many cinematic texts which prioritize the thevhelack fatherhood including;
Higher Learning(John Singelton:1995§;et on The BugSpike Lee:1996)Are We There Yet
(Brian Levant: 2005)Are We Done YdGteve Carr:2007Boys ‘n’ the HoodJohn
Singleton: 1991)The Pursuit of Happyne$&abrielle Muccino:2006)Antoine Fischer
(Denzel Fischer: 2002John Q(Nick Cassavetes:200RBemember the Titar{Boaz
Yakin:2000),Carbon CopyMichael Shultz:1981)The Game PlafAndy Fickman: 2007),
Meet the Browng§Tyler Perry:2008)Daddy Day CardSteve Carr:2001Dr Dolittle (Betty
Thomas:1998)Dr Dolittle 2 (Steve Carr: 2001§;et Rich or Die TryingJim
Sheridan:2005),ittle Man (Keenan Ivory Wayans: 200@)addy Day CamgFred
Savage:2007)—fit neatly with dominant culture’sresgentational agendas wherein
fatherhood so easily functions to maintain andaewnasculinist privilege. However these
films also incorporate, and rely upon the blaclkelomother figure who is not only
marginalized in the film’s narrative but who remaiargely critically invisible. Similarly

Michelle Wallace, while keen to draw attentionhe stereotypical representations of black

19 hooks. Pg 113
120 sharon Willis.High Contrast: Race and Gender in Contemporary etiod Films (Durham, N.C, London:
Duke University Press: 1997). Pg 23
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lone motherhood witBoyz'n’the Hood likewise fails to critically account for her pidial
and social prioritization in narratives which aremnconcerned with the disenfranchisement
of black masculinity than the double disenfranamest of black women both within the

politics of black nationalism and white patriarcy.

The absence of critical attention paid to the ciaterblack lone mother is not only
glaring, it is most remarkable in its persistened,anost puzzling in the work of film
scholars such as Gwendolyn Pough who exploresstiadleshed stereotypes and visual
representations of black femaleness (mammy, sagpdmd ‘castrating black mother’) which
she argues are being mediated by young black wormRengh’s book offers a critical
intervention in the ways that black lone motherhbad been utilized, and claims, as | earlier
noted, that the lone mother character is cinertaigd representational paradigm” for black
actresse$?? Yet she neglects to explore why this cinematipéris so regularly imagined in

the work of black filmmakers.

Of course, these scholars are not purposefullyriggdhe narrative of the celluloid
black lone mother, yet the lack of critical attentpaid to this cinematic archetype betrays a
cultural ambivalence towards lone black motherholmdanalyzing the archetype of the black
lone mother, this chapter will seek out and explgnat Michelle Wallace describes as
“complicated combinations of strategies” to suggleat the lack of acknowledgement of the
narrative function of the black lone mother endasges to being blinded by the subtleties of
the racist and misogynist ideologies that are nedeehwithin these films and within the
ideological schema of postfeminisft. Indeed | suggest that the ahistorical and apaliti

nature of postfeminist ideology seeks to eraseqaatr images of race and gender as no

126 Michelle Wallace Dark Designs and Visual CulturéDurham, London: Duke University Press, 2005).
122 pough. Pg 96
1Z\Wallace. Pg 276
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longer salient. This denies the actual black lo¢her a voice and a position from which to
contest the claims made about her; effectively veagnoring a new form of marginalization
of an already deeply demonized group of women.ovarlook the ways in which she is
excluded from postfeminist popular cinema is t@ agore her exclusion from a highly
successful genre of films which at their core sgttbe prescriptive female characteristics
deemed integral to the performance of postfemfaisininity. Springer maintains this point
when she writes, “To date, studies of postfeminiswve studiously noted that many of its
icons are white and cited the absence of womewolofic but the analysis seems to stop
there”?* To argue, as does Springer, that “not so new resiaifions of racism and sexism
[are] impacting on black women in popular cultuieto draw attention to the urgent need for

analysis of these contemporary cinematic represensd®

Exploring films such aBaby BoyBullet BoyandMonster’s Ball this chapter
highlights the part race plays in the negotiatibninema’s black lone mother and,
conversely, how black lone motherhood is mediatethbe. However | begin by
establishing a historical and social overview @idid lone motherhood to show how ideas
about race have informed the social, political enldural identification of the African
American lone mother. Issues of slavery, assimiatarguments about the formulation of
black families as either matriarchal or matri-foehe influence of religion and spirituality,
the diasporas of black peoples, the cultural amthbwalues of black children as distinct
from attitudes towards children in white familiéise rejection of adoption and the alleged
hostility to abortion (although it might be morepagite to say the denial of abortion to black

women), the complex relationship with contracept@gain, a revision of this might say a

124 Kimberly Springer. Pg 249
125 | pid
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denial of contraception unless state enforcedligi@ion), and the history of black women’s

reproductive history must be taken into account.

One should also bear in mind the oftentimes tralibled fragmented relationship
between second wave feminism and black women wineedrthat feminism was ignoring,
and sometimes reinforcing the double disenfranomese of black women within
essentialized notions of what constitutes a shexgeérience of ‘woman’ and highly specific
(by that | mean white middle-class) ideas of whamen'’s liberation and female
enfranchisement meant for women. Given the scbfeeachapter and the complexities of
the subject | cannot offer an extensive analysalldhe salient issues involved—indeed
analysis of the social representation of the blank mother is a subject worthy of a thesis
alone—nonetheless, the following section does affierief contextualization of the socially

constructed markers of black lone motherhood.

Mythologies of Black Matriarchy and Black Lone Motherhood: A Cultural and Historical

Overview.

American Right Wing social and political commentatuthor and syndicated
columnist Anne Coulter recently caused a furoremstge claimed that lone mothers were
the cause of every social problem in the U.Ss #dmewhat paradoxical that her outburst on
ABC'’s The Viewshould have enraged so many viewers given thairdgiominant cultural,
social and political message about lone motherlimesactly the same as Coultet’s.

Nonetheless her comments voiced in the publicitgrinew for her new bootsuilty Liberal

126 The View ABC Network. 12/01/09
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Victims and Their Assault on Americawhich she argues (as she has many times before)
that the impact of liberalism has had a devastagffert on the social mores of western
society, caused controversy for the show’s hostissanwvell as amongst members of the
general publi¢?’ In Coulter’s view, the narrative of victimhood ivh she argues is utilized
by liberals who advocate on behalf of the diserdhnased members of society is highly
indicative of a culture which encourages a moralide. Her emphasis on the immorality of
the lone mother as the prime example for her #@mrdl argument (women who she
described as the “farm team for future criminald antcasts”) is not a new debate, but what
was fascinating about the discussion that ensusdchawa quickly it turned into a dispute
about race. That Whoopi Goldberg, a presenteth®dprogramme, a single mothered
daughter and a single mother to a daughter hersa#f outraged by Coulter’'s remarks might
be one explanation for the emphasis on race, butrentators and respondents to the many
forum debates (Google shows 1,330,000 websitesatdf writing) also correlated Coulter’s

remarks about all lone mothers as specifically abtack lone mothers.

That it was Coulter making these comments woultigges explain the cognitive link
of race with the identity of lone mother given lo&n often times racist politics. However |
suggest that the conflation of lone motherhoodrard in this instance is not wholly
coincidental precisely because the conflation afaalecay, failed maternalism and black
lone motherhood has become such an establisheatigarwithin the U.S. The black lone
mother has been targeted for blame (and contirukes blamed), for the alleged devaluation
of black fatherhood and the emasculation of blaekculinity. Her ‘over-nurturing’ nature is
regulated and scrutinized just as rigorously arsdesgyatically as her alleged inadequate

maternalism. The black lone mother is held to antéor the loss of black men to drugs,

127 Anne CoulterGuilty Liberal Victims and Their Assault on Ameti¢dew York: Crown Forum, 2009).
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crime, and gun violence, as well as the exponemttaéase in early unwed pregnancies for
their fatherless daughters. Despite evidencedisakls the stereotype of black lone
mothered sons as drug addled, gun-totting juveldlanquents, responsesYouTubevideos
deriding the black lone mother maintain that blexie mothered children are nothing more
than a liability*?® And, as if that is not enough, the black lonelrohas also been
foregrounded as a significant figure in discoursesacial suicide—held up as the repugnant

female body that has forced (and justified) blagarto turn to white women for sexual and

romantic satisfaction.

Whilst discourses of aberrant black lone motherhuek played a significant role in
reassuring white America of its moral superiorthg black lone mother has also become a
central figure in differentiating and determiningr@ferred performance of black
masculinity. Rhetoric surrounding the figure of tilack lone mothered son—often referred
to as ‘nigga’, a highly pejorative term which, asNace asserts is used to imply “abject
otherness”—illustrates the ways in which the blexie mother has been appropriated as a
highly divisive figure within the black populatidf’ Thus the lone mother status of black
women who raise children in fatherless homes ctedas Hancock argues, all the
stereotypic “pre-existing beliefs about women wRkisieat the intersection of marginalized

race and gender identitie§™

1281n 1995, Marc Zimmerman, an Associate ProfesstiénSchool of Public Health at the University of
Michigan published research findings that demotetrd'contrary to stereotypes, adolescent blaclsbiwing
with single mothers were no more likely to use htwlpdrugs, engage in delinquency or drop out bbstthan
those in other household constellations”. M.B.lbevi‘Today’s Black Single Mothers; Successful Exbapf
Single Parenting'www.associatedpress.col.01.2008. Also see Douglas and Michaels, H&irgux’s
and Susan Fauldi’'s work for evidence of similarnangnts.

129 Michelle Wallace. ‘Modernism, Postmodernism ana Frioblems of Visual Culture’ i®ut There:
Marginalization and Contemporary Culture®g 40

130 Hancock. Pg3
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The historical, social and politically constructdtaracteristics of the African
American lone mother serve similar discursive fiorg as that of the white working class
lone mother. Functioning as a vessel for disturlgingsogynist attitudes to women in
general, and raced based prejudices in partidiar have been heightened in this
increasingly white, middle-class political, cultlgad social milieu, the black lone mother
has come to signify all that has gone awry witlcklemale liberation and civil rightd.
have argued that the lone mother figure has corsgrdolize the failings of feminism; a
feminism that encouraged women to be independehtegeact fatherhood as irrelevant. This
argument is established in much postfeminist waidk laas filtered into the rhetoric of
Father’s Right's groups and anti-feminist lobbyisksowever it is really important to note
that feminism is seldom invoked with such persistewhen the causes of black lone
motherhood are being debated. When feminism etdalcas the primary site of tension it is
often only implied in discourse which is more camesl with the ‘problem’ of black women
copying lifestyle choices of white women. Blackdéomotherhood is therefore spoken in the
lexicon of race betrayal— and spoken in the maiblagk men. The scope of this chapter is
too limited to explore this point in detail budibes require further attention as it raises issues
about black women'’s identification with feminisnr (@ore specifically that their agency in
choosing their own personal politics are being raeedi through a highly problematic

discourse of racial suicide).

While there are distinct similarities in the wayttbdemographics of women have
been pilloried within politics and the pages of gopular press, the black lone mother has
come to represent something more. Not only istlsbesymbolic ‘other’, an example of
counter-hegemonic female citizenship which funditmshore up the ideological requisites

of white femininity, she also symbolically servessaa discursive tool used to distance black
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men from black women in ways which reassert théusianary hegemony of white
patriarchy. Indeed as Audre Lord notes “It's efmsyblack women to be used by the white
power structure against black men, not becauseatesgnen but because they are bldék”.

In framing black women and more precisely, blaaglelmothers as the key holders of power
in discursive practices denigrating the hegemongyatk masculinity, white patriarchy
ensures, as Lord argues, that opposition towastkm/omen in general and black lone
mothers specifically, “is practiced not only by thkite racist society but implemented

within [our] black communities as welt*2

This is not to deny that there has been an exp@heise in the numbers of African
American children raised in lone mothered houseoidr to disavow statistics
demonstrating that absentee black fatherhood asiens issue for fatherless children and
husbandless mothers. Rather that the continuezhrsdl of these discourses serves a
particular political and social purpose which reittes and celebrates the primacy of white
masculinity. As such, images of, and discoursesiathe black lone mother have played and
continue to play a crucial role in sustaining aeithfiorcing the nation’s social and ideological

coherence.

This overview concentrates on post Second World $@aially and politically
constructed markers of black lone motherhood. Nmless it is important to note, as social
historian and sociologist Franklin does that disses about black lone motherhood as
symbolic of anti-assimilation ideology were beingaulated well before the beginning of the
twentieth century. In heEnsuring Inequality: The Structural TransformatiohThe African

American FamilyFranklin documents structural changes which hakentglace within the

131 Audre Lord ‘Age, Race, Class and Sex: Women RaitefiDifference’ in Out There: Marginalization in
Contemporary Culture<Chp 16. Pg 284
132 |bid
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African American family since slavery. But Framkhlso nicely demonstrates the
complexities involved in asserting a linear nawatf marital and familial transformations
precisely because work documenting such shifts bawerged from different forms of
historical scholarship (revisionist, traditionalgtd neo-revisionist). As a consequence of
these divergent forms of analyses, the culturatphical, political and social landscape in
which the actual black lone mother exists (and fuinich the symbolic black lone mother
figure has emerged) is highly complex and multeleg. Indeed, academic and polemical
debate which is specifically concerned with thentdeation of the black lone mother proves
to be just as complicated mainly because the subjdidack lone motherhood is perceived as
a relatively contemporary issue which has not takemconsideration what Franklin
describes as the, “Racial differences in marriagkfamily which have been 300 years in the

making” 13

In drawing attention to the difficulties of consitditing an accurate account of the
history of the African American family Franklin rémas us that concepts such as such as
“illegitimacy, infidelity and rape” are infinitelgomplex ideas when “applied to the sexual
conduct of former slaves and masters” and westkzasi of motherhood, marriage and
family.’** And, even when these issues are taken into ataonistorical or sociological
work little is said about the diverse African familformulations from which slaves were
taken. Indeed, Bette J. Dickerson argues thdatikeof coherent, solid accounting for
historical, cultural and social specificities arfthnges in African, and African American
family structures has lead to a direct misrepregent and homogenization of the black

family.* Failing to recognise that these narratives haeahuniform effect on the

133 Franklin. Pg xxii.

13 |bid

135 Bette J. DickersonAfrican American Single Mothers: Understanding Ftéves and Families(London:
Sage, 1995). Franklin makes a similar point arguirat ‘polemical differences’ in the subject ohti lone
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presentation of the African American family (andmnspecifically on black lone mothers)
results in what Cornel West describes as an ‘ing st imagines all black people and their
experiences to be alike; a process which servesae or eliminate cultural difference
between black people and between black and whiple£® These divergent discourses
illustrate the inherent problems of attemptingaostruct a chronological and concise

account of black lone motherhood.

“Black Betty Had A Baby”137

Since eighteenth century white colonial explore et eyes on the black female
body it has been imagined as a highly eroticizetifatishized figure. Discourse about black
women’s ‘primitive’ sexual anatomy and sexual afipehcreased the degree, writes Ann
duCille “to which the black female functioned aseaatic icon in the racial and sexual
ideology of western civilization®*® From these discursive practices emerged a set of
ideologies wherein “racial and gender alterity lmea hot commodity that has claimed
black woman as its principal signifiet®® While the discourse of the ‘primitive’ black
woman became the subject of white men’s secretrfahdo secret) exotic lust and desire,
sociologists and historians began to focus on dleeakorganization of the African family.
This research was being framed in the languageatfiamchy and polyandry, and served to

foreground the difference between the gender paggndles and social organization of

motherhood are confusing because they don't takeaiccount the historical, cultural and social etioh of
the African American family. See also Michael GamdEd]. Persistent Myths About the African American
Family: The American Family in Social-Historical Bpective (New York: St Martin’s Press, 1983)

136 \West in Out There: Marginalization and Contemporary Cultsireg 27

137 Black American blues singer, LeadbellyBlack Bety’ song declares that the wickedness of men is the
result of women and their illegitimate children.

138 Ann duCille.The Coupling Convention: Sex, Text and TraditioBlack Women’s Writing(New York:
Oxford University Press, 1993). Pg 73. See Higoma Manatu’s brilliant account of the eroticipatiof black
femininity in African American Women and Sexuality in the CingideC, London: McFarland, 2003).

139 ducille Pg 73
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family life of black and white families. Within éise discursive practices, black matriarchy
emerged as a key site of difference and was eskaalias such in Melville J. Herskovitz’
bookThe Myth of the Negro Pagt941) wherein he documented that black mothers we
“responsible for the upbringing, discipline and exypsion of the children much more than

the father™*°

Much of the ontological work emerging in the earigeteenth century fell into two
categories, those who as Franklin notes were “oggptis the idea of matriarchy” and those
who “blamed slavery for disrupting black familydif'** Central figures in these debates
such as E. Franklin Frazier, W.E.B DuBois, Herl&autman, William J. Wilson Robert Fogel
deliberated the social affects that the “unity éfidan culture.... had influenced the family
systems of black Americas*? While historians such as Gutntahand Wilson argued that
the black family was problematically and inheremtly-organized, “neither slavery nor
economic deprivation, nor migration to urban ardesl a deleterious effect on the African
American family, DuBois and Frazier were quick taenthat slavery had impacted on the
possibility for the black population to construen“unbroken history from Africa**
DuBois’s objective was to demonstrate that slaveag the cause of the disorganization of
the black family unit. His book,he Negro American Famifpcused on issues of class and
poverty as factors in the disintegration of blaakily life with particular emphasis on the
effects of slavery on the slave father. Accordm@uBois, black slave fathers were denied
authority to govern and protect their families frtme machinations of the white slave

masters who made black wives the “master’s coneylhiis daughter could be outraged, his

140 Herskovitz cited in Franklin Pg xiii
141 1bid. Pg xxiii
142 |bid. Pg 6
143 Herbert Gutman’s 1925 report on the black famdpduded that the matriarchal family was poor
mmpensation for the normative patriarchal fanfisanklin. Pg 6
Ibid
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son whipped, or he himself sold away without beabte to protest or lift a preventing

finger".}*°

While DuBois asserted that the role of the wife amather was undermined by her
servitude, often forced to neglect her responsgytds mother to her children, he also asserted
that a “weakened black family emerged from slaweith a dual set of sexual more¥® In
employing this approach DuBois immediately coresademale immorality with social
status; it was the female slaves and their childfield hands who were often the victims of
rape and enforced childbearing) positioned at titeom of the slave hierarchy who were
being “described as single parents and children tmunwed mothers*’. DuBois’ ‘dual
sexual mores’ theory was not intended as a critafu#ack motherhood and more especially
black lone motherhood, but his work formed the loack for E. Franklin Frazier to posit a
more critical analysis of black lone motherhoodazter’'s work focused on the high rates of
illegitimate births to black women, “replacing DuB's concept of the monogamic family
and ‘dual sex mores’ theory” with a model whichasifred the black family as either a two-
parent family (artisans and family servants) ordmgle parented families (field handsj.

In so doing Frazier constructed a family hieraralnych was fundamentally based on a social
‘class’ system (although it has to be recognisatl $bich a ‘class’ system was enforced by
slave masters who choose particular roles for shaviglore importantly, Frazier's work also
introduced the idea that the black lone mother avdseply subversive figure lacking a “spirit
of subordination to masculine authorit{/®. Frazier's historical rhetoric became the very

same rhetoric that future historians and politisimould rely on in work about the problem

145W.E.B DuBois.The Negro American Famil{t909 (Reprint, Chicago, ll; University of ChicaBoess, 1978)
Cited in Franklin. Pg 6

148 |bid. Pg 6

147 bid.

148 bid. Pg 8

149 |pid.
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of the black lone mother and her role in the “atdtaf poverty"**® And as Hancock writes,
this “transition from academic to political discearoccurred through the now-well-known
efforts of the late Senator Daniel Patrick Moynilais 1956 bookThe Negro Family: The

Case for National Actidin 1°?

Moynihan, who was serving as a member of the Jwhns
administration was concerned with finding an exptaom for the enduring poverty
experienced by the African American populationaming from Frazier’'s work, Moynihan
observed that one of the central contributing fiectd African American poverty was the
matriarchal nature of the African American familyloynihan posited the argument that the
black matriarch wielded some inexorable power withie domestic sphere which “prevented
black fathers from assuming their rightful positemheads of the househdff'drew

attention to the numbers of unmarried women raifatigerless children, linking the high

visibility of this distinctly different family formation to the exponential rise in juvenile

delinquency among black adolescents.

Although Moynihan was attempting to address theiméne effects of slavery on the
black family, he did much to characterize the bltakily as degenerate, problematically
matriarchal, as producing too many children, emlasiog black men and as wholly
responsible for a culture of poverty. Already bfthed discourses about black female
morality, sexuality and promiscuity formed an idmptal framework for the social
identification of black lone maternalism and becaasHancock points out the “guiding
assumption underlying subsequent social scienearels’>>® Moynihan'’s report received
the approval of the Johnson administration but ales praised by civil rights leaders such as

Martin Luther King. That the report was receivaddurably by King and his fellow activists

%0 Hancock. Pg 57
151 | bid
152 Daniel MoynihanThe Negro Family: The Case For National Actid865 cited in Hancock . Pg 58
153 |
Ibid
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should not come as a surpriSéMoynihan’s report served black masculinity wel; b
prioritizing matriarchy and lone motherhood as peaiatic and destructive to the black
family and to black masculinity, civil rights leagdecould position themselves as victims of
overly independent black women and as in agreemigmtiwhite patriarchy. Levelling blame
at independent black woman, whether lone or mamethers diverted attention away from
the social and political consequences of the udadioin of black families and the enduring
lack of employment for black men specifically. ThMoynihan saw the black matriarch as
the holder of such power disavows the legacy oteylpatriarchal, oppressive practices

which had systematically disenfranchised black worewell as black men.

The mythologization of the black mother as heathefhousehold has obvious
consequences. Propagating these myths resuligrotass of ‘othering’ the black familial
formation as distinctly different from white fangl and suggests that black families are
required to re-educate themselves in order to ffitth national consensus that sees the
family as patriarchal. More insidiously the rhetasf the black lone matriarch as a
powerfully threatening, inept, abject and unfemgnmoman has been appropriated and
incorporated into contemporaneous discourses didack lone mothers who, whether

wittingly or not, serve as head of their household.

Academic interest in the black lone mother andstih@al formation of the black
family began to be rigorously incorporated intoiabservices policies and health care
practices of the 1930-1940s so that by the 1950sea Solinger unwed pregnancy became
racialized. Prior to the Second World War, the edwlack lone mother turned to her

community to help with raising of her illegitimattild, indeed as Solinger points out “the

% pell hooks and other feminist scholars have higtiéd the deeply patriarchal and often times highly
misogynist attitudes of the civil rights movemeritigh explicitly excluded women from this politicghhere
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experience of the single pregnant black mothermeashe concern of white policy makers,
tax payers or social serviceS® Paradoxically, the high rates of unwed pregnanairong
black females only proved what sociologists, ambtogists and historians had previously
argued about black female sexuality which had Ipmesitioned as an inherently natural and
typical behaviour of a more primitive group of pésp Black lone motherhood as a
normative mode of reproduction of less civilizedple became known as the ‘biological
determinist debate’; a set of discourses whichrfgeli argues was highly problematic since
“by its nature [it] superseded and cancelled oeathistorical and social context of black
childbearing” which meant it “did not have to squé#ne white master’s response to female
fertility”. 1*° As a result, the problems faced by black womerevirmmed as wholly

determined by biology and as always “beyond remetfy”

By the 1940s societal attitudes towards the oneereg black lone mother began to
shift when, after the proliferation of numbers afned white lone mothers had caught the
attention of statutory and voluntary agencies ginernment drafted new policies which
gave financial aid to unmarried mothers, enablilaghlone mothers to be potential
recipients of public money. That public money washg provided to black lone mothers
who were still positioned as lazy and biologicalBtermined to produce hordes of
illegitimate children garnered deep resentment tds;aand resistance against tax supported
welfare aid. Sollinger writes that politiciansrnaall parties drew upon, and conflated

discourses of biological determinism and the ‘a@tof poverty’ theory in ways that

>Rickie SolingerWake Up Little Susie: Single Pregnancy and RacerBdtoe V. WadélLondon: Routledge,
1992). Pg 17
%% |bid. Pg 44
57 |bid. Pg 18
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constructed the “black unwed mother as a key synmbible middle decades of endemic

black pathology”, using her body as “a target ia $ervice of racial controf®®

While the 1950-1960s civil rights movement challethgnuch of the rhetoric of
biological determinism, the body of the black lanether remained a focus of institutional
interference, whether academic (social scienceaitiqular) or governmental. Sollinger
argues that such intervention into discoursesabgical determinism created the possibility
for the black population to take back some corax@r the treatment of black lone
motherhood. As a consequence, black lone mothdrhecame one of the issues that
defined the civil rights movement's “larger ageridiaself-determination®>® While the civil
rights movement introduced new illegitimacy prevemiplans and invested money into
maternity homes specifically meeting the needdatkbmothers, it is significant that lone
motherhood once again became one of the centrahmigg features around which political
discourse was being framed. Despite some smh g attitude towards the black lone
mother the legacy of discourses about the unfemjnnmdependent, fecund and overtly
promiscuous black lone mother as the root caupewdrty for African American families

would take centre stage in the public identityre Welfare Queen in the late 1970s.

Enduring beliefs about black lone mothers as “l&mapy-making system abusers in
violation of the country’s most cherished politizalues” enabled Ronald Reagan to
introduce punitive measures which saw financialtaitbne mothers cut under new political
and economic initiatives to reduce government sipgrid® Just as with the case of the
British white welfare lone mother whose public ireagf welfare dependency and fraud

replaced the ‘benefit scrounger’, in the US thdaegment of faceless fraud stories to stories

158 pid.
19 pbid. Pg 75
%0 Hancock. Pg 60
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about lone mothers directed discourses of excesgdlfare payment and fraud onto the
bodies of poorer women raising children alone. BuReagan it was the black lone mother
with her historical narrative of fecundity who wiheg real drain on the nation’s economy.
Coining the phrase ‘Welfare Queen’, Reagan’s 19é8igdential campaign trail foregrounded
the example of a black lone mother, Bertha Bridgéthough named by Reagan it was never
substantiated that she ever really existed) thrabgtoric which served to establish the
image of welfare fraud as a black, unwed mothercastl poverty as specifically female.
And, as Douglas and Michaels argue, the populaiartedk centre stage in the proliferation
of these discourses. Paying particular attentbahe Bill Moyers 1980s documentaifjhe
Vanishing Family: Crisis in Black Americ®ouglas and Michaels note that this was the
moment in which the cultural, social and politicahgining of the black lone mother, and
more specifically the black teenage lone motheamébits visual, discursive and symbolic
birth. Twenty years on similar discourses are b#ihg rehearsed within the popular press, in
stories which highlight the cycle of poverty anduaal pregnancy for daughters of black lone
mothers, and a life of crime and violence for yoblagk fatherless boys. Black lone
motherhood has been constructed to serve as agaapthey are the women upon whom
“white culture projects its own fears about mothseglecting their children, losing their
‘maternal instinct’ and neglecting their kid$% Just as the white, working-class lone
mothered son is cast as the central figure of @lland political tension in Britain, the black
lone mothered son has become the symbol of soeiethpolitical anxieties which are

predicated on myths about uncivilized black masiyli*®*

81 Douglas and Michaels. Pg 174
%2 |bid. Pg 175
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Black Testimony and Testosterone.

“I have a testimony about a father not being inhbase. It's hard when your dad is not theres It’
hard when you grow up as a young African Americatenand you don’t have a role model and
there’s no one there to say respect women anditiiahce isn't the answer. When there is not a man
in the house to say there is nothing unmanly abeintg kind, generous and working hard, and being

disciplined and reading®?

Barack Obama’s speech, given on the campaignnrdd07 at Avalon Park’s Vernon
Park Church of God, quoted above was notetléy York Timepurnalist Mary Mitchell as
a moment wherein Obama spoke directly from thetheditchell foregrounds this moment
as significant not only because of Obama’s notatdéory prowess but also because he was
speaking in the main to black women. As Mitchelles, most male members of the
congregation were conspicuously absent from thatéV& Testifying in his speech that his
personal experience of fatherlessness left himigck moral core, Obama negated the
influence and agency of his black lone mother wdised her son so successfully that he
became the most powerful man in the world. Obamederence to the difficulties faced by
young African American men also positioned the ljpeon of fatherlessness’ as specifically
and inherently more significant for African Amencemales. In so doing Obama not only
disavowed the value of his lone mother but he gegtes misconceptions about black

masculinity as always in need of control and comtesnt.

Historically constructed misconceptions about tireelmother and her child/ren are

more pernicious and disingenuous when preconceptibout race are added to the vitriol

163 president Barack Obama. Avalon Park’s Vernon Rémkrch of God. July 2007
184 Margaret Mitchell. ‘Obama’s Call for End to Violem Lacks AudienceNew York TimesL6" July 2007
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consistently meted out against women who paremealoKay S. Hymovitz and Ivan R. Dee
reinforce this point observing that while the p@vuhedia pontificate about the exponential
growth of black fatherless families, statisticstd@te relevance to the ‘evidence’ which is
foreground in media-led panics about black moralityl citizenship. They write that while
“close to 70% of black children born to lone motherday—(including educated black
mothers), compared with 25% of non-black kids; blkids make up 12 % of the country’s
population, and black children account for only @f3he nation’s out-of-wedlock kids®>
Similarly accepted political, social and culturasdoms propagated about the British black
lone mother and her family bear little relevancéh® realities of the lives of British black

lone mothered children.

Such false impressions are well illustrated indbetinual analysis of the behaviour
of British black teenagers and the annual panicatheir educational achievements which
would have us believe that black lone motheredlodil (and especially boys) are badly
disciplined and have no investment in educationd et statistics from the British
campaign group Smart Justice show that while “AZlaribbean pupils from single mothered
households are 4-6 times more likely to be exclddad school, yet they are no more likely
to truant than any other pupil¥® Furthermore, since 2002 36% of black pupils actes
GCSE grades A-C in Britain and the figure is insieg year on year’’ Indeed a report by
the BBC News in 2004 claimed that the ethnic breakdof educational achievement
demonstrated that British Black girls were doingHatter at school than white bayf. Of

course the argument that all boys are underaclgasidrawn upon every summer in Britain

185 Hymovitz and Dee. Pg 21.

186 :Smart Justice for Young People; Race, Crime anel Justice Systemuww.smartjustice.co.ukun-authored
piece). Sourced BNovember, 2008.

187 |bid.

168 BJack girls overtake white boys’ (un-authored @@$. BBC News. 24.02.04
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/feducation/3517171.stm
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after the release of GCSE exam grades and utibgdose concerned with the effects of a
more feminized education service. Nonethelessdhge report also indicated that
educational achievements within school’s black pajmns are not as widely divergent as
they appear on first readings. Criminologist Psste Marian Fitzgerald argues that new
policies for data collection and data disseminatistigated by the Blair government reflect
the “long standing and highly polarized debatesualbdme and race in Britain” through
policies which are increasingly difficult to integt and “particularly threatening to the

interests of minority groups®’

While | have focused on the misrepresentation eftlack population in education in
Britain, traditionally research has focused onreeesons for the incarceration of so many
black men in the American prison system (in 1998res showed that one black man is in
prison for every eleven black men in the workford8) This figure is somewhat
disingenuous because comparisons are only being betdeen black men in prison and in
employment and we know that the figures for unermyplent among the black population are
very high. Regardless of the incongruity of thiggeres, and despite the many socio-
political and cultural reasons why black boys uragrieve and why so many more black
men are accused of committing crimes than white, tese figures continue to be paraded
as indicative of the failure of black peoples armarenspecifically the failures of black lone

mothers who are consistently accused of raisingkil@ale uneducated juvenile delinquents.

The continued focus of attention on the stereotybeise black lone mother as
psychically and physically threatening, and hetdtbnh as damaged and damaging not only

serves to conceal the unspeakable, that is the ensnatb white middle class women choosing

189 professor Marion Fitzgerald. ‘Lies, Damned Lied &thnic Statistics’ 200&ttp://www.kent.ac.uk
10 Richard B. Freeman. ‘Why Do So Many Young Ameriéaen Commit Crime and What Might We Do
About It'. The Journal of Economic Perspectivie®l.10, No.1 (Winter, 1996). Pp 25-42
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to raise their children in father-absent homeaslsib makes invisible the higher percentage of
white lone mothers receiving welfare aid whichDemiglas and Michaels argue are
illustrated in the statistics collected since 1884wing that more white women are
collecting welfare aid than black women (37% blazi89% white). Quoting these statistics
as illustrative of persistent misrepresentatioblatk lone motherhood when the numbers
involved are so close may seem like a mute poihten one also takes into account the
numbers of black lone mothers who have left welfgitbin a year—75% to 62% white lone
mothers it is hard to fail to recognise the curgeotDouglas and Michaels’ argument about

the media’s persistent racialized agenda setfihg.

The determined rehearsal of these racialized megqaiions and misrepresentations
of black lone motherhood functions to maintain legemony of black fatherhood which, as
Charles J. Heglar, notes was established sincerslag the signifier of successful
assimilation and citizenship by enslaved black maiters’? By drawing attention to the
inadequacies of black lone mothers and callingHerreturn of the father to take his
‘rightful’ place at the head of the family, the bkaman is encouraged to demonstrate his
“dominance and a form of self assertion and aggresbat is demanded by the idealized
image of black masculinity*”® Such rhetoric is propagated in the popular mbygimen like
SgtWilliePete, PresidentoftheBlack (viaYouTube}padill Cosby whose infamous ‘Pound
Cake’ speech to the NAACP on thé'5@nniversary of Brown vs. Board of Education

Celebration inspired his bodtatherhood in the films of John Singleton and Spike Lee, the

" pouglas and Michaels. Pg 175

172 Charles J, HelgaRethinking the Slave Narrative: Slave marriage #relnarratives of Henry Bibb and
William and Ellen Craft(Westport Conn, London: Greenwood Press, 2001).

13 Douglas and Michaels. Pg 175
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politics of black nationalists like Louis Farrakhand in the songs of Ice Cube and Snoop

Dog 174

That black spokesmen are calling for a more agye$srm of domination over
women and more specifically black lone mothershgaly disturbing discourse but it is one
that acquiesces with the requisites of postfemmessculinity which is in turn concerned
with the re-enactment of a more macho form of mlasityias a response to feminism’s
supposed feminization of all men. This determinextion of black absentee fatherhood
discourse within American and British popular mefdiactions to conceal the approval and
encouragement of a much more troubling form of mlasity. Indeed my argument that
black father hunger rhetoric functions to conceedlfto return to a more dominant form of
masculinity is illustrated in statistical eviderm®ffered by British journalists Patrick
Wintour, Nicholas Watt and Alexandra Topping initteticle for British newspapérhe
Guardianwherein they write that while the popular medid &eads of state pontificate
about the monolithic problem of black absenteeddtbod as the reason for an escalation of
violence within the country’s black population,tscs show that “86% of lone parents are
white, and poor black fathers are less likely t@bsent than white poor fathers®. If as
Wintour, Watt and Topping argue, media and politatgention that has focused on absentee
black fatherhood (and by extension, black lone mdthod) in Britain is incompatible with

actual figures of black absentee fathers, themligeourse is surely serving another purpose.

4 ouis Farrakhan’s polemic on black masculinity daitherhood are shared by the new right wing Clarist
movement whose ideological schema is predicateti@task of redefining and shoring up the requssite
masculinity of which fatherhood functions as thetiss which holds most currency.

175 patrick Wintour, Nicholas Watt and Alexandra Tappi‘Cameron: Absent Black Fathers Must Meet
Responsibilities’. 16.07.08http://guardian.co.uk/politics/2008/jul/16/davidoamn.conservatives
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Not only is it clearly racialized rhetoric, it imiplying that black men should be aggressively

proactive in gaining control of their families—arim), extension, of their woméenh®

The alleged crisis in black masculinity relies owaking the figure of the black lone
mother as the cause of the fissures between blaokew and black men, and between black
and white men. Indeed much of the literature peeduabout black masculinity foregrounds
the black lone mother as the principal site ofisfi§€ The correlation of black lone
motherhood with the disintegration of African Aneam masculinity is succinctly
demonstrated in bell hook’s documentation of aarinew she led with African American
rap artist, film and television actor and produlcer Cube. When discussing Ice Cube’s
thoughts on the role of black women within the gém American population hooks asks
whether black men like black women. In his respdis Cube reflects on the effects of
consumerism and black women’s investment in aasth&rkers of white femininity as

justification for black men’s discontent addingttbtack men’s anger has more to do with

176 Although | explore this argument further in théidwing sections of this chapter, films such asgBton’s
Baby Boy(2001) explicitly foreground a narrative in whiahroubled black man finds his authority as father
and husband when he expresses a more aggressiveffonasculinity. It is interesting to note toatfin
Knocked Up Seth Rogan’s character is given the ‘all clegrthe sister- in law when he performs a more
dominant form of masculinity. Also, recent artElgppearing in thllew York Timeand journal
PsychologyTodageiterate the idea that men need to be more itraauf ‘their’ women. Indeed, Professor of
psychology, Marta Meana is quoted as saying thamevoenjoy a more aggressive form of dominance.
Apologizing for her anti-feminist stance, Meanatesi“Women want to be thrown up against the walhat
Do Women Want.www.nyt.comJan 22, 2009. Mark Sichel. ‘Why Women Want The&rMo be Caveman’.
Ps_)/chology Todaywww.psychologytoday.cordune ¥ 2009.

1 See Daniel White 11.God Has Smiled On Me: A Tribute to a black fathbowtayed at home and a tribute
to all black fathers who stayNew York: Torch Legacy Publications, 2009), &an€. DobsoriThe New
Strong-Willed Child (lllinois: Tyndale Publishing House, 2007), R.Btown, Step Up To The Plate Dad
(London: Winepress Publishing, 2005). Stephen §aand David Thoma#Vild Things: The Art of Nurturing
Boys (lllinois: Tyndale House, 2009), Brian Pruifthe Power of Dad: The Influence of Today’s Fatlzerd
The Destiny of Their ChildrenFlprida: Xulon Press, 2007), April SilvdBecoming Dad: Black Men and The
Journey to Fatherhoo(llinois: Agate Publishers, 2006). See alsoww.Fathers.comwww.DearPapa.org
www.Fatherville.comwww.fatherhoodinsititute.orgvww.BlackFathersHallofFame.cgm

www.AfricanFathers.orgwww.fathermag.comwww. SuccessfullyRaisingYoungBlackMen.com
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those “black women who have 2 or 3 kids and then do’'t want to get with her and the

cycle just continues and continug&®.

Implicit in Ice Cubes’ response is an immediata@ation of the disenfranchisement
of black masculinity with the figure of the ovepyomiscuous black lone mother. Ice Cube’s
sentiments, whether consciously or not, repriseatemMoynihan’s earlier reference to black
lone motherhood as the central factor in the datigm and emasculization of black
masculinity. But they also draw from a more corptenaneous trend of locating black lone
motherhood as the pathologizing element of blackawiénity found in the discursive
practices of Million Man Organizer and guru Louarfakhan (himself the son of a lone
mother), and as discussed above Barack Obama é&steoson of a lone mother has drawn
from his ‘difficult’ background for his own politad gain) or Shawn Bailey, black British
conservative counsellor and self-proclaimed spokesior London’s black population and
founder of the ‘Boy to Man’ foundation (the sonaofone mother), and reflect the oftentimes
veiled sentiments of ex-British prime-minister Jdlair, and the not so subtle invocations
of David Cameron and Labour’s Justice minister Jsic&w. Similar rhetoric is to be found
in videos posted on YouTube from men like Colon@@ta, PresidentoftheBlack, and more
recently inThe Re-Education of The Femalkihe best-selling book from African American

author Dante Moor&’® (See Fig. 8)

8 hell hooks Outlaw Culture: Resisting Representatioffdew York and London: Routledge, 1994). Pg 131.
it is worth noting again that hooks’ does not tiée opportunity to challenge Ice Cube’s rhetoriereas she
has noted how undervalued black lone mothers are.
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BANTE MOORE

Fig. 8: Dante tells women how to behave.

According to Moore (son of a lone mother) the ‘aaswo the ‘problem’ of the
cultural, political and social obsolescence of blaasculinity is for black women to “submit
to the authority of God and maf® Long gone, so it would seem are challenges to the
historical and contemporary issues of unemploymaéfetting black men, or the systemic
racism, poverty and poor housing as inimical toghecess of black masculinity. In this
post-civil rights era it is black women’s independe, or more poignantly, black lone
mothers’ independence from men (and God), whi@miployed as the discursive tool
through which issues of black masculinity are attited. Indeed Helen Wilkinson, author
of an essay exploring the ramifications of Farrakb&eologies for women writes, “No
longer is one emancipation—that of race—automayidiaked to that of one gender. The
crisis besetting America’s black community is aisrin black masculinity*®* This crisis

has seen its visual and narrative birth in the vadr&frican-American film makers John

180 pante MooreThe Re-Education of the Fema{dlew York: Strebor Books, 2008). Pg 4. Moorsodhas a
website www.thereeducation.condedicated to the re-education of black womenexmdesses his views in his
radio show on ‘Maximum Reality Radio’—an internatlio servicewww.maximumreality.com

181 Helen Wilkinson. ‘What Are Women To Make of Farak?’ Opinion www.independent.co.uk20/10/95
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Singleton and Spike Lee whose oeuvre comes undeubric of new black cinema and
whose films see the “sons working overtime to set¢he place of the fathet®* The
following section explores the cultural presentatd black lone motherhood emerging from

films produced under this rubric.

Baby Boys and Bad Boys: Cinemas’ Black Lone Mother and Her Son 183

Obama’s earlier negotiation of the agency of hielmother through the rhetoric of
father hunger is mirrored with persistent consisyan films that prioritize the black lone
mother/son paradigm in male authored African-Anaaritilms emerging from Hollywood
from the late 1980s onwards. As | have alreadyetgthe lexicon of father hunger is a
highly utilized discourse in films which prioritizee white lone mother/son paradigm. In
Chapter Three | focus specifically on the prolifema of this narrative trope within recent
popular mainstream cinema texts arguing that tfiese are concerned to mediate any threat
to the male child’s sexual identity. The codificatiof these white fatherless boys (who are in
the main, much younger than the fatherless bogieina’s black lone mothers) as ‘Mama’s
Boys’ or ‘cinematic sissies’ reinforce ideologidmat heterosexuality within narratives

which mediate the agency of the lone mother withpernicious homophobic narrative.

The cultural presentation of the black lone motoad her post-pubescent male child
are employed to foreground distinctly differentatissive practices. Significantly the male

child is older than his white counterpart, andttiematic concern of proto-homosexuality as

182 illis. Pg 161

83| do not include an analysis of the black lone meodaughter dyad in this chapter because it xtmemely
rare visual and narrative pairing. This scopehef thapter does not allow me to specifically explihe
absence of the black lone mothered daughter bouldwsuggest that her visual absence mirrors the
marginalization of black girls from the politicah@ social sphere.
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featured in the white lone mother/son paradignoisspicuously absent from the narrative of

the fatherless black male. (See Fig. 9.1, 9.2 aBd 9

Fig. 9.1: Ricky,Bullet Boy 2004. Fig. 9.2: Dough Boy and T&nys ‘n’ the Hood1991.

Fig. 9.3: JodyBaby Boy 2001.

The absence of black gay characters within maiastreinema mirrors the taboo
nature of black homosexuality, unless of course iresented within the highly caricatured
and oftentimes ridiculed figure of the ‘snap queam archetype described on the internet
Gay and Black Glossary as “a young effeminate méle exaggerated effeminate traits
whose typical mannerism is to punctuate and acaemttommunication with finger

snaps™®* While the young white fatherless son and his lm¢her articulate concerns

184 ‘Snap Queen’. Gay and Black Glossdritp://www.mindprod.confsourced 05.07.09)

114



about the feminization of white masculinity, thadk post-pubescent fatherless male child
figure speaks to concerns about black male violedsesuch, the paradigm of the black lone
mother and her son embody racist discursive petihich are predicated on the historical
construction of black masculinity as bestial anthpkgical and on historically constructed
bodies of stories about black lone motherhood asllwmeffective in the containment of

their son’s proclivity towards violence.

Of course, much like Obama’s speech cited eadiagmatic narratives such as the
British Bullet Boy or Singleton’88aby Boydo not explicitly castigate black lone
motherhood. Indeed, it would be limiting to saytthiack lone mothers are always portrayed
in a negative light. Beverley (Claire Perkins) ibee mother oBullet Boyis coded as
utterly desperate to save her eldest son Rickyl@ysWalters) from the criminal path he is
set upon and to reduce the threat of delinquenclgdoteenage son Curtis (Luke Frazer). In
her quest to rescue Ricky from London’s gun andygasiture, and to prevent him from
returning to prison (our initial introduction todRy is as he leaves prison where he has been
detained after being found guilty for stabbing anm&everley turns to her extended family
and friends for support, helps Ricky to look forrwand takes a keen interest in his fffe.

But at the heart of this story is a black lone reotivho is coded as wholly inept. The film
accords her so little agency (or energy) that steéten seen as too exhausted to hold her
head upBullet Boycloses in a scenario where Beverley rejects limsekson so she might
concentrate on her younger male child, Curtis. hWéry little emotion Beverley says her
goodbyes and drives away from Ricky leaving hinfetad for himself. Given that Curtis has

already ‘accidentally’ shot his best friend (inses using bleached lighting effects to evoke

'8 That Claire is seen in the presence of friendsfamily is an unusual treatment of cinematic lone
motherhood which tends to be contained and isalatedoregrounding her extended familial suppatwork
director Saul Dibbs’ film recognizes what most @sh tends to ignore, that lone mothers seldone ithisir
children without an extended support network.
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an atmosphere of the Wild West; somewhat disavowiibyps’ claim that the film does not
glamorize gun crime) we are left with the sensé¢ hatis has the odds stacked against him.

(See Fig. 10)

Fig. 10: Luke and friend play gangst@&sllet Boy 2004

Bullet Boymight want us to feel that Beverley is ‘trying losst’, yet underlying this
narrative is a subtext which suggests that no mate much a black lone mother tries to
succeed, she must be resigned to the fact thdtputithe help of a man, she lacks the skills
to raise her fatherless male child successfullyllet Boysuccinctly articulates the views of
men like Tony Sewell, education consultant, colshfor theVoicenewspaper and listed as
one of the top 100 Blacks in Britain who, in his@e ‘Scandal of the Absent Fathers’ writes
that the prevalence of gun culture in London “isatter of un-channelled masculinit®
Bullet Boy also reflects the uncharacteristically politigaficorrect rhetoric of ex-British
Prime Minister Tony Blair who, commenting on thergase of gun crime in London stated
that the “problem is endemic to a black commurht creates ‘no rules, no paternal

discipline, no proper framework’ for its’ children®

18 Tony Sewell. ‘Scandal of the Absent Fathenshw.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-436527/Scandaletis
fathers.html16.02.07

187 BJair Blames Crime Wave on Black Culture’. (Unthared piece)www.newser.comi2.04.07. For similar
discourses about African American masculinity emérica Has Lost a Generation of Black Boys’ byllghi
Jacksonhttp://www.chattanoogan.conErik Eckholm’s ‘Plight Deepens for Black Menu8ies Warn. The
New York Times. 20.03.2006 as just two examplesmmgmmany.
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While Bullet Boyrepeats the social anxieties of politicians antlcal observers and
the thematic concerns of its Hollywood predeceBsniz ‘n’ the Hoodmaking an explicit
correlation between fatherlessness, black lone enbtod and failed and violent black
masculinity) Singleton’s last film in his South Gext LA trilogy Baby Boy(Poetic Justice
1993 followedBoyz ‘n’ the Hoodipromises a more measured presentation of thésfibtack
lone mothered family. Indeed Singleton is quotedagng that black lone mothers should
have a life independent of their role as mothertaat “family is not necessarily the
traditional nuclear family*®® However, even aBaby Boysees Singleton divert his critical
analysis away from black fathers and their erransgo focus more specifically on the
mother figure, the film is still described as arther exploration in the crisis of black
masculinity”!®® IndeedBaby Boyoffers yet another criticism of young black men by
focusing on black males who refuse to grow up, akoastively seek employment and who
father numbers of babies by different ‘babymamdsie film also offers a critique of a
society that positions black men in this situatmal is at pains to present a film solely from

an Afro-centric view point (no white characters appin the film).

Baby Boymakes clear its thematic concerns from the filmitset, where, in the
opening scenes, we see the fatherless adult blatk protagonist, Jody (Tyrese Gibson)
curled up in a foetal position inside a womb. (6&gll) The accompanying opening
narration quotes psychoanalytic theory correlativeginfantilization of African American
masculinity as a response to racism; “They call themen mama, their closest
acquaintances ‘boys’ and their neighbourhood, citilg” (we might add to this Jody’s
reference to his penis as ‘daddy’). Jody is a tywsomething young man living at home

with his lone mother Juanita (Adrienne Joi-Johnsdté does not have a job nor does he

188 |nterview with John Singleton. Samantha SpenGescia Magazine: The Urban Entertainment Magazine.
2007 http://cookindiva.com_film_illegaltender_jsingletbim (sourced 10.04.09)
18930hn Singleton: A Change of Gears’. Ryan GiblEs" June 2003vww.independent.co.uk
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shoulder any responsibility for the children he fabered with two ‘babymamas’. Jody’s
biggest fear in life is that he will have to ledvs mother's home. While Singleton
emphasizes the under-development of black mastuésia problem of the individual male,
that he opens his film with a scene from the womimediately locates the female body as a

site of tension.

Fig. 11: Jody assumes the foetal position

Notwithstanding the film’s immediate codificatioftbhe womb as the locale of crisis
for black masculinity, Singleton’s film attemptsreediate some of the criticism of black
lone motherhood he so explicitly foregrounde®oyz ‘n’ the Hood Juanita is portrayed as
a strong woman (as opposed to stereotype of thez lrighteous and angry black woman)
who endeavours to guide her son to take respoitgifait his children and encourages him to
look for work. She is presented as a loving mqtlepportive of her grandchildren, and of
their mothers too. In fact Singleton is clear tioccalate his concerns about women who have
been left holding the babies of men who have regktheir role and responsibility as father

and as husband®

19 Although it is worth noting that while Singletottempts to depict the lone mother in a more re$plect
manner than iBoyz'n'the Hod and accord the films’ lone mother with agendg ihotable that Singleton does
not include a narrative of a black lone mother whooses to be so. As women who have been abandbeed
lone mothers iBaby Boyremain in the role of victim and their lone motheod as a result of circumstance
rather than of free choice. | would tentativelggest that Singleton’s characterization of Pearightijust
qualify as more active but that she disappears fl@screen all together before the close of thedurely
renders her as a much more troublesome figurerttaco
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By transferring the blame squarely onto the mahtuglersBaby Boyrefuses to cast
the lone mother as solely to blame for the crisislack masculinity. The film’s
‘babymama’s’, Yvette (Tararji P. Henson) and Pedmamara LeSeon Bass) are committed
to their children; they work hard and want nothmgre than for Jody to take seriously his
role as their child’s father. Singleton unusualtga@rds the film’s lone mothers their own
desires, especially in the case of Yvette, is prieskas an active agent in her life and the life
of her child. More especiallfgaby Boycelebrates Juanita’'s beauty and sexuality in a way
which is respectful and somewhat liberating. Irjeeianita’s sexual relationship with her
new love interest is a celebration of sexual deassteveen two older black adults; a paradigm
rarely, if ever seen in mainstream cinema. Stogl@lso treats the lone mother/son
relationship with respect and tenderness partilyularthe closing scenes wherein Juanita and
Jody, who, having experienced fracture and diseamtetheir relationship come together in
an intimate moment of mutual love and respect—atiamscenario is seldom seen in films

which prioritize this dyad?* (See Fig. 12)

Fig. 12: Jody and Juanita sharing a moment of i@kation.

And yet, even as Singleton claims his desire te gine “mama a life”, he still

manages to code Juanita as inept and her decisikimgnas troubling, especially since

91 The closing scenes in films in which the lone neotind son play a part (whether black or whitel tien
focus on the image of a newly formed nuclear famllyJerry Maguirewe watch Jerry, Dorothy and Ray walk
through a park together; and when the child is @tbae in the case éfay ItForward, the film still ends on a
scene of the recently formed heterosexual coupte also the close About a Boy
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Jody’s fears about leaving home are realised bynin@ler of his eldest brother who left his
mother’s house after she began a relationship avithnsuitable man. Juanita’s choice of
men—an alcoholic, an abuser and a murderer—sugetye to code her as a problematic
figure who does not know what is best for herself more importantly for her adolescent
sons. Such codification reiterates the articuratbblame levelled at black woman for not
making good choices in their love life; for not hgiable to distinguish between a ‘nigga’ and
the omnipresent ‘good black men’. More specific#itle responsibility for her eldest son’s
death is put squarely on the shoulders of Juastiamade the wrong choice for which her
sons paid a high price. Moreover, even thouglséxaial relationship between Juanita and
Mel is interesting in not wholly fetishizing theadak female body, Singleton still incorporates
black female sexuality in ways which problematize tharacters and motives of these
women, framing black female sexuality as a higlygicant aspect in the representation of
black women and more especially in the casBalfy Boy as inherently significant in the

presentation of black lone motherhood.

My argument about the ‘distinct’ way in which blafgknale sexuality is performed as
a mediation of the agency of the film’s lone motisatlustrated in the scenario wherein Jody
physically assaults Yvette. After punching hetha face, Jody picks Yvette from the floor
and carries her to the bed. Yvette is in painstaded by Jody's violence but Singleton has
Jody carry out an act of cunnilingus on her in otdeappease her pain. At first the scene
works to demonstrate Jody'’s reliance on sex astofananipulation; indeed, at this point it
also functions to highlight his immaturity and ipappriateness especially since we have
witnessed Yvette saying no to his advances. Homdody's inappropriateness is very
quickly meditated by Yvette’'s response which hasdd from one of fear and pain to that of

pleasure. In so doingaby Boydisturbingly reiterates cultural messages about @omho
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say no to sex when they ‘really’ mean yes, bulsib dighlights cultural assumptions about
black lone mother’s proclivity for sex as well @nforcing anxieties about the bestial nature
of fatherless black men, who as Obama earlierdgtédeking a male role model do not learn
how to ‘respect’ women. While the film does noealy criticise the black lone mother, this
scenario implicates Juanita as responsible fosbe's violence towards other woman and

holds her to account for the attempted rape ofrearavoman.

Despite making clear his intentions to disavow sofie myths inherent in
narratives of black lone motherhood, Singletonis fis still concerned with the presence of
the father figure in re-educating the fatherlesstedbecome a ‘good black man’. Jody’s
inner emotional turmoil does not result from thensdtums given by his mother nor by the
mothers of his children but, and significantlysuirfaces with the arrival of his mothers’ new
boyfriend. In this film the father figure comesthe guise of Melvin (Ving Rhaimes), a
former ‘bad’ man whose incarceration in Fulsomegmifor murder has had a supposed
redemptive effect. Interestingly the initial indection of Melvin as the symbolic patriarch is
highly ambivalent. In fact, | suggest we are iadito read Mel’s presence as deeply
menacing; not least since he is a perpetrator wfedtic violence and has abandoned his own
children. In choosing Ving Rhaimes to play thisgoaal figure, Singleton utilizes Rhaime’s
body as a visual threat; his muscular hard-bodi@ehé always threatens violence and serves
as a visual warning to Jody not to challenge Malithority. (See Fig. 13) The animosity and
threat of violence between the two men complictitegresentation of this surrogate father
figure and Singleton seems at this point to bengrgaution in accepting discourses about the

primacy of fatherhood.
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Fig. 13: Mel and Jody: Note how the ‘father and’ ditirthe frame while the lone mother is relegatedthe background.

The film’s unease with Mel is especially pertinenain early scene in which he is
standing, completely naked in Juanita’s kitcherkaupeggs for breakfast; Jody is clearly
uncomfortable in Mel’s presence because his owrcutiagty is being called to account. (See
Fig. 14) As the two men make small talk, Cliff Razd’s 1980’s hit sonBaddy’s Home
plays in the background. The inclusion of thisgsoma scene which seems ill at ease about
Mel’s suitability as a good, paternal role modedras to function as an ironic response to
prevailing discourse about the importance of fatbed but as the film continues we

recognise that the only real subversion in thizieas that a man is cooking the breakfast.

Fig. 14: “Daddy’s home to stay”
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Mel functions as the mirror opposite to Jody whdskyed psychological and
emotional development has cast him as a pamperesponsible, promiscuous, boy-man.
Mel is the man that Singleton offers Jody as a tatago fashion himself from; a man who
has been redeemed by violence and re-habilitateditwye mother. Throughout the film
Jody has tried to reassure the audience and hithselhe will stay away from violence (or at
least gun crime since the film allows Jody to akidas ‘babymama’). However, after Yvette
is almost raped by Rodney (Snoop Dog), Jody humsdown and shoots him dead. In the
following scene we see Jody return to his teenagedom in his mother’s house. As he sits
on the floor, shocked by the events of the nighe| Bppears in the room, takes the gun out of
Jody’s hand, wipes off the fingerprints and holddyls hand in his own to help his ‘reborn’

son to erase evidence of the crime that he has @bedm(See Fig. 15)

Fig. 15: Jody and Mel bond.

Although the scene is without dialogue the messagkear that Mel has symbolically
assumed the role of father—and Jody has alloweddido so. What is troubling about this
scenario is that the men bond over an act of vegdgan act which is ineluctably tied to race
for which the film never holds Jody to account.islonly after shooting Rodney that Jody
recognises he must ‘grow up’ and become a fatheistohildren (albeit only one of his

children since Peanut and her daughter do notrieaiuhe film’s conclusion). Yet again,
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Yvette, the film’s lone mother provides the rehahiive space for the transformation of

troubled masculinity.

Integral to Singleton’s presentation of the blaathérless son is a narrative of ‘black
father as saviour’ which is played out to its falthe highly racialized narrative of gun
violence. Itis the overtly muscled body of thisregate father who is privileged to contain
the errant masculinity of this black lone mothesed. Indeed, the moment of bonding
between the two men can only take place at a disttom the lone mother (she is not
visible in this scene) because it is the share@msmpce of male violence which has become
the symbolic glue in sealing their relationshipeBwas Singleton has argued tBaby Boyis
about motherhood he has produced a film whichnsldmentally about fatherhood; a film
which maintains the pathologization of the blackdanother/son dyad through a highly

masculinist approach.

Often denied a back story and more often than eoted her own voice too, the black
lone mother figure iBullet Boy Boyz ‘n’ The HoodndBaby Boyis utilized as a peripheral
but vitally important symbolic figure of threat tioe efficiency of black masculinity. Reva
Devereaux, lone mother Bbyz ‘n’ the Hoodecognizes her inadequacy in raising her son
without a father, and seemingly interpolated bytespsychoanalysis, hands her teenage

male child to his estranged father to enable tlilel 6t become a ‘proper’ mai? Juanita is

192 This point reflects an issue raised by Sharon &¢ellabout the failure to take race into account in
psychoanalysis as well as a particular reluctarara black academics to draw from psychoanalyse adical
approach. Wallace notes that psychoanalysis slated to the black experience and exists onlyschalarly
practice for whiteness, a point reiterated uponexmhnded by Hortense J. Spiller in her essayTA# Things
You Could Be by Now If Sigmund Freud’s Wife Was Yddother: Psychoanalysis and Race’, where she
writes there has been “little or nothing in theeltgctual history of African American’s within tle®cial and
political content of the US that suggests the diffecess of a psychoanalytic discourse”. Howevelle3p
suggests that while psychoanalysis has not alwega belevant to black people-especially since idéas
interiority, self and desire centralized in psyamalgtic theory have been denied to the black pdjmrza
revised psychoanalytic framework which took intea@mt such denials would be beneficial not onlpas
‘healing’ process for blacks but as a way of legéting black interiority, notions of the self anglsites.

124



unable to contain her son’s inherent drive foremule without the help of the hugely muscled
symbolic patriarch and Beverley does not have thysigal and emotional strength to restrain
and re-train her black son. Reva, Juanita and lB®vare not only alike in their inadequacy
but also in their resignation of their damagingeffon the inner well-being of their male
fatherless children. Indeed, Reva’s enforced egement from her son also estranges her
from the rest of the film’s narrative; once he glar the guidance of his father Singleton’s
film has no more purpose for the lone mother ardisihendered invisible for the remainder

of the film. (See Fig. 16)

Fig. 16: Reva calls her estranged husband to ardmgghand over of her son to his care.

Reva’s only function has been to move the narrdbvde point of relinquishing her
motherhood in favour of the primacy of fatherhoddus, even as Singleton ‘changes gear’
and shifts his emphasis to motherhood, the thenti@srfilm andBoyz ‘n’ The Hoodas well
as the British texBullet Boy remain the same; what happens to young blackswatbout
the steadying influence of a father figure. Magpedfically the lone mother characters
featured in these films function “not as real woitleuat examples of what happens when

women do not submit to the will of God and moregpaintly, of mart>®

Elizabeth Abel, [Eds] Barbara Christian and Heleog\n.Female Subjects in Black and White: Race,
Psychoanalysis and Feminiskdniversity of California Press: 1997). Sharonlte.Dark Designs and
Visual Culture (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2005)

193 pough. Pg 97
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One of the difficulties faced when critiquing thiens of male African-American
filmmakers is the rhetoric of authenticity usednarketing and publicity. For Singleton,
Baby BoyandBoyz ‘n’ the Hoodeflect his own experience of black urban life véue the
‘cultural shame’ about black lone motherhood reioéal Black Nationalist and masculinist
ideologies. The regular casting of black wometoas mothers might well reflect the social
world wherein black lone motherhood is highly visilbut the black lone mother character
type also functions as a cipher of a specific $&denlogies which maintain the hegemony of
black masculinity and patriarchy within African-An@an cinema. As such the marginalized
and oppressed figure of the black lone motherimsfisuch a8oyz ‘n’ the HoocandBaby
Boyserve as Spiller might argue, a critical rolé¢hie construction of “American national
culture as well as.... its rhetoric of race and idght** And yet, if Spiller's assertion is
correct and the black lone mother figure does plagh a crucial role in constructing national
identity, it is remarkable how absent she is witmiare recent mainstream films. The final
section of this chapter looks at Marc Foster’s fiMonster’s Bal] to argue alongside Sarah
Banet-Weiser that this postfeminist, postraciali@mment produces particular tensions and
ambivalences in the cultural presentation of bloknan which “render irrelevant and
repudiate those earlier concerns about racist igad& In a film which suggests that all
motherhood is psychically damaging to nManster’s Ballemploys the figure of the black
lone mother to hide the film’s disturbingly racastd misogynist discourse. Furthermore,
with Projanksy’s earlier observation about theatstng of African American women’s
racialization in order to maintain postfeminist temess in mind, | close this chapter with a
brief analysis of some of exclusionary aspectsostfeminism in the cultural presentation of

black lone motherhood.

% Hortense Spiller cited in Sharon Willidigh Contrast: Race and Gender in Contemporary tetiod Film
(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 199@)185

1% sarah Banet-Weiser. ‘What's Your Flava?: RaceRostfeminism in Media Culture’? interrogating
Postfeminism: Gender and The Politics of Populatt@a. (Durham and London: Duke University Press,
2007). Pg 204
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‘Spliting Dark Wood’: Monsters, Lone Mothers and Masculinity.

In her highly emotional speech upon receiving laestess for her role as lone mother
in Marc Foster’s filmMonster’s Ball Halle Berry challenged Hollywood to look beyond
colour while also calling to mind all “the otherciess women of colour” whose struggle to
be acknowledged by the film industry might now improved after her win. Berry’s short
speech illustrates the very complex nature of Spgak contemporary presentations of race.
On the one hand Berry draws attention to racisttpr@s within the industry, acknowledging
that her win might empower other black actresses @s she challenges the industry to see
beyond colour and race which she paradoxicallyndaihas made her win so much more
distinctive. As the camera panned over the stallgience, images of other acclaimed
actors, (Dame Judi Dench—Dbastion of British cine8idney Poitier—first African
American to be awarded an Oscar in 1964 and DaNashington—winner of the Best Actor
Award, 2002), showed them wiping tears from thgeseas a testament to the emotionality of
the moment, one which Berry claimed was “so muggéi than the usual Oscar win”.
Indeed, after 74 years of being consigned to theyims of Hollywood, the Academy had at
last bestowed an Oscar for Best Actress to a Mawkan whose performance, according to
media pundits and film critics alike, was breath|astoxicating, demanding and almost

perfect in its execution.

Best known for its explicit and raw display of intacial sexMonster’s Ballis set in
the racially tense and deeply claustrophobic Dempl$ a geographical location embedded
within the national conscience as a site of raeiasion. The film tells the story of Leticia
Musgrove , a black mother whose husband, cop Kilevrence Musgrove (Sean ‘P. Diddy’

Combs), is awaiting execution in the State Penaent It is the state enforced death of
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Lawrence which is the catalyst for the film’s cahinarrative; the love story between the
disenfranchised and destitute Leticia and Hank @vski, a staunchly racist white man who,
unbeknownst to Leticia, is charged with oversediagrence’s death. After the accidental
death of Leticia’s son Tyrell (Coronji Calhoun) athe suicide of Hank’s son, Sonny
Grotowski (Heath Ledger), Leticia and Hank begirfind solace in each others company.
As Hank falls in love with Leticia we witness himeglding his more overt racist tendencies
(illustrated by his tentative, but friendlier indetions with the estate’s black hired help).
Significantly, Hank resigns from his job—a decisionch maligned by his father who
receives news of the resignation as a rejectighefamily’s masculine credentials—and
deposits his highly abusive, misogynist, racigtéatinto a nursing home. Freed from the
constraints of a form of tyrannical patriarchy amched with a tin of white paint, Hank
transforms the oppressive, dark and dingy houdebtehared with two generations of
Grotowski men into a light airy space to houserte@ly homeless Leticia. As the film
draws to a close Leticia discovers what we havenknall along, that Grotowski played a
role in the execution of her husband. Pennileskerable and utterly disenfranchised,
Leticia chooses not to confront Grotowski. Ratmeth one eye on the family plot of graves,
Leticia allows Grotowski to spoon-feed her, hisdante flavour ice-cream—chocolate. (See

Fig. 17)

Fig. 17: Hank feeds Leticia chocolate ice-creanis Boene also demonstrates the ‘whitening’ of liztic
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WhetherMonster’s Ballis a critique of systemic racism or a racist fismever
entirely clear. P. T. Holland argues that withany hard “evidence of racial bias it is
always difficult to see racism®® Indeed, the obfuscation of racism in the celebyato
rhetoric of multi-culturalism and post-civil-rightBscourse makes Holland’s argument even
more salient. Nonetheless for many critics Hagk'sstant references to sugar and chocolate
ice-cream functioned as a poignant manifestatiamsfacism. The film’s imbrications of
chocolate and sugar certainly worked to remindfubeir “embeddedness in .... the
economics driven by slaves” as well as referenteigcia’s skin colour, but the debates
which focused on these issues are too easy arfrtived.*®’ | would argue that the film’s
references to chocolate and sugar, and the detbatefollowed veiled some of the more
insidious presentations of race which were chaaddhough the body of the film’s black
lone mother whose social identity, while referenbganost film critics, academic and
cultural observers is wholly absent from their gesak. In fact, the regularity with which
film critics acknowledge Leticia’s lone mother staiis fascinating given that she only exists
as such within the narrative for a very short pgeebtime. Leticia begins the film as a
married mother (it is the state execution of hestdand that renders her a lone mother) and
ends the film entirely devoid of her maternal rolesuggest that the cognitive link made by
critics about Leticia’s social identity as a lonether is wholly reflexive of the cultural
representation of black maternalism in the socm@lldv Put more simply, we expect a black

mother to be a lone mother because this is theémamgare accustomed 8.

1%p_J. Holland. ‘Death in Black and White: A Reaglbf Marc Fosters’ Monster’s BallSIGNS: Journal of
\1/2\)/70men in Culture and Sociefypring 2006, Vol 31, No.3 Pg 1

Ibid.
198 1tis interesting to note that the female partrarincarcerated black men in the US are refeioexs lone
mothers within the nation’s statistics. While eanide of such labelling is absent in relation tckl@ne
mother’s white counterparts (that's not to say thatwives/partners of incarcerated white men atdabelled
in the same way) it is noticeable that the inclngbthis demographic of black mothers in the natictatistics
of black lone motherhood is wholly disingenuous.
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The critical emphasis of the film’s presentatiodifite and black masculinity and
the lack of cultural disquiet about the film’s peagation of the black lone mother is
indicative of the cultural ambivalence towards klaomen in general and black lone
mothers especially. In some ways the lack ofaaitattention towards Leticia and the critical
emphasis on masculinity can be explained by theiwayhich the film denies her a subject
position. Leticia acts primarily as an ‘interpuegtifilter’ for anxieties about masculinity and
these debates were fully realized in the filmstical reception. While Hollywood bathed in
the glory of their public gesture of political pregsion and inclusivity, film critic Roger
Ebert waxed lyrical (along with most of his whiteuniterparts) about true love existing
beyond race, and Halle Berry beamed with pridéo#ang the first black actress to be
recognised by the Academy, black activist groupsevieginning to voice their discontent
about the film's representation and mediation cerd® The devaluation of black
masculinity through the film’s appropriation of thes of black male violence, inept and
absentee fatherhood, the inevitable image of tb@raerated black man and his subsequent
death emerged as the main reason that says Egéneml, editor and film critic for the online

magazineSeeingBlack” led scores of men to boycott” Foster’s fifff1.

Concerns levelled &flonster’s Ballwere threefold. Firstly, that the film prioritzea
narrative in which a poor black woman turns to atevhacist man for companionship,
security and sexual satisfaction. Although theafihitially codes Leticia as uncertain of
Hank, the film’s narrative drive to conclude with iater-racial coupling means that

regardless of her initial caution the outcome wesady certain. The inevitability of their

199 Esther Iverem notes the discrepancy in the filmteption by white film critics who noted their appal of
Marc Foster’'s ‘masterpiece’ in contrast to thosarfithe black community who, as Iverem writes, Hétle
access to voice their own disquiet and are heditathd so fearful of putting future ‘positive’ regzentations of
African Americans in jeopardy. Esther Iverem. ‘Mdktof Us Are Oscar Happywww.Seeingblack.cora7"
March 2002
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coupling is most recognisable in Hank’s relaxedpaurposeful attitude—the painting of the
house to make ready for Leticia’s arrival, purchgs petrol station and naming it ‘Leticia’
etc— indicates his own assurance that Leticia waclfliesce to his desires even as she had
earlier rejected them. The film’s paradigmatioick of a white man as rescuer/master of a
disenfranchised black woman resonated for manykhlawers as a re-telling of the slave
narrative. But it also echoed more contemporancems of black men about the
emasculation of black masculinity as well as thredahof racial suicide by black women who

choose to have relationships with white men.

Such rhetoric has earned significant currency enpgbpular media and is illustrated in
a 2007 NBC news report which ‘exposed the phenohwdribe increase in numbers of black
women dating white mef?* According to NBC the rise in numbers of marriagéblack
women/white men has increased from 95,000 in 207,000 in 2006 (certainly the
numbers have grown but one cannot help but wontigrax20,000 increase should garner
such scrutiny). While the report was clear to pout that most black women look to black
men for relationships and marriage, the reportigetdetter educational achievements for
black women (64% of black university/college studeare women), more access to
employment (9.7% of African American men are unayetl) and increased admittance to
wider social circles as the ‘reason’ why black wonaee turning away from black men to
mate with white men. Popular media investmenhésé discursive practices betrays a
deeper, more troubling racial agenda which foregdsuvhite patriarchal propaganda as
divisive among African Americans. Telling black meen that no matter how attractive they
are, they will still be hurt and abandoned andndtely left alone and unloved when they

choose to be with black men ratifies ideologicaagpices which continue to code black

21 NBC News. ‘Why Black Women are Dating White Me26" November 2007.
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masculinity as unstable. Or gtWilliePeteself proclaimed guru on all matters to do with
African American gender relations, so eloquentlglais, “black women dating white men
always tells us that all black men are fucked up @hniggers are in jail®®* According to

the film’s detractors, Leticia’s choice to turn Herck on black men is illustrative of all black
women'’s treachery towards their female ancestadgtagir refusal to acknowledge “the
crucifixion of black men®® ThatMonster’s Ballshould kill off its black male protagonist in
favour of a white man who is enabled to re-enaxilanial master narrative over the body of
a submissive black woman surely reinforces the earscof black men’s groups who
continue to blame white men and black women, ancermpoignantly, the black lone mother,

for their perceived emasculation.

Foster’s choice to code Lawrence Musgrove as &wioghan not only functions as a
narrative device to render him silent through deithlso reinforces ideologies about black
men’s proclivity for violence and as such emergedrmother central concern of those
challenging the racial politics dflonster’s Ball®* By denying Lawrence a back story to
contextualize the crime he is alleged to have cdtethiMonster’s Ballsuggests a certain
predictability about his incarceration and prompgssNorman K. Denzin in his book

Reading Racenight argue, “an ethnically specific visual, ragsrformance vocabulary” that

202 SgtWilliePete. www.youtube.com AlthoughSgtWilliePetds quick to recognise the media’s role in
propagating these discursive practices, he alsasastblack women of betraying their race. Thisiagument
reiterated many times in postings on YouTube anmtermore vociferous than those voiced by the Araeric
black men’s grouplacktownnatiorwho claim that black women have purposefully deegiblack men.
Drawing from historical accounts of the system ebpageblacktownnatiorreminds black women of their
ontological narrative of “400 years of being whitan’s slut, mammy and slave” and their social jpmsias the
property and territory of the white man.
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204 Note too thaMonster’s Ballcodes Lawrence Musgrove as an absentee fatheringrérom cultural
discourse which has recently begun to highlightpneblem’ of the black absentee father, the fikinforces
the link between blackness and social decay throluglrope of criminality and inept black mascuimilt is
also worth mentioning that the American governniebél black women who are raising children whosedis
are in state prisons as ‘lone mothers’. In so glgiovernmental figures about the percentage otAfri
American lone mothered households are often highi§yeading. That film critics and cultural obsers talk
about Leticia Musgrove from the outset as a singb¢her betrays an underlying assumption about black
women but also highlights how the social constarctf the identity of lone motherhood is influendsd
government policy.
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supports national (British and American) moral parwhich equate black masculine culture
with a “culture of criminality”®® In maintaining the criminalization of raddpnster’s Balll
rehearses, to borrow a phrase from the Comarddfguated in Giroux, “the banal theatrics
of the mass media” which nourishes the anxieties rdition ever afraid of being denied

white privilege?®®

The hegemonic negotiation of black masculinity ooy marginalizes the
subjectivity and agency of the black man, but mongortantly it inscribes, as Toni Morrison
writes, that which is “really on the national minthke architecture of the new white maf*.
In stark contrast to Ebert’s earlier musings altbatirrelevancy’ of a racial subtext in
Foster’s film, Iverem argues thistonster’s Ballpathologizes black masculinity in the service
of the transformation of white, colonial, racistsualinity and uses the narrative of inter-
racial sex as the ‘hook’. While Iverem’s accoahthe film’s mediation of racism in its
ideological agenda of rescuing and redeeming whdasculinity became the catalyst for
black men’s protestations abdvbnster’s Ball the focus of her own concerns was the film’s
representation of black femininity. More specifigdverem highlighted the film’s
presentation of black female sexuality, raisedassabout the degree of Halle Berry/Leticia
Musgrove’s ‘blackness’ and questioned the leveliich “acceptance and recognition by
white people seems to be the paramount symbolcafess with people like Halle Berry and

other blacks that get all ‘giddy’ about being ‘f8%.2%

2% Norman K. DenzinReading Race: Hollywood and the Cinema of Racialevice (London: Sage, 2002). Pg
22

2% john and Jean Comaroff cited Giroux. Pp 54-55

27 Toni Morrison. Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary gimation (London: Picador, 1993). Pg
14

208 |yerem. ‘Not All of Us Are Oscar Happyivww.Seeingblack.cor@7" March 2002.
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The growing disquiet about Halle Berry, her repnégion of black femininity and
her role within the film’s narrative were realis@da petition to Lions Gate Films and The
Academy Award’s Body which called for a public bottcagainst Berry for “starring in the
most degrading and offensive film ever made orstligect of African Americans”, which it
was argued had “taken African Americans back twadned years to a time of
oppression?®® Beginning her argument with an acknowledgemenhefpaucity of black
women within mainstream cinema and the long heldition of over-looking the talents of
black female actresses, Iverem arguesMutster’s Balldisavows the legacy of white
patriarchal colonialism through the tired and wehearsed utilization of cinematic black

female archetypes of the Jezebel, the Tragic Mubattd The Magic Negro. (See Fig. 18)

Fig. 18: Leticia is simultaneously poor, blackijlgatrash and a lone mother. Significantly sheriking; and as such is the very antithesis

of good maternalism.

Although Iverem’s argument about the casting otblactresses in stereotypically
racial roles is highly salient (and | would argbattLeticia embodies all three archetypes),

she neglects to add to her list the typology oélamother even as she refers to Leticia as
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such. While I have pointed to the film’s use ofdidanasculinity as a cinematic device to
elevate the position of white masculinity, the fénfone mother maintains the conventions of
mainstream cinema in coding the black charactepasone who, while clearly
disenfranchised, is employed as the primary enalbleshiteness. It is only through his
relationship with Leticia that Hank rids himselftbe constraints of a particular type of
masculinity learnt under the tutelage of his misogly racist, bigoted father. That the film
posits Hanks’ ‘troubles’ as emerging from the veayne issues that the black women is
constrained by— gender oppression and racism—sjtedks perverse nature of employing
the archetype of the film’'s disenfranchised blamkel mother to assuage white man’s guilt.
Simply put, the body of this black lone mother ssras a space, a location as hooks might
argue, “where white men work out their conflictswand freedom, their longing for

transcendence®

Hank is enabled to assert his sexual agency witicireand to transform his social
position from a blue collar worker to businessmémso doing, Grotowski rejects the legacy
of his Polish ethnicity which has traditionally t&gn in the role of a blue collar worker; a
shift in his social status which allows him to ead® a more sensitive approach to issues of
race than is sanctioned for working class men.t Manster’s Ballemploys the black lone
mother to mediate Grotowski’s ethnicity and sostakus while simultaneously
deconstructing Leticia’s maternal identity speakthe film’s inherent racist practices. In
losing her husband and her son, Leticia existsimitie film only as a filter for the
articulation of a set of particular racialized agghdered characteristics which are predicated

on the historical construction of black lone motoad.

219 hooks. Pg 59
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Embedded in Leticia’s lone mother narrative is enicke of discursive practices which
casts the paradigm of black lone mother/son asyaslwathological. Earlier in the chapter |
pointed to the differentials in the presentatioha white lone mother/ son paradigm and her
black counterpart noting how age variance allowséstain racialized concerns to be
articulated. Significantly Tyrell is younger thhis Boys ‘n’ the HoodBullet BoyandBaby
Boycounterparts. | suggest that in casting Tyrel gsung boy the film alludes to cultural
concerns about the feminizationaif forms of masculinity foall boys when raised solely by
a mother. Tyrell is significantly overweight besalfood has become his substitute for love.
(See Fig. 19) But more notably, Tyrell’'s comfoatiag and his overweight body are more
traditionally positioned as female traits, as asedhntistic tendencies. Such traits code Tyrell
as distant from preferred ideals of black mascilinindeed, his father reminds Tyrell that
although his artistic traits are inherited from hims son is nothing like him. Although
Lawrence is commenting on his own failed masculitat violent, criminal and failed father)
his comments also work to separate Tyrell’'s maatylas distinct and different from his
father’'s more masculine performance of manhood.filimés casting of Tyrell as younger is
indicative of the intensity with which the discoersf the feminization of masculinity is
being emphasized even within the African Americapyation where effeminophobia is so

well established.

Fig. 19: Tyrell's obese body distances him fromristher. There is no emotional connection betweether and son.
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Tyrell's obese body not only serves as a warnintpefeffects of feminization on the
black male body, it is also an indicator of Letisitailed maternalism; he is the visual
reminder that she is incapable of raising him t@lgroper’ black man. Indeed, her disgust
at his body and her inability to monitor his dietroduces one of the more disturbing scenes
in the film wherein Leticia repeatedly hits Tyrelhilst reminding him that America does not
accept black men like him. Holland describes ithigge of child abuse as an “act of violence
and condemnation” which come together to highligletconstraints placed on black
masculinity”* While her argument is certainly astute, thas @& iblack lone mother acting in
such a way has resonance beyond a critique ofuleral prescripts of and restraints on
black masculinity. Leticia is at once articulatirggognition of her own maternal
inadequacies at the same time as reinforcing ntsiicand socio-political rhetoric established
by Thomas Pettigrew in 1964 which cast the blade lmother as treating her son in a much
more punitive manner than her daughter. In hikbAdProfile of The American Negro
Pettigrew claimed that “matriarchs make no boneaiatheir preference for little girls, while
they often manifest real affection for their boyldren, they are clearly convinced that all
little boys must inexorably and deplorably becomenmwith all the pathologies of that sex.
The matriarchal mother not infrequently attemptsdanteract such influences with harsh if
erratic punishments®? By presenting Leticia as harshly punitive toveaher son,

Monster’s Ballcodes Leticia’s as normative behaviour for blawrkel mothers towards their

fatherless sons.

Leticia’s lack of maternal feeling towards her secompounded further in the film’s
treatment of his sudden death. The film’s firstdiiiutes we see the deaths of three male

protagonists. The loss of Hank’s son and of Hiseiaprovides the narrative device for

2l Holland. Pg 2
#2Thomas PettigrewA Profile of the American NegréPrinceton : Van Nostrand, 1964) cited in FrimkPg
156
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Hank’s transformation, but the deaths also serveitdorce highly racist tendencies. The
film’s implementation of Lawrence’s execution spe#éd hooks’ assertion that the treatment
of the deaths of black characters within mainstrearama is indicative of Hollywood’s
racialized agenda wherein ‘black death’ is seldoes@nted as serious. Although Holland
has argued that Foster intended Lawrence’s dedib tmderstood as a critique of the
American penal system there is opportunity to Be€lilack death’ narrative as a means of
positioning Hank as an intrinsically good man whsehves to cast further doubt on Leticia.
Hank’s attitude towards Lawrence codes him as hlyigrofessional man but also as a ‘not-
so-bad’ racist. Leticia, on the other hand, sspnted as emotionally detached from her

husband’s death.

The juxtaposition of a white, professional who adsaa black prisoner respect even
as his personal politics code him as a racist thighemotional ‘coldness’ of Leticia positions
Hank as more humane than Lawrence’s wife. Whieflm might encourage us to question
Leticia’s reaction towards her husband’s deathlsib denies its black character opportunity
to grieve. We do not witness Lawrence’s funeraither do we see Leticia or her son at his
graveside. In sharp contrast, the death of Sonoyolaski is treated in a very different
manner. We are present at his funeral, and whilane@@rivy to Hank’s ambivalence towards
his son we see the burial ritual being maintaingthle two remaining Grotowski men.
Indeed that Sonny’s grandfather dresses in hispadficer’s uniform and stands unaided for
the first and only time in the film is illustrative the racial distinctions within these death

narratives.

More problematic is Tyrell's tragic death narratwhich is mediated by the

hysterical and helpless behaviour of his mother edrmot lift his morbidly obese body from
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the roadside after being killed in a hit and ruaident. Only when Hank appears on the
scene can Tyrell's death be acknowledged as ttadiby then the film is more concerned
with the ‘serendipitous’ meeting of Hank and LeiciTyrell’s death scene serves only as a
narratological device to re-unite the two adulEven as the event of Tyrell's death is not as
narratologically privileged as his father’s dedtis, obese black body is rendered as a
spectacle just like his father and the absencaybarial ritual codes Leticia’s loss as less
significant than the loss of Hank’s son. In steoktrast to Sonny’s funeral scerMenster’s
Ball does not include any visual references to Lesdess, indeed there are no images of his
gravestone and no real sense of remembrance btrethe fact that it serves as a lead to the
film’s famous scene wherein Leticia asks Hank tikenlaer “feel good”. By focusing on
Leticia’s sexual desirdvlonster’s Ballcodes this lone mother’s behaviour as deeply

inappropriate.

In much the same way that Singleton foregroundskifiemale sexuality as a central
identifying feature of black lone motherhoodBaby Boy Foster reiterates this highly racist
and misogynist construction of black lone motherhas well as reinforcing historical
discourses of black women’s heightened propensitgéx. Moreover Foster continues the
cinematic tradition of spectacularizing and feitzshg the female black body. In fact, the
most revolutionary messa@onster’s Balloffers has absolutely nothing to do with anti-
racist and anti-misogynist perceptions about blank mothers and black women in general
but instead has everything to do with what hoakscdbes as “the construction of white
males as desiring subjects who can freely asseirtshxual agency**® As the film claims,
“You ain’t a man ‘til you split dark wood”. Furth@ore, thatMonster’s Ballshould offer an

inter-racial coupling as the transformative spawdlie manifestation of Hank’s newly

3hooks. Pg 61.
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formed personal politics reinforces discursive pcas which posit that “ending racism is

really only about issues of inter-sexual accéss”.

By killing off the child of the black lone mothdreticia emerges as a safe image for
Hollywood. The loss of her child renders her noger an aberrant and threatening figure;
instead the inter-racial relationship of Leticiaddfiank can be celebrated as the iconic image
of a post-racial society which no longer views rase barrier to love. While Holland argues
that Foster mediates the celebration of inter-tamapling at the close of the film by
positioning Leticia as the key holder of power (blas discovered Hank’s role in her
husband’s death and has chosen not to challenge higue her silence is the result of the
film’s wholesale destruction of her ‘ self’ and hdentity. Leticia is not the key holder of
power, rather she is entirely disenfranchised ahdlly dependent on Hank whose closing
dialogue “I think we are going to be ok” disavoweticia’'s experiences just as the film has
done. Indeed, in stating that everything is gaogork out fine for them both, Hank is
implying that his experience of racism (in otherrd/bis own racist tendencies), the social
constraints placed on him as a result of his eitynénd the oppression inflicted on him by
his racist and bigoted father cast him as a vigtish as much as Leticia’s experience of

racism and misogyny has impacted her life.

ClosingMonster’s Ballwith neo-liberal sentiments which suggest we dr@@ims
of racism and oppression (in a scene in which lataoks almost white) epitomizes the
dynamics of a postmodern, postfeminist and post-cadtural landscape. It is within the
neo-liberal ‘politics of difference’ rhetoric thtte voices of the displaced, exploited and

vilified are mediated. Claiming that oppressiomaslonger specifically experienced by
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people marked by race but rather is a salient isgdueh affects whiteness systematically
disavows the importance of continued challengesystemic racism that is experienced by
African American peoples. Thitonster's Ballstill directs and contains the ‘abject’ female
into a ‘safer’ cinematic image of black femininiglpne, dependent on a white man, devoid
of agency and more specifically, no longer mathatcspeaks to the threat that the black

lone mother poses to the success of postfemiran$ineo-liberal post-race ideologies.

In conclusion, differences in the ways in which #igte lone mother and her black
counterpart are culturally presented are highlpificant since they demonstrate the
exclusions that the success of postfeminism relpes. Specifically, the high cultural
prioritization of the white lone mother within tisenematic world of postfeminist romance
where she has become a central figure in the iapatr of the traditional nuclear family and
an agent in the reconfiguration of masculinity $ettierhood offering her incomplete family
as the space for his transformation. The sameepsois seldom relevant for the black lone
mother. Despite the fact that the clos®aby Boysees Juanita and Mel settled in a
relationship, there is little evidence to sugdkat their relationship will last (indeed, given
Mel's back story the risk that he will become vidién the future problematizes any
suggestion this is a solid relationship). Certafor Glo (Loretta Devine) the older black
lone mother inVaiting To Exhalethe promise of a secure coupling rings in théatrthe
relationship between Glo and Marvin (Gregory Hines3 never been cast within the film’s
narrative as the space for his redemption in theesaay that say, Jerry hasJerry
Maguire, or Will Freeman irAbout A Boy Indeed, the romance narrative between Marvin
and Glo is one which challenges her mistrust of (ae more specifically of black men).
As such, the black lone mother figure of this rooenarrative serves to illustrate the

irrelevance of cultural discourse (presented askbiemale speak) about the lack of ‘good
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black men’. What is more, it would be difficult &aogue that the close bfonster’s Ballis

one which warms the heart.

One of the more noticeable differences betweemdnetives of the white lone
mother and the black lone mother is that the |lapresentation is of a much older woman.
Given that the troubled son of the black lone moihalso older than his white counterpart
the differentiation in ages between the two setwahan is understandable. But | suggest
that the maturity of the black lone mother alsawestto distance her from the possibility of
future reproduction—the central ideological compdria the construction of family. The
casting of a more aged, gendered black body atsmkates another postfeminist aspect as
exclusive to whiteness. Even as Glo, Leticia arghita’s stories conclude with a romance
narrative, the promise of marriage for these womebsent from the text. Unlike the older
white lone mother figure Daphne Because | Said S&lo, Leticia and Juanita are excluded
from the world and spectacle of cinematic weddiftgswhile older white women can be
incorporated into the world of postfeminist femityrby masking their aging bodies through

a process of ‘girling’, older black women are dehilee same form of postfeminist ‘make-

215 An example of a younger black lone mother actualéyrying can be found imdependence Daf1996),
where Capt Stephen Hillier (Will Smith) and Jasnihérow (Vivica A Fox) pledge their commitment tach
other. That this black lone mother is marryingnigself worth noting but that she is marryingladk man is
highly unusual within mainstream films. Howevesulggest that this uniting of a black lone mothet her
black husband-to-be is still presented in a way tt@des their union as un-seeable. Indeed thdHatthe
wedding takes place under ground in a governmemitdryoints to the un-see-able nature of theirmnio
While the narrative of an impending alien threattbas wedding plans for the couple, Jasmine isvedtin a
bride-gown. Unlike her white counterpart, Jasmsrigack body does not ‘fit' with the spectacle lodé t
wedding. See alsBomething Newn which Kenya (Sana Lathan) a single black woigvamo is cast as a racist)
is also denied her dream weddirgomething Newpens with a rare cinematic image of a black ecogplting
married. In the presence of a group of African Aicens, Kenya, dressed in a traditional white weddjown
turns to her black husband-to-be as he prepangiate the wedding ring on her finger. Howevert assthe
union is about to become official a loud noiserintpts the proceedings. Alarmed by its intenghg, wedding
party runs away leaving the bride standing alorteegltar. This dream sequence, for that is Whstbroken
by the actual sound of an alarm clock serves tdaethe images of a black man and woman marryinqas
see-able while at the same time highlighting thedsesibility of this cinematic paradigm.
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over' *® Indeed, the masking of Daphne’s girlishness dast®nce again as a figure for

romance and a body which can look spectaculamedding dress.

The denial of a postfeminist make-over of the olalack lone mother exemplifies
one of the ways in which race mediates the presentaf lone mothers Daphne, Juanita,
Leticia and Glo and demonstrates a conspicuousigdd vision of race and femininity
within a postfeminist, postracial framework. Swdmceptualization reinforces the racialized
hierarchy of femininity and highlights the cultue{clusion of black women within the
cultural imagination. This form of discriminatieithat is the exclusion of black women from
the world of romance, girlishness and weddings-asdNorma Manatu might argue,
“insidious” because it is in film imagery that “tHeminine’ is invisibly but securely
housed?'’ The absence of the black lone mother from secties demonstrates the
continued resonance of the historical construabioall black women as somehow devoid of
femininity. Simply put, white skin is akin to romee, dependency, warmth and gentleness as
black skin is akin to the profane, promiscuous @mehinance.Such notions of what
constitutes femininity are still bound up in raddgologies about black women which have
become especially pronounced in a cultural, palitasnd social environment that places so
much emphasis on white middle-class notions of ‘myymummy’ hood as the epitome of
true femininity. Indeed, in a culture where motiwd is the epitome of femininity it is
surely telling how race functions in the hieraradfynotherhood when black mothers are
seldom foreground as examples of ‘yummy-mummy’ haté@ther married or not. That
Halle Berry, the child of black and white parentslalone mother to her own bi-racial child
has become the ‘token’ example of chic black lom¢h@rhood (although her engagement to

her father’s child has been recently announcetharcelebrity world attests to the

21® 5ee Sadie Wearing's insightful chapter * Subjet¢®ejuvenation: Aging in Postfeminist Culture’Tiasker
and Negra. Pp 277-310
2" Manatu. Pg 52
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importance of the inter-racial relationship as ptived in Monster’s Ballas iconic of this
postfeminist, post-race environment where mixeeé ratationships are perceived as wholly

symbolic of the success of the ‘politics of diffece’.
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Chapter Three

The Lone Mother and Her Son, or Ray Kisses a Man the Right Way.

“A woman simply is, but a man must become. Masityliis tricky and elusive. It is achieved only

by a revolt from woman and is confirmed by othenm&lanhood coerced into sensitivity is no

manhood at all?®

Debates about the sociology of childhood, or thgsama which children are raised
frame questions about how we as adults perceivauthee. As Malcolm Hill and Kay
Tisdall note: “When worries are expressed aboaifallty socialization of children—that
families, that education, that society is failimgsbcialize children into worthy citizens—
what is most revealed are adults’ worries for syaed its future, about losing contréf®
Over the last decade we have witnessed a muchnmgoreus policing of parenting skills
with the introduction of mandatory parenting clastke those deemed inept and the
imposition of punitive measures meted out by l@al governmental authorities to parents
who ‘fail’ their children. A central tenet of gorenental dogmas about parenting and
childhood is that if we can correct the way thatdrkn are raised then we can eliminate all
social ills. To this effect, the narrative of ttgsfunctional family has become centrally
embedded in our daily lexicon to serve as a renmintlthe duty of care that parents have in

raising the next generation of competent citizens.

This chapter explores cinematic representatioiieofone mother/son dyad to

ascertain what worries are being expressed abwutréfaitionally pathologized

218 Camille Pagliawww.masculinevirtues.corfSourced 15.8.2007).
219 Malcolm Hill and Kay TisdallChildren and SocietyHarlow: Pearson Education Limited, 1997). Pg 247
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representational paradigm. It draws from psychlyaisg philosophy, cultural studies,
sociology, history, film and popular media in ordelrgue that the recent cultural
prioritization of the lone mother/son paradigmeets a pernicious framing of the lone
mothered son as displaying the symptoms of ‘geitatity disorder—a term employed in
the world of psychoanalysis to describe homoseualKathy Merlock Jackson argues that
analysis of cinematic representations of childranehitended to ignore the socio-cultural
resonance of children on the screen, only realtyd$ong on historical and autobiographical
accounts told in retrospective accounts. For dackihie lack of critical attention to cinema’s
children means a negation of the important rolédoln have in highlighting what she terms
“unacknowledged and hidden cultural tensions ateirdhas™?° She writes: “If a particular
image of childhood appears in several successfudrigan films, as well as influence an
entire trend of subsequent films, there must beraterlying reason that cannot be
ignored”??! In light of Merlock’s arguments about the impoita of exploring how images
of children act as ciphers for cultural anxietieis thapter also includes an analysis of
cultural and social discourses surrounding therddadey Joel Osment. However my study
begins with a discussion the 1999 cult filkight Clubas an apposite text for my purposes
since the film offers a highly relevant culturah$éefrom which to view broader contemporary

social and cultural paradigms of masculinity antelonotherhood.

A Strange Phase: Fatherless Masculinity and the Double Bind Paradox.

In a derelict bathroom of a rundown house, two ygpomen—one naked in the bath,

the other sitting upon the toilet—discuss theitdinods and the subsequent effects on the

220 K athy Merlock Jacksonmages of Children in American Film: A Socio-CuétbiAnalysis(New Jersey,
London: The Scarecrow Press Inc, 1986) Pg 3
! bid 4
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psychology of their masculinity. (See Fig. 20) kidbe Narrator (Ed Norton) asks Tyler
Durden (Brad Pitt), who, if given the opportunitye would choose to have a fight with. “My
dad”, replies Tyler. Jack’s question allows foggh two young men to exchange experiences
of paternal absence and criticize social and calleexpectations that would have them follow
a pre-determined trajectory for the formation aedification of mature, heterosexual
masculine identity: college, career, marriage atkddrhood. Although both men view this
paradigm with contempt, it is conceptualized asrlittunattainable for them because their
process of masculine maturation has been disturBedgesting that marriage might be the
answer to their melancholia, Tyler replies “Anotlagman is not what we need right now”.

To which Jack nods his agreement and adds, “Wéhatg year old boys belonging to a

generation of men raised by women”.

Fig. 20: Jack and Tyler discussing their childhoods

Fight Clubattempts, says Henry Giroux and Imre Szeman figuei of the “broader
material relations of power and strategies of datam and exploitation associated with non-
liberal conservatism”, yet hidden amidst this sbecrdique is, as Giroux and Szeman lament,
really only another “tired narrative about the isrism masculinity”?*> Opening with a

montage of images that showcase the material delagfla very particular type of

222 Henry Giroux and Imre Szeman. ‘Ikea Boy Fights IBa&gght Club, Consumerism and the Political Limits
of Nineties Cinema’. Jon Lewis (EdT.he End of Cinema As We Know (New York: New York University
Press, 2001). Pg 96.
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consumerism (middle class, hip, metro-sexuafht Clubfunctions as a backlash narrative,
regurgitating—albeit with art-house aesthetics—ualt discursive practices concerned with
the feminization of masculinity through a compleatnx of capitalism, consumerism and
feminism??® If one were to take seriously the film’s allegisparagement of capitalism as a
tool of social disaffectiofright Clubwould surely be obliged to foreground challengethe
oppression of women, racial and ethnic minorityup®) the poor, gay and lesbian
community and other marginalized and disenfranchggeups existing on the periphery of a
culture that equates cultural worth with moral vaorRather, as Nicola Rheling points out,
Fight Club’sinsistence on prioritizing the contemporary crisisnasculinity is one that sees
“white heterosexual masculinity desperately tryi@geconstruct itself within a web of social
differences where its opposing terms include ndg Gamininity, but black masculinity, and
homosexuality”?** Although Rheling quite rightly points to black stalinity as
fundamental to the construction and re-construatiomhite masculinity (an argument |

made in Chapter Two), the absence of black mastulinthin Fight Clubspeaks volumes to

its ideological schema.

22 By placing his central protagonists in a narrat¥eonsumerism and consumption, Fincher immediatel
locates Jack in a cinematic space normally ascribélge female. The theme of the feminizationauflkJs
masculinity continues when Jack becomes addictedlféhelp groups, an environment associated withafie
emotionality (a trope that became highly conspisliouromantic comedies of the late 1990’s). Thaib BMeat
Loaf) has developed breasts (as a result of medigaunctions as a pernicious visual clue to #mihization
of masculinity. These initial scenes invite usitknowledge the incongruity of the film's represgion of
masculinity and allow us to understand Jack’s sefisigslocation from his correct gender performan8ee
alsoMr WoodcocKCraig Gillespie, 2007) a comedy which employssame thematic concerns in correlating
male engagement with self- help therapy with effeaté masculinity (or at least a sense of failedcolasty).
John Farley (Seann Scott Williams), son of lonelrapnBeverley Farley (Susan Sarandon) is presested the
periphery of ‘true’ masculinity because he doesdigplay any aptitude towards playing sports, & that
Beverley’s lover Mr Woodcock (Billy Bob Thorntonyes to deride and bully the film’s lone mothered. so
The adult John becomes a professional self-hehajiiet, an occupation that causes much derisian fviy
Woodcock (it is not difficult to see the doublee@mdre explicit in the name Woodcock). Of courke,ftim’s
main concern is to rescue and redeem John’s masauiédentials, so under the military styled telaf Mr
Woodcock’s tough love regime, John eventuallyriedrow to be a man and throw a pitch.

224 Nicola Rheling. ‘Fight Club Takes a Beating: Mdimity, Masochism and The Politics of Disavowal'.
http://genesis.ee.auth.gr/dimakis/Grammar/9/11.k8alrced 16/05/07)
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Although the film is not an explicitly homosexueakt?*> Fight Clubcertainly
foregrounds a homoerotic narrative (especially evidn the relationship between the two
central protagonists and within the fight scenesnathalf naked, oiled, male bodies engage
in physical violence in what can only be read ak@eographed display of homoerotic
desire) which functions as the specific performaoica particular type of masculinity that
Jack must distance himself from in order to reammsthis own masculine credentiafs. As
well as utilizing a homoerotic narrative in the pess of re-casting white masculinifight
Club also employs the female body to rehabilitate @aftame white masculinity and in so
doing makes clear its distrust and distaste for wi@and feminism)Fight Clubs unease
with women is made explicit in the scene where Jaclents about the loss of his material
belongings after his flat has exploded to whichefyktorts, “It could have been worse. A

woman could have cut off your penis and tossedtiodthe window of a moving caf®’

The figure of the castrating woman, embodied inctmracter of Marla Singer
(Helena Bonham Carter) is highly conspicuous withmfilm’s narrative. It is Marla who is

discredited as a fraud Bpck (the film does not do the same to Jack) whertigns up at the

22 Clearly that Chuck Palahniuk, author of the ndvight Clubpublicly ‘came out’ as a gay man after the
publication of the book, will have some bearinghanv the film and novel are read as homosexual texts
Interestingly, the public announcement of his hoexaslity did nothing to damage the ‘cult’ statudoth texts
in fact reading the book and watching the film hairaost become ‘rites of passage’ for young mesuggest
this has occurred specifically because the filrmdamantly renounces homosexuality. It is alsogrest to
note that after receiving the script, Palahniugusted saying he wished he had never written tloé.b&erhaps
Fincher’s imagining of the film did not sit comfallly with Palahniuk’s sexual identification. liisteresting to
note too that the commentary on the DVD copffight Clubworks hard to persuade the audience that the film
is not about homosexuality.

226 On the internet website YouTube, Brad Pitt and\Bdton star in a small video in which they singthie
tune of Frankie Avalon’8/enus), their ode to the penis. Flagged up as the tral¢he film that was never
used, the video attests to the central projedt@fitm, that is to ensure that the power of thalfpis remains in
the hands (excuse the pun) of heterosexual maggulin

227 Tyler's comments mirror the sentiments found\lout A Boywhich as | discussed in Chapter One, are
incorporated into the narrative as a method ofraptlie women in the support group SPAT as femiises
least informed by popular cultural feminism. Lit@eBobbitt's act of revenge on her cheating hudi@he cut
his penis off after discovering his infidelity) hbscome a cultural symbol of ‘feminism gone tod. fdr is
worth noting that Bobbitt never made any explieference to her actions as symbolic of feminisieseh, but
the fact that it has been ascribed as such reffectdturally characteristic mis-reading and misespntation of
feminist politics. The incorporation of Bobbitg®-called proactive feminism as a trope within rmaiEam
cinematic texts functions as a warning to men andhale-sale watering down of feminist politics irgo
moment of female hysteria.
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very same self-help groups he attends, making aehdo dislocated from the secure
environment he has falsely appropriated for himiglt he has to initiate a rota system to
ensure their paths do not cross. In fact, Martaobees one of the central disempowering
elements in the film, especially evident when gheears in Jack’s ‘inner cave’, and when we
witness her interfering in and fracturing the btoagng relationship between the two male

protagonists. (See Fig. 21)

Fig. 21: Marla intrudes in Jack’s inner cave.

However, while Fincher certainly codes Marla asfilme's vagina dentate, it is, |
argue, the lone mother, who although absent framthin narrative is consistently alluded
to in a discussion of paternal absence and thda@awent of the male psyche of a generation
of men raised by women. Her destructive presepgers over the narrative providing, albeit
spectrally, a culturally recognisable and commosmahfigure to explain Jack and Tyler's

masculine angst.

Since its releaskight Clubhas garnered a substantial amount of attentidiimn
studies, but for all the academic deliberation @@wbrizing of the film’s thematic concerns,
no study has focused on the film’s explicit distrofslone motherhood. In foregrounding
tropes of homosexuality through explicit displayfigper-masculinity, the film quite

consciously reflects and reiterates psychoanalgtiltural, social and political discursive
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practices that problematize the masculinity ofltme mothered sonkight Clubspeaks
directly to social concerns about the risk of lomathers raising their sons as ‘sissies’. In
order to help navigate the journey from troubledsoudinity to one that is more akin to the
requirements of heterosexual masculinity, Fincimekeeping with the tenets of
psychoanalysis, provides Jack with what is osténsilsurrogate father figure in the
character of Tyler Durden. Thus Tyler represeimspaternal (troubling thought that might
be, although Brad Pitt's new status as adoptiveefadf multi-national children and
biological father to Angelina Jolie’s child and ithievins may further validate his cinematic
fatherhood irFight Club. Tyler becomes Jack’s surrogate father, progdim with a
model of unfettered masculinity made more expirchis speech to Jack when he states, “I
look like you wanna look, I fuck like you wanna kucl am capable, smart and most

importantly, free in ways you are not”.

Whilst Fight Cluly in its concluding revelation of Tyler’'s ‘real’attis, mourns the
loss of a certain idealized masculinity (whethed & mythical), it is at pains to prove the
ideological work of re-inscribing heterosexualignrains in process, by, as Rheling observes,
“displacing homoerotic masculinity as narrativestiee”??® In his closing speech, Jack
reassures the audience that he is back on theoph#iero-normative masculinity by
insisting that his previous actions (homosexuairdesltra-violence and the destruction of
corporate buildings) were manifestations of a “v&@nange phase” in his lifeFight Club
proposes the ‘phase’ Jack refers to is his diffiand fractured journey into mature
masculinity resulting from his childhood experiencd paternal absence and being raised in
a lone mothered household. It is no accident thahJack should refer to this episode in his

life as a phase; he uses the very same rhetodacaldation used to disavow homosexual

22 Rheling. Pg 4
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desire in young men. FurthermoFeght Clubspeaks to the double bind lone mothers find
themselves in when they are accused of being $feateal and so damaging that their sons
run the risk of displaying homosexual tendenciegasforming a type of hyper-masculinity

that manifests itself in anti-social and/or violbehaviour—or sometimes both.

The issues raised Byght Clubspeak to the paradoxes (hyper-masculinity and
homosexuality) implicit within cultural narrativedout the relationship between the lone
mother and her son which begin to be re-voiced witloncentrated insistence from the late
1990’s to the mid 2000’s. With a ‘double bind’ @dox in mind, this chapter responds to the
prevalence of mainstream cinematic texts evidgpe@ally at the beginning of the 2000’s
that foreground the lone mother/son paradigm. $#och ag\bout A BoyMaid in
Manhattan The Gift The Sixth SensBear Frankie Pay It Forward Monster’sBall, Riding
in Cars WithBoys All About My MotheandJerry Maguireraise questions about the
significance of this cinematic family configurationThat the lone mother/son dyad is highly
significant is evident in the every-day languagd srms employed to describe divergent
forms of masculinity (mummy’s boy and sissy for exde) the following section offers an
ontology of the lone mother/son dyad to ascertdig ivhas become such a presumptively

problematic relationship.

Shifting the Blame

Fight Clubs implicit criticism of and concern about the effe of being raised by a
lone mother on the psychology of masculinity fimtgsorigins in eighteenth century Kantian

distinctions of the requisites of masculinity aedininity expressed in the period of
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Enlightenment . It is here that the transfererfqeaternal authority normally associated with
the Church and State was bestowed upon the fathemas given, “authority over his
children” and where the rhetoric of the ‘toxic methwas invoked and installed in Western
cultures?®® The ideological shift from institutional patridmcto familial paternity elevated
and secured the status of fatherhood, and in s@dbctated gendered parenting roles which
functioned to situate the mother only ever in fetato the father, who, as the “source of
reason” and “lover of freedom” is obligated to dice his male child in order to avoid him
falling prey to “every caprice” (note how Tyler s of his ‘freedom’ as that which
distinguishes his masculinity from Jack®J. Such training, that of valuing freedom and
reason over supposed female traits of emotiondégling and desire, allows the male child
to distinguish himself from his mother. In so dpihe male child is freed to pass

successfully into patriarchal society as a fulbdfjed heterosexual man.

One only needs to call to mind Freud’s psychoarmatiisplacement theory that posits
the separation of the boy from the mother as titdhe successful transition of boy to man to
note the continued tradition of Kantian philosoptithin contemporary thought. Both
discourses assume the importance of distancinm#éte self from the mother and invest
authority in the father as the model from which thale child will learn correct gender
performance. Seidler observes that by positiothiegather as in possession of “something
distinctive to offer as role models” many womenowhere left alone with children felt
“incapable of bringing up those children on theimg fearing that without the influence of a
father to model themselves on, boys would be iks$yIto develop heterosexual

relationships™®**

22 victor Seidler. Pg 273
20 pid. Pg 274.
%1 pid. Pg 274
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It is no coincidence then that Fincher’s film tuupsjust at a cultural moment when
the dada-ist movement—a term coined by Judith $tdescribing the proliferation of
father’s rights groups and political investmentatherhood that she claims functions as
“proxy rhetoric for anti-feminist, anti-gay, xenaghic and anti-welfare sentiments”™—has
become so vociferous within American and Britishisty?*>  With postmodernism’s
insistence on the death of the meta-narrativestipposed decline of institutional authority,
the alleged erosion of patriarchal dominance, theial celebration of post-feminism and
the rise of a commodity culture that Christophesdtablames for “moral declineFight
Club's avowal of phallic paternal authority as necegsarsuccessful male citizenship harks
back to mythical claims as though they were prdafome certain truths about masculinity
and fatherhood*® The rhetoric of father’s rights campaigns andahgoing political
acclaim of fatherhood secure such rhetoric as irabiat Certainly the nové&light Club
makes clear the connection between a perceiveth*@mbout masculinity and fatherhood in
Tyler’s personal manifesto where he states: “If go@i male and Christian and living in
America, your father is your model for God. And/@u never knew your father, or if your

father bails out or died, what do you believe at®at?%*

With Fight Clubds double bind paradox in mind, the remainder of thapter is
structured to respond to both sets of discoursgsoinm the double bind narrative as separate
but mutually reinforcing elements of the pernici@oslification of the lone mother/son
paradigm as presumptively problematic and pathoddgiThe first section will briefly look
at discourses concerned with the ‘problem’ of tihreel mother and her unruly, and often times

violent son while the second, more developed sedtiouses on cinema’s reinvestment in

232 Judith Stacey. ‘Dada-ism in the 1990’s’. CynthialRiniels and Robert L. GriswaldLost Fathers: The
Politics of Fatherlessness in Ameri¢®asingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 1998) Pp 51-84

233 Christopher LaschThe Culture of Narcissism: American Life in an Ag®iminishingExpectations ( New
York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1978). Pg 141

234 Chuck PalahnuikFight Cluh (.London: Vintage, 1996). Pg 114
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the lone mother and her effeminized male childpdnd more time exploring the latter
because | contend that these films’ grounding studbing homophobic rhetoric (that Judith
Stacy insists is ubiquitous within the philosoploéshe contemporary dada-ism movement
and post-feminism) is telling of new ways in whitle trope of the lone mother is being

appropriated again to do ideological work.

lllustrative of the ever-present and growing homaph within contemporary culture
is the Christmas 2007 edition of the American memégazineDetailswhich rated the word
‘faggot’, a derogatory term used to undermine hasroal men, as thé"dmost influential
word of the year. In a magazine that voted Kewaddtline (father to Britney Spears’
children) and Larry Birkenhead (biological fathéitlre baby of the deceased Anna Nicole
Smith) as ‘Fathers of The YeaDetailsdeclared 2007 as the year of the F-Word; “The word
faggot”, they write, is on the tip of a lot of mertobngues®*® The inclusion of “fag, faggot,
gay’ into the lexicon of teenage comedies sucBwgserbad Greg Mottola: 2007)Zac and
Miri Make a Porno(Kevin Smith: 2008) an&nocked UpJudd Apatow: 2007) demonstrate
the way in which the use of homophobic rhetorionse again culturally acceptable. What is
more, the public renunciation of gay men (and festéy) pagans, and abortionists) post 9/11,
writes Susan Faludi allowed for accusations ofcineay to be levelled at the feet of the
homosexual community which was lambasted for thesification’ of American
masculinity>*® Whilst Faludi references the traumatic event8/l as the primary reason
for the recent vilification of homosexuality | wabirgue that post-feminism’s insistence on
heterosexual marriage as forming the cornerstomeesfern society initiated the backlash
against homosexuality evident in the popular peggscontemporary popular culture prior to

the events of 9/11.

Z5Details Conde Nast Publications. December 2007.
26 sysan Faludi. The
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What is evident is that the focus of attention loa ‘treacherous’ attitude of the
homosexual community brought the image of the dystfanal lone mother and ruined and
ruining male child into the fore once again. Aating to media pundits, it was the fault of
feminists who encouraged women to raise sons wittaliers that resulted in the
sissification of American men who were too afraidgtand forth to protect the nation’s
frontiers against the threat of international tesrm. As such, | suggest that the persistent
coupling of the cinematic lone mother and her smcfions to maintain the backlash against
homosexuality in the ongoing project of shoringnogre traditional and hegemonic images
of masculinity that are defined through the figaféhe heterosexual father. That the
celluloid lone mothered son should act as a cifitrethe ‘unacknowledged’ concerns of a
post-feminist society which is constantly harkireggk to a more traditional notion of family,
femininity and masculinity should not come as gdge. According to Carolyn Steedman in
the search for a past that is lost, “the lost adldj@s come to assume the shape and form of a
child.”?*” The following section offers an overview of soofehe ways in which the lone

mothered son is presumed to be lost.

Losing the Boy: Father Hunger and Toxic Maternalism

On June 18 2004, the British tabloid newspapne Daily Mail(the newspaper of
choice for most British women) ran with the heaé]ifOne in Five Babies Grow Up With
No Father'. Steve Doughty, author of the artiglealified this apparent newsflash by stating

that by the beginning of the “new millennium, 18 pent of first born children are born to a

%7 Carolyn SteedmanStrange Dislocations: Childhood and the Idea of nnnteriority. 1780-1930.
(London: Virago Press Limited, 1995). Pg 174
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mother not living with a father™® Quoting Professor Kathleen Kiernan of The London
School of Economics and co-author@ineMotherhood in Twentieth Century Britain
Doughty details the dire consequences that liechfarathe “alarming number” of children
living in lone mothered households. These ‘frdgitgldren he notes, “Are unlikely to do
well at school, suffer worse health, are the cadismti-social behaviour and face a more
difficult start to adult life”®*® Of course, there is nothing new or revelatoryuatioese
headlines, nor is this article a ‘one-off exposieése kinds of statistics are regularly quoted
in media created moral panics in Britain. The #igance of Doughty’s article lies in a
further look at the remainder of the newspapetHat day. It is worth noting though that
Doughty’s article does not make specific referetocgender (likewise Kiernan refrains from
coding her ‘fragile children’ as either male or &) all too quickly it is made clear that it is

the sons of lone mothers who are the main cauee@faily Mail's anxiety.

Continuing in the same vein as the lead storyDigy Commentorrelates the rise
of anti-social behaviour (New Labour rhetoric faruly but non-criminal behaviour) with
the breakdown of the traditional family unit. ThBaily Commentmakes it plain that the only
solution to the alleged increase in anti-socialdwebur is for women to recognise that “boys
need the father figure to provide the vital roled®l to learn socially acceptable male
behaviour.?*® “If there is no mould, there is no man” so taily Comment
philosophize$** The sentiments of the lead article and thoséebaily Commenare
further reiterated in the following article’s resys@ to the problem of crowd violence at the
2004 European Football Championships in Portugaporting on the thuggish and violent

behaviour of some of the British football suppate8imon Heffers’ article, ‘Why Does

238 Steve Doughty. ‘One in Five Babies Grow Up With Rather’. The Daily Mail 18" June 2004.
239 ||hi
Ibid.
240:Dajly Comment’.The Daily Mail Pg 6 18 June 2004
241 [pa:
Ibid.
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Britain Produce Such Violent Louts?’ concludes, itathwe have always had a culture of
aggression, we did until recently, have the satizictures to control these urgé&®. And
according to Heffer, these structures were tradfily “provided by a boy’s father who
would give him a hiding the minute he stepped duihe and sought to teach him how to
behave in public and private spheré€”.That Heffer draws a distinction between publid an
private male behaviour is deeply disturbing; Honfkc® statistics state that at least one in
four women experience some form of domestic viademeost often beginning at the time of
the first pregnancy) within the private, domespbeare. The aim of highlighting Heffer’s
article is to demonstrate that the juxtapositioamicles lamenting the increase in incidences
of anti-social behaviour and the rise of lone mogdehouseholds reinforce the claims of
Robert Wheelan of the right wing think-tank CivisT@uoted in all three articles) who
surmises that the fault rests with women; “thosenen who have never bothered bringing a

man into the house**

The absence of the family man, an absence that Mfhekearly blames women for,
has, he asserts, created a generation of emastytatag men, who experiencing the demise
in their “traditional roles of fathers and husbagraissert their masculinity in less helpful
ways”"?*® Wheelan’s neo-conservative rhetoric suggeststieaprevalence of lone
mothered households has not only affected ideaghat constitutes ‘family’ but has replaced
a secure definition of man as the only source tiaity and as sole provider, with a more
troubling sense of masculine obsolescence. Thensamts voiced by, in this instance,
Wheelan and he DailyMail are certainly not exclusive to the British conteAimerican

academics, politicians, social scientists, religiteaders and so on regularly spew forth

2425imon Heffer. ‘Why Does Britain Produce Such Vidleouts?’ The Daily Mail 18/06/04. Pg 11
243 ||hi
Ibid.
244 pid.
23 pid.
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similar rhetoric which is emphatically coded ashauitative research findings. Such
discursive practices maintain a process of demogitiose people who are, as Stuart C.
Aitken describes as “out of sync with notions dizeinship” in a process that preserves the
“normalization of particular kinds of families asdmmunities™®*® Take for example the
work of David Blankenhorn, Founder and Presidentio# Institute for American Values, an
organisation dedicated to ‘contributing intelledtyigo the renewal of marriage, family life
and citizenship in the United States. Descriled &onsensus builder and leading light in
the fatherhood movement” Blankenhorn advises: @fwant to learn the identity of rapists,
the hater of women, the occupants of jail cellsdaeot look first to boys with masculine
fathers. We look first to boys with no father§'® Blankenhorn’s sentiments function as a
repudiation of second wave feminist challengesigoformulation of macho masculinity
which feminists warned caused problems for meiit fatb this very essentialized and
restrictive paradigm of masculinity. Nevertheldgbg, sentiments of Blankenhorn rang true
for many; indeed William Galston, one time poligveor to the Clinton administration
responsed to questions about the relationship leetwaece and crime and lone motherhood
by asserting that “the correlation is so strond tmatrolling for family configuration erases

the relationship between race and crime and betioeeincome and crime®**® Galston

2% stuart C. Aitken. ‘Schoolyard Shootings: RacismiSm and Moral Panics over Teen Violendeitipode
Vol 33, Issue 4, 2002. Pp 953-600. Sourced //antipode-
online.net/abstract.asp?vid=33iid=4&aid=1&s=0

247 David Blankenhorn. ‘Fatherless Americatww.americanvalues.coi24/10/2007). Blankenhorn regularly
publishes on the internet but he has written anddited the following books. David BlakenhofRatherless
America: Confronting Our Most Urgent ProbleniBlew York: Institute for American Values Publisbiltd,
1995) , David Blakenhorn, Steven Bayme and JeahkBeEIshtain (Eds)Rebuilding the Nest: A New
Commitment to The American Fami{ilew York: Institute for American Values PublisgilLtd, 1990), David
Blankenhorn and Mary Ann Glendon (EdSgedbeds of Virtue: Sources of Competence, Chaaute
Citizenship in America(New York: Institute for American Values PublisbilLtd, 1995), David Popenoe, Jean
Bethke Elshtain and David Blankenhorn (Ed&pomises to Keep: Decline and Renewal of Marriage i
America (New York: Institute for American Values Publist Ltd, 1996), Wade F.Horn, David Blakenhorn
and Mitchell B. Pearlsteirthe Fatherhood Movemen{Maryland, Oxford: Lexington Books, 1999), Déwvi
BlankenhornThe Book of Marriage: The Wisest Answers to thegfest QuestiongMichigan: Wm. B.
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2001).

248 Christina Hoff SommersThe War Against Boys: How Misguided Feminism isrilag Our Young Men.
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 2000). Pg 130.

159



confidently concluded these claims are wholly tdksbecause as he notes, the “findings

show up time and again in the literatufé&®,

The depth of investment in establishing fatherhasthe vital component in the
raising of civilized male children undermines thany millions of mothers successfully
raising their sons to mature masculinity. For Gillriplet, founder of Mastering Manhood,
member of the Atlanta Fatherhood Resource Consoiad The National Fatherhood
Initiative, the notion of a lone mother successfudlising her fatherless son is
unconscionable. In his checklist of the ‘10 Harhithings Single Mothers Do To Ruin
Their Son’s Lives’ Triplett admonishes lone mothierbe always aware of the many
obstacles they place in the way of their son’sneyrto manhood. The most essential point
for lone mothers is to always remember never “is@oyour son’s mind against his
biological father otherwise he will become rebelBpjoin gangs, commit crimes, engage in
other self-destructive behaviour such as domegtience and homosexuality® “Don't
instil in your son ‘all men are dogs mentality”, as he warns, “your son will become one of
the dogs who are trained that way by their moth&'s’Playing the mating game, or as
Triplett so nicely phrases it, “becoming a revotynoor for hordes of males” will, also cause
the male child to thoroughly devalue and disrespathen®? Not one to hold back with his
invaluable advice, Triplett continues to warn lanethers to be cautious about making her
son the head of the fatherless home. To do sprdphesizes, will result in the son “doing
the unthinkable®>® Whilst Triplett cannot find the words to descrilikat constitutes the
‘unthinkable’, he does however draw from rhetohattcodes the lone mother as sexually

deviant especially when he writes that ‘doing théhinkable’ is linked to the lone mother’'s

249 .
Ibid.
250 \www. gillistriplett.com/aboutgtm/index/hotmaourced 11/12/07)
251 H
Ibid.
252 |pid.
253 |pid
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“fanatical demands of manhoot That the lone mother is perceived by Tripletthas
victimizer of both her son, society and more impotty, as the cause of violence against
other women, is | argue, indicative of a misogymgttis wholly sanctioned in the rhetoric of
combating fatherlessness. Furthermore, in his wgsrto lone mothers about the threat they
pose to the formation of masculine identity, Trihlence more reinforces the notion that

masculinity is both fragile and elusive.

Such campaigns to combat fatherlessness, with@ssddminantly in the US and
UK, feed on a fear that the rise in lone motheredseholds will result in an exponential
increase in lawlessness, recklessness and ultyredelal barbarianism. This fear is
highlighted in the alarmist sentiments of leadingekican psychologist David Lykken’s
work in The Chronicle of Higher Educatiomhere he too correlates absentee fatherhood with
the breakdown of social citizenship. He writest the US, among boys aged 12-17, the
percentage arrested for violent crimes has doubléake past fifteen years. Not
coincidentally, the percentage of children beireyed without a father has also doubled
during this period. Nationally, 70% of incarcedhfavenile delinquents were raised without
fathers”?>> Fatherhood campaign websites, fatherhood marfudiat to do after divorce’
books, men’s self help literature and the workrmaf-feminist cultural observers employ the

same rhetoric to effect the elevation of fatherhfuvdhe sake of a civil society.

Armed with the expert knowledge from Blankenhormlett is not surprising that
Lykken earlier discovered ‘no coincidence’ in therease of male juvenile delinquency was
correlated with experience of paternal absenceusecBlankenhorn had already informed us

that experts look automatically ‘to boys with nthiers’ when undertaking such research. In

24 bid.
2% gtacey in Griswald and Daniels. Pg 59

161



so doing Blankenhorn continues a tradition of aweking any other socio-economic factors
determining behavioural traits. It is typical opeblem that according to Judith Stacey
regularly occurs within the field of social sciesaghich tries “to achieve a consensus
concerning disproportionate risks and harms derfk@ud fatherlessness, research would
have to demonstrate that children living in allstéypes of families are more apt to being
inadequately parented than are children in compa@mnventional, heterosexual
couples™®®® Yet, for Blankenhorn et al, the problem is clégis the lone mothered family
that “is the most harmful demographic of this gatien” and the “leading cause of declining

child well-being in our society*>’

Blankenhorn is of course referring to the US betshme rhetoric is voiced daily
within British society (see the celebrated repgrOhairman of the Centre for Social Justice
and former Conservative Leader lain Duncan Smirth)t is worth noting how Smith’s
political career was revitalized after the pubiicatof his report. Much like Michael Portillo,
as highlighted in Chapter One, the problem of love¢herhood became a device for securing
the authority of a ‘tired’ politician). Blankenhorontinues his postulating by claiming that
the ‘problem’ of the lone mother is the “enginevirg our most urgent social problems from
adolescent pregnancy to child sexual abuse andstamviolence against womef®® It is
perhaps telling of his pathologization and victiatian of women that Blankenhorn only
refers to criminal activity that predominantly affe women. That he omits to mention that
violence against men by men is the most common tdranime illustrates his paternalistic
misogyny. Nevertheless, empirical data ‘provedhaut doubt that the task of raising a son

without a father is a highly perilous one. A lanethered son, so research would warn us,

2% |bid. Pp 65-66

%57 pavid Blankenhorn cited in Stacey, Griswald arahgls.. Pg 59

Z&Breakthrough Britain’. The Centre for Social ioe Green Paper on the Family. (London™ 2@nuary
2007).

29 |pid.
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will almost certainly become a pervert, a rapidtager of women, a criminal, a thug,

illiterate, a school drop-out, and a barbarian.

Thus in America and Britain we are treated to dydaarrage of anxieties about the
falling levels of boy’s academic achievements,rike in violent crime, gun crime, the rise in
unemployment amongst young men, and so on, whiattitn to compound the ideology of
the loathsome lone mother. Of course, the undeglgnessage is really about class and race.
The discursive practices that correlate the lontherowvith male juvenile delinquency focus
on the fears about the reproduction of an undes¢jaarticularly the socially undesirable and
derided ‘chav’ culture in Britain and the ‘traileash’ in the US) and the threat to white
superiority that is implicit in discourse about theerwhelming numbers of African
American lone mothers and the political rhetoriccegmg in the UK about the problems of

the Afro-Caribbean community.

The escalation in gun crime that has occurred imdoo over the last five years has
propelled the ‘problem’ of black British male yoatimto the media spotlight. Whilst young
black British males have always been the focusobfipal and criminal investigation
(whether legitimate or not), the black lone mothas not garnered much attention from the
British media (a point | raise in Chapter Two)onically, (or not) just as the figure of the
black lone mother has become a visible within thpytar media; the actual lone mother has
been silenced by the black fatherhood movementiwtaally burst onto the scene in the last
two years. Black community leaders (belongingampaign groups such as ‘Boy To Man’
based in South London) regularly coalesce with evbdnservative politicians calling for
more importance to be placed on fatherhood in ritetibat not only silences the black lone

mother but infantilizes her through discourses pgaamt to her lack of physical strength when

163



faced with her angry black son. Even more probtemsithe use of racist imagery that

posits the uncontrollable bestial violent black ena$ a threat to black lone mothers. Whilst
this might be indicative of the lengths the blacklencommunity have to go in order for its
voice to be heard, the espousal of racist langaagérms the argument that the importance

of fatherhood as a social status ‘whitewashesessi race. Both sets of discourses function
to reassert the moral authority of the white middésses. But | also argue that issues of race
and class are conflated onto the body of the loothen in such a way that challenges of race
and class discrimination are mediated throughehgafe body—in other words the problem

is made to be seen to have nothing to do with cactass but everything to do with lone

motherhood.

Still, the alarmist question always raised by thedra, “What Has Gone Wrong with
British Boys?” is followed by the usual set of mastsuch as “the mother of these boys is
normally single or divorced” or, “Hatred, hatre@tted by middle class feminists”, or “the
damage caused by family breakdown is felt moretelstby boys”.2°® Add to the toxic mix
the poetic musings of academics such as Maggie@al in her essay ‘Father Hunger’
where she describes what she sees as a collentim@aal reaction to fatherlessness as “an
ache in the heart, a gnawing anxiety in the guis & longing for a man, not just a woman,
who will care for you, protect you and show you hvsurvive the world. For a boy, it is
the raw persistent, desperate hunger for dependaddielove and for an image of maleness

that is not at odds with lové®?

It is difficult to fail to recognise the politicatultural and social investment in the

rhetoric of ‘father hunger’. Indeed, the followiagecdote surely raises questions of what

#04Vhat has gone wrong with British boyd®’ Your View(Un-authored)www.telegraph.co.ukSourced
11/08/07)
%1 Maggie Gallagher in Griswald and Daniels. Pg 165.
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would be at stake if lone motherhood were no longdre seen as being so presumptively
problematic. In 2006, Peggy Drexler, fearful foe tsafety of herself and her family,
consulted a private security company for advicéaw to protect their well-being. Not
unusual for a high profile woman one might thinkt Prexler was neither a household name
nor terribly wealthy. Drexler is a professor otsdogy at Cornell University who wrote a
book; a sociological, ethnographic study that cadtitted received cultural, political,
scientific and historical wisdoms that claim a t®wgiorality and masculinity can only be

properly cultivated in the presence of a live-ithéa.

Drexler’'s research question—is it really necessary son to have a dad?—did not
arise from any personal quest to raise the soowdil® of lone mother. Nor was she in the
business of disavowing fatherhood. Rather, a®tegsional woman, married for thirty years
and mother of two children, Drexler began her regeafter questioning the validity of
attitudes towards lone mothers. Working with a banof lone mothers and incorporating
herself into their families’ daily lives, Drexlersgovered that far from being the troubled
young men she had been led to believe they woulthbse lone mothered sons had much to
offer society. Furthermore, contrary to populamam, the lone mothers of these boys were
in fact, more than capable of raising happy, hgadiid productive young men.
“Fatherlessness”, she writes, “is not inherentlyppematic—the trouble lies in the
unfortunate reality that the average single moktaerto contend with socio-economic factors,
namely poverty, gender discrimination and systetimattism—it’'s these factors that are most
likely to determine a child’s behaviour and perfamoe”?®* Parenting, she concludes, “is

not anchored to gender. Parenting is either godmhd, not male or femalé®?

%2 g50urced from an interview with Peggy Drexler. Z@#liams. ‘Let’s Live Together' www.guardian.co.uk
(12/10/2006)
23 |pid.
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Drexler's book Raising Boys Without Men: How Maverick Moms aredfirg the
Next Generation of Exceptional Young M#ew in the face of decades of empirical
‘evidence’ from the fields of social sciences, na¢hiealth, the judiciary, religious zealots,
the new far right, and the vociferous fathers ggirganizations. Her findings created such a
cultural stir that Drexler found herself and henily victims of a systematic hate campaign
accusing her of “giving license for men to abantair families”, referring to her as an
“abomination, anti-men, a misguided liberal zeaoficking dunce and a Femi NaZt*.
Added to these charming and articulate sentimeatstive warning to Drexler and her family

to do “America a favour and move her [your] dyke &sEurope®®®

Drexler's experience reflects those of other Anarizvomen who have spoken
‘against the grain’ post 9/11. Susan Faludi'sghtful account cited earlier of the disavowal
of the American female voice in the post 9/11 laage and the vicious character attacks on
those women who voiced their concerns about thamiaag, suggests that it is unsurprising,
although nonetheless troubling that Drexler expexeel such a backlash against her work.
That Drexler's work touched a raw nerve cannotdwgbtied. The powerful testimonies from
lone mothers who saw no inherent problem or disatdwge that would hinder their
determination or ability to raise, in Drexler’'s wisr ‘exceptional men’ is not a message that
sits well in this cultural moment of heroic masaity and cultural, political and social dada-

ism.

The investment in dada-ism is made more evidetitarvast amounts of
governmental money going into fatherhood projedilst it is perhaps necessary work to

be done, it has resulted in a hegemonic ideologicaiess which Stacey suggests “helps to

% |bid.
%% |bid.
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legitimate active withdrawal of urgently needediabresponses to the needs of fatherless
children and their beleaguered caretakét®"lt is unfortunate that Stacey should choose to
employ the word ‘beleaguered’ in her descriptiohoole motherhood. While her argument
about the withdrawal of government monies to lor¢hers is astute to describe them as
such unfortunately continues a process which disawbem any agency. Nonetheless, over
the past two decades it is the plight of divorcatiérs who are not allowed to see their
children, angry and frightened men who have beenims’ of fraudulent paternity claims,
troubled sons and men who have ‘taken back’ thantrol over women’s bodies and their
reproductive rights that have made headline ndtis.fatherhood that politicians herald as
theonly solution to heal dysfunctional masculinity and yeasion, society, and fatherhood
that continues to be promoted as the only cividiorce of an essentially unruly masculinity.
Thus, the cultural environment in which Drexlertsolt was released is one where the
rhetoric of father hunger is resolute, recurremt heavily sentimentalized. And, it is within
the narratives of mainstream cinema that the datiicun of ‘father hunger’ and ‘toxic

motherhood’ has been so persistently reinforced.

Framing Bad Masculinity: Cinema’s Fatherless Sons and Mother ‘Love’.

From its inception, mainstream cinema has incopdrtoxic motherhood discourse
as a central theme or trope, a fact not lost oohieiswho writes, “motherhood in cinema has
been a site of ‘crisis®®’ In many films, says Fischer, “the mother is bldrfer her

transgressions—birthing a bastardMay Down Eastraising a deviant ilVhite Heatand so

20 gtacey. Pg 56
%7 Fischer. Pg 31
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forth”.?°® Punishment for these ‘bad’ mothers usually camt@é guise of a deviant male
child whose psychology is affected by his mothertant sexual behaviour and non-
conformist attitudes. The project of mother blagnis not confined only to those women
who flout traditional conventions of acceptable &ebehaviour. Much screen emphasis has
also been placed on the mother who ‘over parethts’domineering, over-protective and
suffocating mother too involved in her son’s lifEhus motherhood, or more precisely, the
definition of toxic motherhood as either deviantlaxeglectful, or over-determined and
suffocating results in a paradox or double bind gohous enough to constrict female and
maternal agency whenever patriarchy deems it negesss a result, to speak of a mother
and her son is always to speak of a configuratianis fraught with certain tensions,
uncertainties and dramas. This section takesyabreaf look at the evocation of toxic
motherhood to argue that recent films have replécedraditional dyad of mother/son to that

which prioritizes the lone mother/son paradigm.

Traditionally films dealing with lone mothered sdmsve tended to tell the story of a
young boy fixated with the missing father (the Bhtfilm Dear Frankieis a good example
of the idealization of the father by the lone mogieson). Or indeed, the son who must, as
Nicole Marie Keating proposes, “become the fatleptacement himself®® That the more
recent films tend to foreground a lone mother ety one child reinforces the premise that
the duo constitute an already failed family patacly in light of Judith Warner’s claims that
many middle class American families are growingdgras women choose to have more than
the average (2.4) childréf’ Furthermore, the paradigm of a lone mother amaingular

male child reflects well established cultural diss® about the over-bearing mother and the

%8 |pid

%9 Nicole Marie Keating. ‘Mamma’s Boys: Counting Gimosts, Sending Smoke Signals and Finding Surrogate
Fathers’ in Murray Pomerance and Frances Gatewdingére The Boys Are: Cinemas of Masculinity and ¥.out
(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2005). 2{%-263.

270 jJudith WarnerPerfect Madness: Motherhood in the Age of Anxigtyndon: Vermillion, 2006)
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mama’s boy. If the films included another chiltbinhe family formation the narrative of
threat posed to the inner well-being of the singmale child would not be as intense. The
fact that films such a&.T (Steven Spielberg: 1982) alWdhat'sEating Gilbert Grape(Lasse
Hallstrom: 1993), whilst focusing on the narratofeone male child, include their siblings
within the body of the text surely raises questiagso their absence within more
contemporary films. What is more, that the mayooit contemporary cinematic texts

utilizing the lone mother/son paradigm should clectoscode the male child as pre-pubescent
(12 years and under) rather than the unruly maleagers of lone mothers who attract the
attention of the popular press raises further gorestabout the ideological purpose of this

paradigm.

Whilst public cultures in Britain and America an@ging increasingly uneasy about
the rise in male juvenile delinquency expressedfariered in moral panic narratives
espoused by the media (especially conspicuoustagenurder of Jamie Bulger in Britain
and the Columbine High School Massacre in the Siatainstream films have been intent
on coding the young sons of these celluloid lon¢hers as proto-homosexual or at least in

dire need of being de-feminized! Take for example the 1996 romantic comekdyry

21 pfter the murder of Jamie Bulger and the massatfolumbine High, child psychologists endeavored t
unravel the boys’ narratives looking for clues xplain why John Venables and Robert Thompson (Bulge
case) and Dylan Klebold and Eric Harris (Columbioc@nmitted the crimes. The media latched onto well
rehearsed arguments about the effects of violensficomputer games and heavy metal music as tieeca
célébre, but only after extensive scrutiny of thgd) families had taken place. Close attention paid to the
only lone mother in the group of parents, that ob&t Thompson. Without any evidence that thigd&hione
mother was neglectful and abusive etc, the mediadéurn to the only other set of variables orenffThe
same happened with the families of Klebold and idawho, as it turned out, came from strong, sdailid
parented American family units. Whilst the mediaved on from its investigation into the boys’ fayrlife
once the dysfunctional lone mother narrative cawtibe established, in Britain, John Major, thenthe
Conservative Prime Minister, in his response toBbkger case made it clear that blame for theirisgolent
crime must be accorded to someone rather than dine fiberal’ excuses of poverty, housing etc. “Vest”,
he admonished, “condemn a little more and undedsadittle less”. Major's sentiments were latetermted by
President Bush in his response to the Santanaisgsathere he argued that private actions were more
important than any governmental initiatives to grevsuch tragedies. Bush stated “Of course thegagiyg to
be a reaction-pass a law? The big law is the us@daw- how do mothers and fathers do their jol6?.” Hunt,
‘School Violence Stuns NationDenver Post1999)
http://people.stu.ca/~mccormic/3263/articles/parisB1%5D. pdf
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Maguire a film that ostensibly supports its lone motheithe speech made by Rod Tidwell
(Cuba Gooding) Jerry’s (Tom Cruise) African Amandootball client when he says,
“You've gotta be fair to her, a single mother isagred thing. Real men don’t shoplift pottie
from a single mother”. Whilst it is vital to recoige the narrative techniques used in the film
to depoliticize the male black body of Rod Tidwetly concern is with the use of the lone
mother and her son as the catalyst of change éoprilileged but troubled white man. In
what is ultimately a redemption narrative, dematstt when Dorothy (Renee Zellwegger)
claims to love Jerry “for the man he’s about todime”, Jerry Maguireconstantly references
the lone mother as vulnerable and powerless. Timenfiakes it clear its ideological purpose
through the blossoming relationship between RayJamd/ which is presented as both
distinct and more acceptable than those he hasoth#r men (particularly Chad, the gay
babysitter). Indeed, when Dorothy sees her saJesry she makes the distinction clear
when she says, “It is the first time | have seen kiss a man like a dad”. Within Dorothy’s
narrative is a clear distinction being made abathidrhood and about unacceptable
masculine influences. Dorothy upholds culturalor of heterosexual masculinity as the
preferable paradigm, for young boys to aspirethilst she claims to be falling in love with
the man Jerry is about to become, she is in fdotdan love with the father he is about to
become; a man who will provide her son with “a gofamily” in which, as she states “to

raise a man”. (See Fig. 22)
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Fig. 22: Ray loves Jerry the ‘right’ way.

While Jerry Maguireis primarily concerned with renegotiating the madse
credentials of its central male protagonist, @lso all too aware to address the ‘needs’ of the
young lone mothered son who, living with his motaed aunt Laurel (Bonnie Hunt) and
cared for by a gay childminder, runs the risk ahelemasculinized. It is critical to the
political agenda of this film to have the two wonising together because it allows for a
backlash narrative that wholly disparages and diwavfeminism. By pairing the two
women the film draws on feminist philosophy thatpérmsizes female bonding and sisterly
solidarity. This concept is further reinforcedaihgh the incorporation of the women’s
group (surely an iconic symbol of the women’s moeathwho regularly meet at the house
to offer support to one another. Yet the narragixplicitly undermines the political
resonance of this all female group scenario imaidious process that, played for comedy,
sees these women openly repeal their politicaéfseliEven though the film initially invites
us to agree with Laurel’'s concerns about Jerryigbility, the narrative displaces her
authority by suggesting that she is also attratidgdm. As such that we are encouraged to

read Laurel as a woman who, once coerced by femjngsnow envious of her sister's new
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relationship and fearful that she will remain feft the shelf’. Once her warnings are proved
wrong, Laurel becomes less visible in the film hessaher tasks to repudiate feminism and

elevate the position of Jerry have been accomplishe

The re-negotiation and repudiation of feminismeigaated more poignantly with the
paradigm of the women’s group which acts as a @eadighlight concerns about the effects
an all female environment will have on the matamraprocess of a lone mothered male child.
Described by Dorothy as 10 angry women’—a termyapculture employs to describe
feminists—the film questions whether Dorothy isiegtresponsibly allowing her son to be
raised in such a milieu. More worryingly stilltiee way in which the 10 angry women’
become silent, wistful and supportive of Jerry whartheir company, he declares his love

for Dorothy. (See Fig. 23)

Fig. 23: Ten angry women become wistful.

Overwhelmed by this sensitive ‘new man’, the woraeon as Jerry confirms the
ideological schema of the film stating, “My wholtelis this family and it doesn’t work
without them”. Applauded by the women for his digpof emotional vulnerability Jerry’s
process of redemption is completed as he takgdduge as surrogate father and husband. In
so doing the film rescues Dorothy from her statibbae mother and provides a ‘safe’
environment for her son’s successful heterosexaliration. Taking its place in the cultural

post-feminist movemenderry Maguireensures that Dorothy does not have to step dugrof
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gender designated role and avoids what Fred Rémdribes as instituting “an age of terrible
misrule”?"? Thanks to the help of this lone mother and hfsmeihate young son, Jerry
continues to hold on to the Phallus and emerge fizfitemporary tonic power shortage as

someone more deserving of its possession and marpassionate in its exercisé*

As the film closes we watch Jerry and Dorothy wadkihand in hand across a city
park with young Ray in tow. In the distance youlnoys are playing baseball—the very icon
of American masculinity. The ball is thrown oveetfence and falls at Ray’s feet. Picking it
up, Ray throws the ball back to the boys. Mucth®surprise of ‘mom and dad’, his throw

is exceptionally strong. (See Fig. 24)

Fig. 24: Ray with ‘mom and dad'.

Although employed as a heart warming light comeaymant, this scene acts to
assure us, that with the support of his new fatités,young lone mothered son has avoided
the trap of homosexuality. Under the tutelageenfy] the marginalization of Dorothy and
the disavowal of Chaderry Maguirereassures us that Ray’s heterosexual identitgus n

secured.

?ilFred Pfiel. White Guys: Studies in Postmodern Domination arfte®ince (New York:Verso,1995) Pg 47
7 .
bid. Pg 49

173



In recent years academics have challenged the i@ccesdoms about the lone
mother/son dynamicDespite such interventions, the hegemonic natuteeofone
mother/son ‘separation of the male self’ narrathin mainstream cinema remains
dominant. To imagine a film in which the lone matland male child are seen as positive
representations devoid of any form of pathologaats, as Nicole Marie Keating writes, “a
theoretical dance.....that has yet to be producgd”Keating offers an insightful exploration
of mainstream cinema’s quest to find a father fgiar the fatherless son, never mind that he
might be deadbeat, or even dead as in the caBeeo®ixth Sensé/Nhile Keating argues that
media presentations of the lone mother son dyaforeie ideologies which tend to denigrate

lone mother son relationships, they have not, skerts, coded these boys as homosexual.

This chapter builds on Keating’s claims, to argueg the recent incarnations of the
lone mothered son, whilst perhaps not openly c@segoroto-homosexual (by that | mean no
one character explicitly exposes the child as phatmosexual, to do so would accord the
child with sexual desire-a taboo in the Westernljpdo not require any sort of camp
reading to extrapolate a homosexual subtext. dh@wing section offers an overview of the
celluloid lone mother, going on to argue that maeent presentations of this
representational paradigm coalesce with disturlgihngimophobic discursive practices in

their ongoing negotiation of lone motherhood.

274 Keating. in Pomerance and Gateward. Pg 248
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Cinema’s Bad Boys and Toxic Mothers

Contemporary cinema’s emphasis on exclusive mareakdionships, wholly
dependent on male patronage—whether explicit irptbéferation of chick flicks where
marriage is once again heralded as the ultimatalegoal or implicit in the coding of lone
mothers as deviant and dangerous women— seesrthenother as the paradigm of failure
in achieving true post-feminist femininity. Postiigist emphasis on marital and maternal
modes of femininity, whilst still maintaining a tidlon of mother blaming has displaced
critical attention away from the married mother/ganadigm on to the body of the lone
mother and her fatherless male child. In so dtwegauthority accorded to, and celebration
of western family values ideology explicit withinet tenets of post-feminist rhetoric are

maintained.

Thus in this environment, one that that relies savily on heterosexual marriage and
extreme maternalism to do the ideological work @b4conservative family values, the lone
mother has replaced the over-bearing married mdibesuse, to put it simply, post-feminist
culture cannot be seen to be criticizing that whiehishes women to be—married mothers.
That is not to say that the ideological framewdrkhese films veers away from, what
Fischer terms a “classical diegesis fuelled by edigal narrative®”> because at the core of
contemporary lone mother/son stories is a narrafigerequires the separation of the son

from the mother which is enabled by the film’s regate father figuré’® As such, these

2’5 Fischer. Pg 8

27® The most widely acknowledged film to use the oabiimjectory to explain teenage male angst wad 85
iconic troubled teenager narratiRebel Without A CauseReflecting the deeply misogynist opinions ofliphi
Wylie, the man who coined the phrase ‘momism’ is ighly contentious but best selling bo@eneration of
Vipers( New York: Rinehart and Winston,1942 reprint, 83%ebel Without A Caussxpresses a deep distrust
of motherhood and its effect on the masculine ithenf teenage boysRebel Without ALauseis concerned to
elicit empathy for Jim (James Dean) and his herkgeéather and to agree with his sentiments thast@pe

the gynaecocracy that has emasculated his fathenust prove his masculinity by finding the strénigt

“knock Mom out cold and then she’d be happy ang sicking on him”.
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films function to maintain the hegemony of masatyjithrough the trope of fatherhood and
ensure that the lone mother is a passive obsantaeicritique of her own post-feminist

inadequacy’’

The paradigm of the psychologically disturbed naliéd/lone mother is a fixed motif
across the generic board. That the 2002 indig fdivy Goes DowriBurr Steers) attempts a
darkly comic critique of Freudian dogma and thechsyherapy movement but actually
produces as film which reinforces the oedipal naressurely speaks to the assumed
commonsense nature of such psychoanalytic discowtseh is perhaps why the horror
genre has long exploited the motif. Of coursedh®ve been a number of films which
characterize the lone mothered daughter as dystumatttoo. Brian De Palma’s 1976 horror
classic,Carrie and William Friedken’§ he Exorcis{1973) both employ the troubled
daughter of a lone mother as catalysts for hor€rthe recent, wholly incoherent narrative
The ReapingStephen Hopkins: 2007) in which a small town, éfa\set in the Deep South is
beset by a series of events that mimic the terichipplagues that hit Egypt® The
townsfolk believe that the plagues were broughinuppem by the town’s widowed lone
mother and her daughter who are both accused gfim@out satanic rituals. Allegations of

child abuse, murder and welfare dependency ardalstied at the film’s lone mother who

2" The oedipal narrative is not confined only to aigescreens. The thematic concerns of recent sitcoake
it clear that the dominant mother/beleaguered fgtheadigm has become highly conspicuous againnifée
Reed, in her essay ‘Beleaguered Husbands and DémgaWives: The New Domestic SitconTelevision in
American Popular Culturewww.americanpopularculture.conf08/11/2006). Pg 2), illustrates the propensity
of producers and writers to invest in this scenafbe writes, “The new domestic sitcom is con&idiby a
nuclear family centered on the man of the hous&st Reed, the recent investment in the 1940s-1860s of
beleaguered husband/domineering wife within siti®fsymptomatic of a cultural moment defined intday
the panic mixed with resentment over advancesrmrist politics over the last thirty years”. Thestoms sit
comfortably in a post-feminist era that at oncesgagtriarchy has all but disappeared and beenaeghaith
freedom of choice for women, while representingdtamchoice’ in the form of aggressive, demanding a
domineering behavior that has a detrimental eff@eatnasculinity. Thus the purpose of these sitceays
Reed, is to re-define the wisdom of patriarchy byuging the male protagonist is allotted all thetlekes, is in
charge of the language and assures us that méther figure is head of the household again.oldaing
masculinity is once again defined as ‘all-wise’ Ishivomen and mothers remain, in the kitchen.

278 gpecifically Louisiana, which, in light of Giroux’s ploration of the ways in which the disenfranchiseshmand
African American communities of Louisiana where trddtethe wake of hurricane Katrina is particulargrginent.

176




is consigned to live on the periphery of the towd,aalthough found innocent of all charges,

articulates her maternal inadequacy and shootglhé@rghe head’®

While Carrie, The ExorcisandThe Reapingode the lone mother’s ineffectiveness
as monstrous, scenarios in which the lone mothéhan son are the central protagonists are
more often than not the actual catalyst for horibake for exampl®sycho(Hitchcock:

1960) where Norman Bates (Anthony Perkins) is tegjgp a co-dependent relationship with
his dead mother. In bouts of psychosis, Batesshtearvoice of his mother who continues to
dictate his life with famously devastating consewes for both Norman and his murder
victim, Marion Crane (Janet Leigh). Or the lat8Q$9 horror filmHenry: A Portrait of a
Serial Killer (John MacNaughton: 1986) in which Henry's (MichReloker) murderous
behaviour is attributed to his upbringing by areigely cruel lone mother who forced him to
wear a dress to school and to watch as his moteeséx with other men. It is interesting to
note the consistency with which the male child &free mother is forced into wearing girls
clothes as indicative of his lone mother’s toxitdéeaour. (See Fig. 25) Asia Argento’s film,
The Heart is Deceitful Above All Thingdearly depicts the film’s teenage lone mothera8

(Asia Argento) as horrifying®°

#9The Reapingloes attempt to challenge our assumptions abetlith's lone mother and her children,
however it is such a ham fisted attempt that alrgost unnoticed. Furthermore, the film negotittes
challenge in such a spectacular and definitive thaythe argument is wholly undermined.

280 A5 the daughter of famous horror director Darigérto, and child actor in his films, it is not stising that
her oeuvre should be resonant with the conventibhsrror.
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Fig. 25: Jeremiah frorfihe Heart is Deceitful Above All Things

At the heart of this deeply disturbing film (writtdy the enigmatic J.T.LeRoy) is the
story of Jeremiah (Jimmy Bennett) who is abductethfhis foster home and taken back to
his troubled mother (a prostitute and drug addidgremiah, just like Henry iRortrait of a
Serial Killer, is coerced, in moments of bonding with his mothey wearing girls’ clothes
and is also forced to watch his mother engagexoaectivity with numerous men.
Although J.T. LeRoy speaks of this film as autobagdpical, it is difficult to ascertain the
truth of the assertion given the identity and geradeéhe writer was so elusive at the time of
the film’s production and exhibition. Nevertheleg® use of maternal prostitution and
childhood experiences of cross dressing flaggeih tjoth films as horrifying reiterates
psychoanalytical research that details both evehfgecursors to homosexuality in a male

adult (a point | take up again in more detail latethis chapter).

Jason Vorhees, (Steve Miner), the ‘monster’ offttiday the 18 franchise is also
the product of a lone, abject, toxic mother whowéhk Fight Clubds mother figure is spectral

but remains a dominant and domineering force inadife, encouraging him to commit the
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many murders he perpetrates over the span ofdheHirse. Horror’s reliance on the lone
mother and son paradigm as the location for psygicdl dysfunction is not especially
surprising given its dependency on the family aiteof horro®* However, it is the horror
genres consistent coding of the lone mother asrhefactor in the making of these
monstrous men that is highly problematic sincesrpetuates the oedipal trajectory—a
concept which has been central in the persistahbjfmgization of the lone mother/male

child relationship.

The horrifying lone mother and her monstrous mai&ldoom large within the horror
genre, but flmmakers have also drawn from anadiesion that surrounds the lone
mother/son dyad. Marty McFly (Michael J. Fox) whissed his mother (Leah Thompson)
in the reverse oedipal narratiBack To The Futur@Robert Zemeckis: 1985) to re-channel
his mother’s obsessive love back to his fatherarmdd sleeping with her is illustrative of the
trans-generic centralizing of the incest tabodh(igh mediated through a narrative of time
travel and comedy) explicit within mainstream cirgenDavid O’Russell’'s controversial
indie film, Spanking the MonkeL995) is an exploration of a sexual relationdiepnveen an
invalid mother, Susan (Alberta Watson) and herRan (Jeremy Davis) that begins whilst

the father is away on business.

While Spanking the MonkeandBack To The Futurélustrate the use of the incest
taboo as a repeated motif within mainstream cinemresther and son narratives, it would
seem that the lone mother/son paradigm legitimatasich more explicit centralizing of the
incest taboo to the thematic concerns of this fafoitmulation. Take for instance Stephen

Frear’s filmThe Griftersin which lone mother Lilly Dillon (Angelica Houst) attempts to

21 5ee Robin Wood'slollywood from Vietnam to ReagafiNew York: Columbia University Press, 1986)
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seduce her adult son Roy (John Cusack) resultidgeiadful and fatal consequences. The
trope of the predatory, sexually aggressive, loné&er is not consigned to U.S cinematic
experience. French filmmaker Christopher Honoilezas the lone mother/son paradigm to
produce a soft-core porn (art-house) film in whimhe mother Helene (Isabelle Huppert)
seduces her grown son in a hedonistic and expligiay of sexual activity in his filfva
Mere (2004). Australian filnBad BoyBubby(Rolf De Heer: 1993) depicts a deeply
disturbing abuse narrative in which Bubby (Nichdtape), a man with learning difficulties
is regularly raped by the film’s lone mother (CéaBenito). Shot inside a small dark house
in the Australian outback where Bubby has beenisoped by his mother for 35 years, the
film concentrates on images of dirt, and greasshfle stomach churning seduction and rape
scenes (cued by his mother calling him ‘bad bog) aodes the estranged, alcoholic father

as a hero after he ‘frees’ Bubby from the abuse.

Spanish filmmaker, Pedro Almodovar, darling of iernational art-house cinema
audiences also reinforces cultural discoursesettudicize the relationship between a lone
mother and her male child in his filifrodo Sobre Mi MadréAll About My Mothe). The
film opens introducing us to Manuela (Cecilia Rotlorking in a hospital as a senior
transplant nurse. Through Almodovar’s use of n@isescene and cinematography we are
invited to make a visual and theoretical connechietween Manuela and the Madonna. As
Manuela takes care of the patient, the camera mslgedy up her body, resting on her
serene, contemplative, softly lit face. Manuelgegiof herself completely to the care of her
patient, presenting at once an ideal image of femynand motherhood in the service of
others. However Manuela’s identity is not of hemamaking; she is borne out of the
creative mind of her teenage son, Esteban (EloyiAxaho, as a writer, scripts his own

maternal fantasy. Depicting Manuela as the eptofifemale servitude and sacred
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motherhood through reference to the Madonna, acording Esteban the authority to
‘imagine’ and speak for Manuela denies this long¢hmoany agency or subjectivity. Rather,
the film transfers her authority to the young cahprotagonist, a process that continues even

after his death.

As the story continues we witness Esteban and bteenat home on the eve of his
seventeenth birthday. Entering his bedroom, Mamsiés on his bed and hands a birthday
present to Esteban. Esteban asks his motherdaatead from the book she has given to him
as a gift. It is an uncomfortable scene which fioms to allow us to recall our subconscious
concerns about a teenage boy and his mother stagluge intimate space. These fears are
compounded when, after a moment of silence, Estableshis mother if she would ever

prostitute herself for him. (See Fig. 26)

Fig. 26: Esteban asks his mother to prostitutedifeficr him.

Ostensibly Almodovar seems to be challenging peeckwisdoms concerning the
incest taboo (grotesquely realisedBiad Boy Bubbyby having the son initiate an
inappropriate conversation rather than coding tbéher as behaving in a sexually predatory
manner. Indeed Esteban’s narrative strengthersutherity and power the film invests in

the young male protagonist—he is not the victinsassually the case. Furthermof@do
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Sobre Mi Madregives the impression that it is posing some elngiing questions to our
cultural understanding of essentialized gendetstrdBy coding Esteban’s father as a
transsexual, Almodovar invites us to question fhxed’ nature of gender and its requisites.
What makes a father? What makes a mother? Doilveetr to a man as a father when he
has made the choice to live as a woman? Similastipns cannot be legitimately asked of
Manuela because the film firmly fixes her femalentity by depicting her as the epitome of

femininity, healing and caring for the sick andpdissessed throughout the narrative.

There is no doubt thdtodo Sobre Mi Madreaises some very important questions
about the construction of gender and parentingroldowever the film chooses to negotiate
the political resonance of these issues when Estelmathe verge of finding out the true
identity of his father, is killed in a car accidenthe death of Esteban means that the film
does not have to respond to any of the issuesfdrsefully raises and ensures that Manuela
is duly punished, firstly for having a child witaan who could not teach him the cultural
requirements of heterosexual masculinity, and @itety for her inability to raise and initiate
her son into ‘normal’ masculinity. That Almodovasorts to utilizing a reverse incest taboo
narrative to highlight and negotiate the ineptitafi¢he film’s lone mother speaks to the

power of this thematic motif to continue to undamenand pathologize lone motherhood.

Chapter Two argued that the black lone motheredsspathologized in ways which
frame his masculinity as hyper- violent, alwaysdieg to be contained, controlled and
managed by the film’s father figure whose narrapuepose is to take the black male
fatherless son and mould him into a ‘good’ blackimAs | discussed these narratives are
seldom found outside the boundaries of new blac&ma. However toxic black lone

motherhood is a regular feature of films that camder the rubric of black cinema because
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she is a vital player in shoring up ideologies dtiack fatherhood which has been
centralized as the key factor in rescuing black fnem the precipice of the so-called crisis

in black masculinity. It is worth noting howevéiat in films employing the black lone
mother/son dyad the incest taboo narrative is neweked. Given the regularity with which
the incest taboo is invoked | would suggest thatlhsence has more to do with ideologically
constructed notions about black female sexualéy tiny indication of a more liberal

politics.

Nonetheless, the premise that mother love hasdtempal to be at best
contaminating, at worse, sexually predatory isagrtul discourse that functions to ensure
that mothers, and in particular, lone mothers, gdvamain alert to the potential they pose to
their son’s psychological well-being. A point ti&tverstein and Rashbaum, reiterate when
they note that since the worst accusation thabeadirected at a mother is that she is
seductive, “evidence of her son’s burgeoning seyualay cause her to be equally wary of
any physical demonstration of affection lest shaustharose his sexual feelings” and turn
him into the deviant she is always warned he ilyito becomé® Undoubtedly the
narrative of the toxic lone mother is being invokethin mainstream cinema with some
persistency. The remainder of this chapter explarere recent iterations of toxic lone
motherhood in films which implicitly and explicitigpode the male child as effeminate and on

the path to homosexuality.

22 0lga Silverstein and Beth Rashbaufhe Courage To Raise Good Men: A Call for Charftyew York:
Penguin Books, 1995) Pg 108.
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Cinematic Sissies.

The culture of mother blaming that has occurrdéadt since Freud, correlated
homosexuality with flawed materialism continueshnatdogged determination but with the
emphasis shifting from the over-protective motteethie lone mother. One consequence of
this is that the increase in the number of loneh@@d households is perceived asahly
reason (as if a ‘reason’ is required) for the niseumbers of homosexual men in western
culture. A sentiment that rings true for self-asded ‘feminist’ Camille Paglia who quite
un-problematically asserts “From long observatiaorclude that blurred boundaries
between mother and son are the primary factor ile imamosexuality which every honest
observer should admit is slowly on the increasthénwestern world®®® It is no wonder then
that the lone mother son relationship continudsetander such scrutiny. Logic would have
us believe that with the increase in numbers of dgerual men comes a decrease in
heterosexual men. Thus, it would seem that the ftoather and her son pose a real threat to
the future hegemony of white hetero-normative miasity It follows then that a supposed
fall in the numbers of heterosexual men will commpise the very existence of the nuclear
family; the central space in which post-feministsoulinity is rescued and redeemed, and
where women, in accordance with post-feminist idgg] can realise their ‘true’ potential as

both wife, and more to the point, as mother.

The correlation between homosexuality and lone erbibod, inferred in Kant's
advice to fathers to protect their sons from fallprey to every ‘caprice’, has been
systematically enforced and established in psydilgta and social science research over

almost three centuries. Take for example the wbsdociologists Thompson et al, who in

283 Camile Paglia. ‘Guns and Penisesiatw.freerepublic.com05/12/1999
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1973, published their research project which aitoeascertain the ‘definitive’ cause of
‘Chronic Juvenile Masculinity’, (that is the marsfation of female traits in young boys now
termed ‘gender identity disorder). Basing his p@mal and qualitative) study on responses
from a questionnaire collected form 123 heteroskemen and 127 homosexual men, the
study discovered that of the 46 questions posete32 answered “significantly differently
by the homosexual meri®* According to Thompson et al, the shared expee@ithe
homosexual cohort—lack of time spent with fathedt &so much time spent in the company
of “mothers who insisted on being the child’s cerdf attention, often or always” robbed

these men of their ‘rightful’ gender identity, hetenormative masculinity’>

Less than a decade later, A.P Bell, M.S Weinbeth&K Hammersmith, in their
study of “Sexual Preferences: Its Development igsBand Girls” insisted that ‘Childhood
Gender Non-Conformity’ turned out to be “more sglynconnected to adult homosexuality
than was any other variable in the stuf”.The link was clear then (especially for the
Father’s for Life Group who utilized both studiestiheir campaign materials), a male child,
not initiated into manhood from early infancy wal¢ccording to ‘authorative’ scientific
research, most certainly become a homosexual mmalight of the vast amount of critical
work that has been undertaken over the last twyggdys that challenges the ideas of gender
essentialism, it is surely important to ask whygbeanalytic discourse that decries the
relationship between mother and son, and, morépetty, lone mother and son, should still
be given credence. What ideological purpose igeskin the shoring up of these discursive

practices?

24 Thompson et al. ‘Chronic Juvenile Masculinity’Amdrew Samuels. ‘You Be Daddy, Mummy’.
www.fathersforlife.org(sourced 05/07/07).

25 pid. Pg 2

20 pid. Pg 5
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Significantly Thompson’s early seventies researael more recently highlighted in
an on-line article written by Andrew Samuels, authio The Political Psyche’ for the
Fathers4Life campaign group. ‘You Be Daddy Mumipgys lip service to the constructed
nature of gender and criticizes hierarchical pethal structures that continue to oppress
women and children. Although Daniels depicts hifrsg a man who is highly cognisant of
gender inequities, he nonetheless repudiates femiim terms which wholly undermines the
agency of lone mothers. Claiming to respect loo¢hers for the hard work they do
(reminiscent of George W. Bush’s sentiments abeuib lone mothers) Samuels displaces
her authority by emphasizing the mutually exclusiagure of the male child/father
relationship which he claims, not only provides thdd with the necessary role model but

offers the father as the site for learning abood, the construction of, his male identity.

Drawing from Thompson’s socio-scientific researstitee reference point for
examples of hetero-sexual masculinity gone awrgmgas’ sentiments purposefully
reinforce cultural assumptions and discursive jrastthat explicitly correlate homosexuality
with a dominant female presence. Indeed, fellontrdoutor to Father’s For Life, Adam
Bush (who incorporates the work of Camille Pagiaaa example of a woman whose former
feminist beliefs have been rejected in light of thisis in masculinity that has resulted from
female empowerment) compounds the observationgepedf by Samuel’'s when he writes,
“Children growing up in father absent householdsaira greater risk for experiencing a
variety of behavioural and educational problemsuicing difficulty in deferring
gratification, frequent sexual experience and naisaurbingly, homosexuality?®” At the
centre of these well rehearsed and highly homopharl misogynist discourses is a

wholesale disavowal of a boy’s agency in the foramabf his own sexual identity.

287 pAdam Bushwww.fathersforlife.org(Sourced 27/05/07). Visit the Fathers4Life websit see how a
rhetorical investment in new scientific researchaliths being undertaken to challenge the argunieit t
homosexuality has a genetic cause is being utiiiz¢de campaigns for fatherhood.
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Still, the cultural messages about what may bafalhadequately masculinised boy
within western cultures are so acute that it leadthers to conspire in the cultural project of
toughening up the male child. Itis an enterptiise Silverstein and Rashbaum claim, has
damaging consequences on the psychology of theemwffio is required to disavow her own
feelings and relinquish her authority in a prodésd acquiesces with the requirements of
patriarchy. Recalling a case where an expectatitenavas displaying signs of severe
emotional distress, Silverstein and Rash Baum satlgiillustrate their argument. After four
years of trying to conceive, and only two monthggdérom delivery, the mother became
severely depressed by the news she was having préogely because she ‘knew’ that after
a few years she would have to turn him over tohusband to teach him how to be a ‘proper’
boy. “Well”, she elucidates, “I wouldn’t want hita turn into a mama’s boy, tied to my

apron strings®®®

While this anecdote is an extreme example, it daogislight the pernicious nature of
toxic mother rhetoric and begins to explain thexiaty’ explicit in the words of feminist
writer Adrienne Rich, in her bodRf Woman Bormwhere she argues that mothers fear that
“sons will accuse us of making them misfits or as@er’?° It is a fear made all the more
pertinent for lone mothers claim Silverstein andglitaum who note “single mothers in
particular are haunted by the dread of producisgsy”,?*° and reiterated by Juffer who
claims that even now, when the supposed “valoopadif the single mother”, is in process,
“the deeply entrenched fears of a mama’s boy, idsy sthe potential homosexual have not

been redefined®®* Rather, the dominant message is that if womemodmeed a father/man

to help them raise a boy, boys still need mascublemodels, preferably ‘real men’ to

288 gjlverstein and Rashbaum. Pg 8

289 Adrienne RichOf Woman BornMotherhood, experience and institutiqtNorton: New York, 1986). Pg
205

20 gijlverstein and Rashbaum. Pg 8

291 juffer. Pg 174
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become ‘normal’ men. No other contravention ofi@logorms, we are continually warned, is

more upsetting nor more avoidable than homosexyualia boy.

The persistent pathologization of homosexualitg ascial phenomenon and subject
for systematic study, occurring in tandem with tise of psychoanalysis has for the most
part based its pseudo-scientific explanations sdyavithin the nature/nurture debate.
Beiber et al's 1962 research findings ‘Homosexyalt Psychoanalytical Study of Male
Homosexuality’ proved “ that a constructive, sugipva; warmly related father precludes the
possibility of a homosexual son; he acts as a akturg protective agent should the mother

make seductive or closed binding attempté”.

Implicit in this work is the premise that thereais&cure’ for homosexuality. According
to Charles W. Socaridies, M.D, authorttdw America Went Gaynd president for the
National Association for Research and Therapy ahbBisexuality, proposes that the cause of
the homosexual ‘problem’ is clear. He writes:
My long experience and sizeable body of psychoaimhgsearch dating all the way back to
Freud tells me that most men caught up in sameeexre reacting, at an unconscious level, to
something amiss with their earlier upbringing, egentrolling mothers and abdicating fathers.
In his multiple same sex adventures, even the pfteminate guy was looking to incorporate
the manhood of other, because he was in a nevergeselarch for masculinity he was never
allowed to build and grow early in his childho@d.

In his attempt to rid the American nation of homassity—and be sure, as Eve Kosofsky
Sedgewick notes, “the scope of institutions whasgmatic undertaking is to prevent the

development of gay people is unimaginably large’e-¢larly 1980s saw Socaridies develop

292 Bjeber et al. ‘Homosexuality: A psychoanalyticaldy of male homosexuality’. Found at
www.fathersforlife.comSourced 17.04.08.
293 Charles Socaridies, ‘How America Went Gaywww.leaderu.com (Sourced 06/08/07).
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his reparative therapy programme which assumed samdesire as an illness arising from
conflict between the id and the e§8. Not one for original thought, Socaridies conchiide
that this conflict (already well documented by FteKraft-Ebbing and their disciples)
unsurprisingly resulted from abuse at an early 4geg female dominated environment

wherein the father was abseft®.

The notion that the male child may be contaminatetis close relationship with his
mother is so entrenched in our cultural psyche tmBedgewick says, “The presiding
asymmetry of value assignment between hetero amo lymes unchallenged everywhefé”.
The need then to protect a male child from anyaalbstthat might get in his way of his
‘natural’ progression into hetero-normative masatyimust be contained, if not entirely
eradicated. The explicit ‘effeminophobia’ presetithin this discourse not only highlights
the homophobic nature of contemporary culture @iatux claims is ever more present in
American culture since the inauguration of Predidseorge W. Bush, but also foregrounds

an underlying misogyny about women, motherhoodfantle reproductive rights.

With these issues in mind, the remainder of thegptér references media text,
psychoanalysis, medical literature, the deliberatiof policy makers and the work of cultural
observers to argue that the social presentatidimeoione mother and her son is further bound
in a pernicious homophobic narrative. To this edchw attention to two filmsAre We
There Y& (Brian Levan: 2005), arfdonster’s Ballsince both prioritize African American
lone mother and son relationships. Interestinghg, WeThere Y2 breaks with the tradition
of singular male child/lone mother paradigm witk thclusion of a daughter. More

importantly it presents the African American lonethered son in distinctly different ways

294 Eve Kosofsky SedgewicKendenciegRoutledge: London, 1994). Pg 161
2% gocaridies. Pg 4
29 gedgewick. Pg 162
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than traditionally adopted within mainstream cinemaaratives which focus on the ‘troubled’
teenage African American fatherless boy. As I atgun Chapter Two, flmmakers such as
John Singleton and Spike Lee, coalesce with whiteilfy values by promoting fatherhood as

the palliative to troubled African American maleidity.

These films unambiguously code the black lone nretheon as always in danger of
becoming a barbarian without the support and guied&rom a father who will show him
how to be a ‘proper manMonster’s BallandAre We There Yehove away from these
representations of aggressive teenage African Araeninasculinity to one which is younger
and more effeminate. Kevin (Philip Bolden) loneth@yed son of Suzanne Kingston (Mia
Long) is afraid of everything. He has asthmajlergic to a number of foods and is coded as
a ‘mummy’s boy’ (in stark contrast to his oldertsrsLindsay (Alisha Allen), a brash and
confident little girl). It is only in the comparof surrogate father figure, Nick Persons (Ice
Cube) that Kevin learns not to cry, not to be asfte, to eat the foods that he is supposedly
allergic to and to survive an asthma attack withositinhaler (Nick misplaces the inhaler but
his restorative fatherly powers enable Kevin tcalitenore easilyj®’ As discussed in
Chapter TwaVionster’s Ballutilizes the figure of the African American lonether and her
son as the catalysts for failing white masculinifihis film’s young black male is overweight
and comfort eats; an activity normally associativén the female psyche and body.
Although the film does not code him as proto-homasg it certainly demarcates his body
and mind as significantly de-masculinized. For‘dne’ of not performing masculinity

correctly, the young black son is renounced byfitheand killed off in a car accident. His

27 The rise in food allergies and asthma has beebutd to over-invested middle class motherhoatiet
same time that it has been attributed to inadequaternalism.
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death certainly confirms Vito Russo assertion trate it has been decided that one “cannot

become a man, you have to dfé®.

As argued previously, by representing the Africanekican lone mothered son as
proto-homosexual, (or at least displaying femalarabteristics) demonstrates a highly
conspicuous move on the part of mainstream cinesnause the coding of African American
homosexuality is so uncommon. The paucity of riasga which include an African
American homosexual reflects the problematic navfifr'omosexuality within the African
American community as well as betraying a raciaiboo within the film industr§?® The
coding of the African American lone mothered sorffsminate speaks to the intensity of
western family values ideology, which is so poiénbw makes reference to that which it
once deemed invisible and perceived as the ‘gretatieso’ within the African American

community.

With all these issues in mind, and through clogéutd analysis off he Sixth Sende
explore how the figure of the lone mother is uétizn the construction and production of a
‘cinematic sissy’. | choose this film specificalhgcause it was the most commercially
successful film in which Haley Joel Osment playeel ilbne mothered son. Osment has been
cast as the son of a lone mother in a numberm&f{The SixtiSensePay It Forward
Second Hand Lionsas well as playing the son of the fictional lanether in the final series

300
n

in the US television showurphy Brown™ A common discourse surrounding Osment is

2% vjito Russo.The Celluloid Closet: Homosexuality in the movi@&ewYork : Harper and Row, 1987). Pg
299 For further reading see Delroy Constantine Simiitie Greatest TaboDelroy, Sharon WillisHigh
Contrast: Race and Gender in Contemporary HollywBdohs, Ed Guerro’s=raming Blacknesand Neville
Hoad'sAfrican Intimacies: Race, Homosexuality and Globatiion

309 bothPay It ForwardandSecond Hand Lion®sment’s characters are complicated through essdaal
references to homosexual iconographyPd#y It Forwardthe son of the lone mother is murdered by young
boys who stab him in his ribs with a knife. | apt sBuggesting that the penetration of male fleshrmther
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the extent of his acting abilities which are franasdfar beyond his age’. A fact that Kevin
Spacey, surrogate patriarchRdy It Forward highlighted when he referred to Osment as a
“forty year old man in a boy’s body®* Tom Brooks, correspondent for the BBC News
Online Entertainment website also notes the peatiyliaf Osment describing him as
“possessing a peculiar maturity—he is like a maitdajiving you the impression there is an
adult trapped inside the body of a bd$2. Implicit in Spacey’s and Brooks’ sentiments is th
articulation of a distinctly different referenti@amework that codes Osment as a highly

unusual child.

My aim then is to demonstrate that it is not jb& bbone mother’s inadequacy which
renders her as monstrous and horrifying but trafitim is explicit in underscoring the
monstrous effects of lone motherhood on the bodh®fatherless son. Paying particular
attention to narrative techniques which are inajak with and negotiate within dominant
cultural narratives about the construction andrdtédin of hetero-normative gender
performance that surround this seemingly contraakrslationship, | argue that whilst
mainstream cinema does not explicitly code theutmtl sons of lone mothers as proto-gay,
it certainly employs narrative and visual techngjte@signal, what, Vito Russo describes as,
“what is or what is not masculin€®®> Russo’s seemingly simplistic description of how
mainstream cinema characterizes homosexuality,t'v8h@ what is not masculinity’
demonstrates the ease with which we connect mad&vess and effeminacy. It is that

‘weakness in masculinity’, the connection with female, which Russo states, “has been

male is symptomatic of a homosexual subtext butttieascenario mirrors the martyring of St Sebagtiasho
has become a gay icon), who was pierced in theveitlearrows.

301 hitp://www.kidactors.com/haleySourced 15/05/09)

302 Tom Brook. ‘Natural Talent of Artificial’'s Osmentvww.news.bbc.co.ulk4/07/01 (Sourced 29/06/09)
303 Russo. Pg 4
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seen as the connection between sex role behawidwleviant sexuality” even at an early

age3®

Mainstream cinema’s explicit effeminophobic treattnef the lone mothered son
functions to provide a narrative space for therretf the father whose role it is to negate any
negative aspects of male development that chaltetigereign of the phallus. At this
juncture | want to return to my earlier claim thia@ aim of this chapter is not to provide a
‘queer’ reading of the texts in questions. To dawwuld undermine the extent to which the
rhetoric about the effeminate nature of the lon¢h@ied son is so embedded in our
collective conscience and so readily appropriatetbahe bodies of the celluloid lone
mothered son. Rather, | will highlight the ease/hich effeminophobia is incorporated into
these films as commonsense and utilized to sighdyfreakish’ nature of the cinematic
sissy. By way of conclusion this chapter will e how the narrative and images of the
cinematic sissy impacts the ways in which Haley @isnent’s sexual identity outside the
film world is perceived. | begin this final sectianth an analysis of the lone mother
character Lynn Sear (Toni Collette)Tihe Sixth Sende illustrate the ways in which her
maternalism is constructed as an obstacle in thehpsogical development of her young

male child.

“I See Ghosts”: The Spectral Father Figure and the Ghoulish “Single Mother Family”.

Vincent Gray (Donnie Whalberg) stands naked onihyhfe off white Y-fronts and a

silver hooped ring through his left nipple, in fréstine bathroom of Dr Malcolm Crowe

%% bid.
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(Bruce Willis), eminent child psychologist and ngwicknowledged ‘son of the city’. (See
Fig. 27) With a gun in hand, Gray accuses Crowaibhg him, leaving him always afraid
of being alone in the dark. Crowe, having jusereed an award from the city for “teaching
children to be strong where most adults would prsthemselves”, attempts to pacify the
young man who he has recognised as one of his fqraients. “Look at me”, screams
Gray, “l don’t want to be a freak no more—some peapll me a freak, | am a freak, | am a
freak”. “I do remember you”, replies Crowe, “Quieery smart, compassionate, unusually

compassionate. Single mother family”, he whispers.

Fig. 27: Vincent's thin and bruised body makes hppear more like a child than an adult man.

M. Night Shyamalan’s 1998he Sixth Sengs widely noted for its original narrative
twist, the extraordinary acting skills of its chdthr Haley Joel Osment and the revival of
Bruce Willis’s acting career (significantly, Willis best known in his role of hyper-
masculine hero of the Reaganite blockbuster friaedbie Hard). Telling the story of Cole
Sear (Haley Joel Osment), the son of lone mothankeySearThe Sixth Sensat once
described as a modern day ghost story and a haaroaitive, is a nightmare scenario wherein
Cole is being ‘acted upon’ by ghostly figures haumhis daily life. It is also one of the
many films of the late 1990s-2000s which foregraufadherhood as redemptive for central

male protagonist and essential for the film’'s fa#ees child—fatherless fatherhood’ films.
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The supernatural events are having disturbing &sffec the young boy whose bizarre
behaviour is made manifest in bouts of extremeetgxdepression, and isolation from his
peers who bully hini®® However the link between Cole’s emotional proseand the
supernatural are not made explicit from the outséhte film, rather Cole’s problems are, it is

alleged, due to his parents’ recent divorce.

Indeed the film quite clearly invites us to makes ttonnection when we are
introduced to the eminent Dr Crowe, who is sittimga bench outside the house observing
Cole as he makes his way to a church (a supposed pf sanctuary for people marginalized
and victimized by society). As we watch Dr Crowading Cole’s medical notes and making
notes as he watches the boy, the camera momemtesis/on a page where he underscores
the words ‘single parent family’. This is the seddime within the opening few minutes of
the film that the structure of the family has beemphasised and while this section of the
chapter is concerned with the ways in which th&ut®t lone mothered son embodies
contemporary debates correlating fatherlessnessheinosexuality, | suggest it is worth

taking some time to explore the significance ofltdree mother trope within this film.

Although the film foregrounds the lone mother fanak a significant feature for
scrutiny in the study of two disturbed male protaigts, neither Cole nor Vincent Gray
makes this inference. Rather it is the male ‘etxp@ro draws our attention to the fact. Dr
Crowe explicitly invites us to draw from our coltee knowledge about lone motherhood as
a destructive influence. And yet, even as the fihoritizes the lone mother family ése
contributing factor in the pathologization of tlgotmale protagonists, it does seem, at least

at first, to be almost reluctant to portray itsdanother as explicitly dysfunctional. Lynn is

3% n one scene Cole is locked inside an upstairsetloy his peers until he is rescued by his motfiée film
is somewhat clumsily drawing from the cultural ¢tephrase ‘coming out of the closet’ which referghe
revelation of one’s homosexual identity.
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presented as a loving and caring mother deeplysrard by her son’s plight. Her house is
clean and the walls are covered with photographeeoton and of his ‘art-work’ (symbolic
of a middle-class expression of good maternalisife Sixth Sengaakes clear that Lynn
and Cole are seen as a family unit. The pairttadlether, hug and share their concerns as
much as they share their domestic space. Butdhsehis also quite dark; there is very little
furniture and what furniture there is, is dull asid. However the kitchen cupboards loom
large over the very small kitchen table creatirsgase of containment and danger and the
house is silent (no music, no radio, no noise ftbenoutside and no noise from neighbours).
(See Fig. 28) As such, the film presents this é@fa lone mother as a sterile, and often-

times as a nightmarish environment for a young boy.

Fig. 28: The kitchen cupboards loom over Cole reindenim almost invisible.

Even as the film does little in the way of demonggits lone mother it still regards
her as lacking. Indeed, Lynn’s rising panic ab©ate’s behaviour, “Cole you are scaring
me”, and her inability to make the situation betterCole mark her as inadequate and
powerless. When confronted with Cole’s behavioar streams, holds her head and tells
Cole that he is scaring her. In fact her agendkiwithe narrative is progressively

diminished as her screen time becomes more andinterenittent. Not only is her presence
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in the film overshadowed by the arrival of Dr Crquiee film betrays its support of the lone
mother character in a number of ways which functooode her as ineffective, and more
troublingly it posits the idea that she is respblesfor the physical abuse of her young son.
The suspicion that Lynn is violent to Cole is preed in the scenario after we have seen

Cole’s body covered in bruises.

Lynn rushes Cole to the hospital after discovetirgbruising on his body and as she
waits to discover the cause of her son’s injuties,hospital doctor (played by Shyalaman)
voices his fears that she is the perpetrator ofthese. Although we are aware that Lynn is
not guilty of the charges the accusation is mediateDr Crowe (because clearly she can’t
speak for herself) who then takes on the role déG8eare- giver. And, even while the film
rejects the idea that Lynn is abusive it still nbains a sense of suspicion denying her access
to her son by decreasing her screen and narratgepce. Lynn’s absence from her son’s
hospital bed, her nonappearance at Cole’s schofdrpgance and the fact that she is asleep
when Cole is facing the bloodied and grotesque tghtbat haunt him, symbolize her failings

and compound the terror Cole endures.

While Lynn’s absence marks her as the embodimehooffying inadequacy, it is
particularly heightened by the highly conspicuotsspnce of Dr Crow&? It is Dr Crowe
who accompanies Cole to the school play (a tropeatd again iAbout ABoy, although
taken a step further when Will joins Marcus on staga musical performance that saves
Marcus from being ridiculed as a sissy), tells kistory whilst Cole is in hospital and

understands the relevance of Cole’s attachmenstfather’'s glasses. Thus Crowe adopts

3% | would argue that Shyalaman makes his distrustdislike of motherhood, whether married or notlieip
in the scenario when Dr Crowe accompanies Coleddibme of a recently deceased young girl who bas b
haunting him. The young girl asks Cole to takeessage to her father. In front of everyone preferter
funeral, Cole presents the grieving father withdew® in which she proves that her mother killed iner
poisoning her food. As suchhe Sixth Senseaakes it plain that mothers are not only inepttbuic too.
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the father role, and what is more, Lynn allows Iindo so, offering him her family as the
space in which he can enter as a figure of authaitd effective paternalism even though his
involvement with children has only been on a preif@sal level. The fact that Crowe has not
sired his own children (although we are supposexssame that he is the ‘eternal father’ to
the city’s children) is a bone of contention fos ife who sees the award bestowed upon
him as recognition of all her sacrifices, includmgtherhood, that she had to make to further
his career. As a consequence of the inadequaityediim’s lone motherThe SixtiSense

loans the Sear family to Crowe in order for hinplay out his own fatherhood fantasies and
the lone mother is coerced into offering her so@itowe to help him act out fatherhood. Put
more crudely, the lone mother 8ixth Sensprostitutes her young son to a man who uses
Cole for his own purposes. Thus Cole appears agaachild being ‘acted upon’, an action

that is sanctioned by the film’s lone mother tosgsr masculinity.

While I could certainly be accused of mis-reading@wer-readingrhe Sixth Sense
the very adult nature of the dialogue given toftlme's young male child and the sense that
he is being ‘acted upon’ without agency and remfusther complicates our perception of
him. Reflecting on his own career as a child gctackie Cooper claims that the power
dynamic between child actor and adult directoresrmwriter and producer is seldom seen as
equal. “Children have no say regarding their owrtrpgal”’, he writes, “it is always from an
adult perception®®’ Of course, it would not be wise to leave decisiahout plot and
character development solely to a young child; hawvaccording a child with adult-like
language, behavior and a more mature sense ofgience€reates tension and conflict in the

way we understand the relationships between ores@adults and children. Characterizing

the child as more adult mediates the symbolic grditn of this lone mothered son to an

307 Kathy Merlock Johnson. Pg 188
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older man looking to qualify his own masculinitgn earlier example of theatult-ing’ of
child actors can be seen in Scorcese’s 1976Tdxi Driverin which Jodie Foster famously

plays the part of Iris, a child prostitute. (Seg.29)

Fig. 29: ‘Adult-ing’ Iris in Taxi Driver.

It is only through the appropriation of adult laage and a more mature attitude that
the audience is enabled to mediate their uneasé #imcoding of her as a sexualized object.
Just as in the case of Iris, any unease aboutalyanwvhich Cole Sear is being used by an
adult male is negotiated through the process afltadg’ him. This might somewhat
confirm (and perhaps making more complex) co-s&rilK Spacey’s earlier remarks about

Haley Joel Osment appearing as a ‘40 year old marchild’s body’

Whilst Cole’s role inThe Sixth Senge not, on the surface, as contentious as Ins’s i
Taxi Driver, he is employed by the film to redeem masculiratigwing Crowe to make
posthumous amends to Vincent Gray and to provprbigssional worth. Furthermore it is
only with the help of the film’s lone mothered st Crowe can acknowledge his own

death and make amends to his Wiffe. Crowe’s dependency on Cole and Cole’s dependency

3%8 Clearly that Crowe is dead creates some ambigiiout the rhetoric of father hunger. However | idou
argue that by employing the trope of the dead fdifare The Sixth Sende making amends to the abandoned
fatherless son by allowing him the opportunity 4y goodbye to a paternal figuréhe Sixth Sensalows Cole
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on Crowe, at once distanced and separated frofiritis lone mother serves to rescue both
protagonists’ masculine credentials. Although Grasvempowered to become the successful
paternal figure that the film had initially denibon, more significantly, Cole is rescued from
the possibility of becoming the future embodimen¥mcent Gray, a man, whose narrative
and image serves as a reminder of the threat latlkears pose to their young male child’s

sexual identity.

Framing The Freak

The narrative function of Vincent Gray is two-folte serves to remind Dr Crowe of
the mistakes he made in his diagnosis of Gray atslas a warning to Dr Crowe to perform
his symbolic paternalism with greater care wherlidgavith Cole. More importantly
though, Gray functions as Cole’s doppelgangershka man, or more precisely, the ‘freak’
that Cole is likely to become if the ‘help’ he nees not provided. At the moment we meet
Gray we are, as | earlier noted, not aware of tipeshatural nature of his problems, only that
he is a very disturbed young man who Dr Crowe hegmed us is smart, unusually
compassionate and the son of a lone mother. Tigeidéage used by Dr Crowe to describe the
psychological characteristics of Vincent Gray dthitgg to challenge assumptions about the
effects of lone motherhood on the maturation ofeuksity but rather it reinforces Gray’s

own description of himself as freakish.

Reams of psychoanalytic literature informs us ttats such as shyness,

nervousness, creativity, and a heightened emotitatake, or uncommonly sensitive, are the

to reconcile himself with the loss of his fathedan some ways employs Crowe to pardon the mistakes
real father. As such the film draws from pseudgepsanalysis that claims not only do boys feelltiss of
their father more astutely than girls but that &ther figure will be better than none at all. similar ways to
E.T, Cole knows that his ghostly father (and his sustedather figure) will be always present and alsvay
watching over him.
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initial indicators of homosexuality in men. Dald @ary, author of an on-line journal written
for the Father’s For Justice website points torttamifestation of such characteristics as
‘symptoms of homosexuality’ warning lone motherahways be aware if their sons exhibit a
“fear of rough and tumble play, lack of same seyplates, dislike of team sports, doll-play,
cross-dressing, effeminate speech or manneristisgacfeminine or female role®?

O’Leary suggests that these ‘symptoms’ are so lgleacognisable as the antithesis of
‘natural’ characteristics of juvenile masculinityat they render homosexuality as the most

“preventable developmental disordét®.

My purpose for drawing attention to O’Leary’s ‘hdavspot a homosexual’ guide is
not just to make clear how invested father’s riglampaign groups are with the idea of
fatherhood as a prophylactic against homosexualdyto demonstrate the insidious way in
which homophobia is veiled in the rhetoric of toriotherhood but to note how these eight
‘symptoms’ are so readily and regularly ascribethtocinematic lone mothered son. Trevor,
the lone mothered son Fay It Forwardis seldom seen in the company of other male
children. His empathy towards others renders hireak—a term employed in reference to
Trevor regularly within the film. Ray, the loneothered son iderry Maguirebecomes a
‘proper boy’ when he shows an aptitude for thrownangaseball, likewise, John Farley’'s
dislike of sport and his profession as a theragaste to feminize him iMr Woodcock
Marcus, the lone mothered sonAbhout A Boydresses differently from other boys and
although he is not a cross-dresser like his copateinThe Heart is Deceitful Above All
Things his dress sense (or more precisely the clotleesbther chooses for him)
differentiate and distance him from his male corgeraries which results in him being

bullied for his ‘freakish’ nature. And, althouglolé’s clothes do not explicitly code him as

39 Dale O’Leary. ‘How To Prevent Homosexuality in Bowww.fathersforjustice.con{Sourced 31/01/08)
310 {jhi
Ibid
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proto-homosexual they certainly add to the senselth is different from other boys his age.
Dressed in an over-sized coat, his trousers sjighd short and his satchel slung across his
shoulders, Cole’s appearance is akin to that ofesm® from an earlier decade. His
appearance at once reminds us that this lone neatlodild is distinctly unusual while also

inviting us to question the intention of a lone heatwho chooses to dress her male child in

such a manner. (See Fig. 30.1 and 30.2)

Fig. 30.1: Fiona dresses Marcus in hemgien Fig. 30.2: Celdothes code him as different.

The significance of clothes as indicative of ‘genidentity disorder’ is highlighted in
About A Boywhen the surrogate father figure buys the lonehered son more ‘masculine’
clothing which serve as the catalyst for the phgisamd by extension, symbolic
transformation of the film’s highly effeminate maleild protagonist to a ‘normal’ boy (as
well as providing the opportunity to foreground therogate father as more in tune with the

boy’s psychological needs than his mother).

Gray'’s dysfunctional masculinity, the result ofiigraised by a lone mother, is

further compounded by the visual cues offered leyfilm which marks Gray as a
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homosexual man. Gray has a pierced nipple whitiigvior many serves as only as a
fashion accessory, for gay men is perceived aseardming symbolic mark of their
sexuality. Indeed, as the BMEZINE.com websiteddyomodification online magazine)
asserts, nipple piercing is perceived as havingiapeesonance for the gay community
particularly since, as they argue, the “modernqimgy emerged from the gay and BDSM
subcultures®'* What is more, Gray’s challenge to Dr Crowe tgilese in a scene wherein
Gray is dressed only in his Y-Fronts. While theklaf clothing does much to highlight
Gray’s vulnerability as well as infantilize himath Gray wears Y-Fronts is yet another
indicator of his sexuality. Of course, we mighgue that the donning of a pair of Y-fronts
can be indicative of a number of character tréiig,as Frank Mort points out the Y-Fronts
under-pant emerged as an explicit visual sign wiigkepreference during the late 1980s.
Indeed, Mort points to “columns of gay press togtrate where gay men illustrated their
sexuality with reference to, amongst others, agoegfce for Y-Fronts®'? Mort also asserts
that it is these material visual signs that do miactonfirm suspicions about the presentation
of homosexuality, arguing that “representationb@hosexuality coexist within images
which reaffirm the importance of sexual separaterasis the surfaces of the body, linked

to particular styles or looks which begin to bevpeiged as sites of sexuality rather than one

dominant focus on one dominant sexual att”.

While Mort is concerned with the consumption ofuakand material signs of

homosexuality, German psychiatrist and advocat¢hrfcurability’ of homosexuality (as

311 Body Modification Ezine. The Haworth Presst://haworthpress.com/store/E-T¢Sourced on 06/07/08).
For a more informal discussion on whether nippérqing is indicative of homosexuality go to
www.loveshack.org

312 Frank Mort.Cultures of Consumption: Masculinities and Socigh&: in late Twentieth CentuByitain.
(London and New York: Routledge, 1996) Pg 179. theaomore informal source to explore the visual
relevance of Y-Fronts is the websitip://gaymensunderwear.blogspot.cammere you will find a link to a site
called ‘Y-Front Frenzy'. (Sourced 06/05/2007).

313 bid. Pg 179
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well as the extermination of disabled people) Sehultz claimed that the visual indicators
of homosexuality are to be found on the actual badg writes, “a child whose adult life is
ruined by its mothers’ senseless and immeasurgblérg-these are little rabbit boys; soft,
gentle, shy, big-eyed...we have before us a homogeXti{See Fig. 31) While Schultz’s
highly offensive rhetoric emerged from Nazi Germatgntemporaneous debates about the
toxic effects of lone motherhood on the male cfoléground physiological factors as the
yard-stick to measure the visual signs of hetenoaative and homosexual masculinity.

Take for instance beliefs extolled by the likes~odud and, more recently, Robert Bly,
author oflron John: A Book About Meand guru of the Men’s Movement who claim that the
visual distinction between a male child raised lbgree mother and one raised within a
conventional patriarchal family is made manifestlomface. Recounting the story of a
young boy who lived with his mother after the dis®iof his parents, Bly describes his
interpretation of a dream the boy had recountddrtoas indicative of the devastating effects
of lone motherhood on the physiology of the malédch*When women”, Bly admonishes,
“even when women with the best intentions, bringadpy alone, he may in some way have

no male face, or he may have no face at*afl".

Fig. 31: Cole is the visual representation of Satmifrabbit boy’.

314 J H SchultzGeschlect Liebe, Ehe: Die Grundtatschen des LieB8smproved edition.( Verlag, Munich
and Basel; Ernst Reinhart, 196%ww.fathersforlife.com
315 Robert Bly.Iron John: A Book About MetiNew York; Vintage Books, 1999). Pg17
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The choice to employ a boy who looks more femiriiva he does masculine to play
the lone mothered son is the first choice in man$hyamalan’s film coalesces with the
rhetoric of Freud, Bly and Schultz (see also timelmothered sons #bout A BoyJerry
Maguire, Mysterious SkinThe Heart is Deceitful Above All Thindg3ear Frankie and so
on). Even if the choice to cast a boy who has,twtrmodovar describes as a distinctly
‘special face’ when discussing the casting of Emtethe lone mothered sonAfl About My
Mother, is not consciously foregrounding what Dyer migdfer to as a particular ‘social
type’, within the social world Osment’s sexualitgshoften been a subject for debate. Note

how one blogger on the entertainment and populturewebsitewww.thesuperficial.com

speaks about Osment. “I have a theory”, he proddthmat anybody who looks like a freak of

nature is gay”. Scott Brown, author of an artfdethe online websiteaww.popwatch.com

titled ‘Career Advice for Haley Joel Osment’ suggdbat “coming out of the closet” would
be a good career move, and WikiAnswers.com asgdiadley Joel Osment Gay?”
Furthermore an anti- Haley Joel Osment websitei@®plconnects the film characters
Osment plays to his sexuality “he is highly homasd»xand has no friends in any of his

movies which is perfect for him because he hagieads in his real life®!°

Further illustrative of the ways in which Osmergéxuality is being framed as
‘deviant’ is his casting as the adopted gay soa sihgle dad itMy Three Gay Sons

conceived by Opans Barclay femww.theadvocate.copa website which aims to provide

alternative programming for a gay audience. Mamentious still are the comments made
by cult gay novelist Dennis Cooper who openly adrait his webpage to a game he and his

boyfriend play. He writes, “I pretend to play Hal#oel Osment to his Jude LaW”.

31815 Haley Joel Osment Gay2ww.Wikianswers.com(sourced 03/12/08)
317 \wwww.denniscooper.blogspot.cab3/10/05
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As is often the case with narratives in which dctls required to perform innocence,
naivety and ‘cuteness’ the child becomes a siteskexual fantasy (discussions about the
child stars Dakota Fanning, Emma Watson and ElsgeRittest to this). Film scholar
Gaylyn Studlar notes how the inscription of moreladharacteristics on the child star Mary
Pickford function to invoke a paedophilic g&Zewhile Bram Dijkstra argues that
representations of young girls “created a venumash about and for the play of the male
sexual fantasy as it was an idealization of chitathimnocence™!® Of course, talking about
a paedophilic gaze in relation to homosexualityaagerous because of the potential
conflation of the paedophilic gaze with homosexdedire. Nonetheless, quoting scholar
Martha Vicinus, Dykstra points out that the histali“symbolic function of the adolescent
boy in fin de siécle culture was to absorb ancerfh variety of sexual desire§®. As such
Cooper’s earlier comments about Osment can be sitodel within pre-existing frameworks
in which an adolescent boy functions as a site akrfantasy. Even as it is acknowledged
that the male adolescent body is the vessel faraddantasy, | would suggest that the
sexualisation of the young male body is more tovith the fantasist than the actual
representation.The Sixth Sens#es something more disturbing in that it offéses young
fatherless male child as someone to be ‘acted uppadult figures. Shyamalan’s film
draws from psychoanalytic and social science dgeermractices which explicitly position
the lone mothered son as effeminate or proto-gdypaostitutes him in the service of

masculinity.

In conclusion Vincent Gray’s thin, infantilized aatinost ghostly body, his large

eyes and his awkward nature distance him from agéf masculinity that cinema is more

318 Gaylyn Studlar. ‘Oh Doll Divine: Mary Pickford arkhe Paedophilic Gaz€amera Obscur&8 (Volume
16, Number 3), 2001, Pp. 196-227.

319 Bram Dijkstra.ldols of Perversity: Fantasies of the Feminine in-Be-SiecleCulture. ( Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1986) Pg 360

320 Martha Vicinus cited in Dijikstra. Pg 360.
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familiar with (especially when juxtaposed with terd boiled body of Bruce Willis}*

Gray is the ‘rabbit boy’ grown into a ‘rabbit maa;man who is afraid of the dark (a fear
shared by Cole) but he is also the symbol of wiaé @ust be prevented from becoming.
According toThe Sixth Senséhe lone mother is not only the cause of the tiagn

possibility that her son will manifest homosexuwaldencies but she is also too ill equipped
to rescue her fatherless child from the horrorstilvanent him. It is only with the guidance
of Dr Crowe that Cole is enabled to distance hifrfsein any suggestion of deviant
sexuality. Just as Tyler Durden correlates theterce of God with fatherhood $be Sixth

Senseffers a heavenly paternal figure to end the w&rgnge phase in Cole’s life.

That lone motherhood and homosexuality are so cien as ineluctably interwoven
should surely be challenged, not only because ido®drse is couched in homophobic
rhetoric (i.e.; get rid of lone mothers and the bens of homosexual men will decrease) but
also because it creates an environment where iadiu@l raising of a fatherless male child
becomes more complex precisely because lone mahefsrced to make a distinction
between ‘normal’ male sexuality and ‘deviant’ maéxuality. Thus lone mothers are
coerced into coalescing with homophobic discurgragtices that see the raising of a

homosexual son as indicative of their inadequatkfiamved materialism.

321 Gray's fragile body is also covered in bruisesahhinark him as a victim of abuse. | do not hightithis
fact as a visual clue to his sexuality but wouldgest that it would not be too much of an exaggmnab
suggest that the rhetoric of the abusive, toxie lowther is being invoked here.
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Chapter Four
‘It’s still the Casey and Mom Show’: The Lone Mother and Her Fatherless

Daughter

This thesis has noted that the terms ‘child’ aratént’, and more specifically ‘lone
mother’, have become highly powerful discursiveldom debates about social and material
relations between individuals, classes, races)adess, societies and governments. The
potency of these terms is strengthened when tleetils male/female are placed in front of
the word ‘child’, creating distinctions between thale child and female child which find
their basis in Freudian principles of a ‘genuinehder performance. These distinctions serve
to create specific discourses about male and feamaligren, about gender power dynamics
and about society as a whole. In Chapter Thregdested that the high visibility of the
distinctive lone mother and son dyad within maieatn popular cinema is marked as a
register of contemporary concerns about the riakltme mothers pose to the psychological
well-being of their male children. The socio-pickl and cultural emphasis on the trope of
the lone mother/son dyad serves as a testimonibetprimacy of fatherhood in the
formation of an active performance of masculiniy,the cornerstone of the family and as the

panacea to a troubled society.

This chapter is structured to explore the emergehtiee lone mother/daughter
paradigm to determine how mainstream cinema emjphey/paradigm as a filter for anxieties
about young femininity. More specifically, | whle analyzing the ways in which
mainstream cinema consolidates postfeminist ideesogithin lone mother/daughter texts
even as they seem prepared to advance a more tatand sentimental representational

agenda in contrast to the lone mother/son dyadedd, films such abhirteen(Catherine
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Hardwicke: 2003)The Princess Diarie§Garry Marshall: 2001)A RoyalEngagement: The
Princess Diaries ZGarry Marshall: 2004 }ieartbreakergDavid Mirkin: 2001),The Perfect
Man (Mark Rosman: 2005AquamaringElizabeth Allen: 2006)Spanglish(James L.
Brooks: 2004)Anywhere But Her@Vayne Wang: 1999Where Thédeart Is(Matt

Williams: 2000),l Could Never Be Your Wom&Amy Heckerling: 2007)Because | Said So
(Michael Lehman: 2007) he Upside of AngdiMike Binder:2005), anéS | Love You
(Richard LaGravenese: 2007), all cast their motlzerghter relationship as significantly
different, ‘special’ and longer lasting than thattee lone mother/son dyad. And yet, despite
the apparently sentimental treatment of the loneherédaughter relationship, this chapter
will argue that the set of generational dynamicglace in lone mother/daughter texts serve
to reconfigure the relationship between femininel@scence and feminism in deeply
troubling ways which wholly negate the lone mothgicasting her as immature, and her

belief system as damaging to her ‘self’ and todarghter.

The main focus of the chapter is the emergenckeeotadenage daughter and her lone
mother paradigm which is becoming an establishedlydormation in films directed
towards a younger female audience. Although inp@arhree | noted that the thematic
concerns of narratives which foreground the lon¢herdson paradigm cross the generic
spectrum, the lone mother/daughter dyad tendsisb gestmarily in the domain of the chick
flick and romantic comedy; this is the cultural spavherein the requisites of postfeminist
femininity are being most vigorously stratified. hifé this thesis is a composite study of
British and American cinema, the paradigm of theelmother and her daughter is
conspicuously absent from British cinema. With plossible exception of Mike Leigh’s
Secrets and Lied.996) in which a young black British woman is rieech with her white

working class mother, British cinema has focusedenspecifically on the lone mother/son
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paradigm®??> With all these issues in mind, this chapter aimadd to an already growing
body of academic work concerned with the compleximaf girlhood, popular culture,
consumerism and politics. Alongside Catherinsdall, | suggest that it is highly
significant that the adolescent daughter and the faother, both of whom have been
represented as problematic and rebellious figuygssigchoanalysis, should be employed
within mainstream cinema to make reparation foir tltksturbance of the psycho-social

order”3%3

The first section of this chapter, ‘Daddy’s Litteincess Gets Her Period’ will map
out what experts say is ‘wrong’ with the fatherldssighter. This analysis draws from
interdisciplinary sources and approaches but alg® & tentative foundation for a more
informed understanding of the relationship betwenand society. | do so in order to
understand why certain discourses are appropratedinematic texts whilst others that are
central in the social world are largely ignoréiche second section of the chapter, ‘There’s a
strange woman in your wardrobe’ begins with anymslofMamma Mia and highlights the
way that films such aghe Princes®iaries andice Princessnirror some of the arguments
about the generational fissures between womenendled by second wave feminism and
their daughters who, as Mary Kehily describes,fegenism as “redundant”. Thus this
section will note that established notions abowotde maturation requiring the daughter to
distance herself from the mother are now more ameckwith distancing the lone mothered
daughter from a mother who is feminist (or at leasted as interpolated by feminism in life-

style, career and clothing choices).

322r'he absence of lone mother/daughter narratives Batish may be explained by British cinema’s emgiba
on social realism which is more concerned withiBnitvorking class men and masculinity.

323 Catherine DriscollGirls: Feminine Adolescence in Popular Culture aaltural Theory (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2002). Pg 127
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The closing analysis of this chapter explores lieente of the construction of girlhood
through the lens of princesshood; a make-beliegetity which has been marketed in such a
way to appeal to issues of child development, fereatpowerment and female bonding (i.e.:
dressing-up in princess gowns allows girls to fashhemselves on ‘strong and positive’
female role models while princess play developsimation and offers the mother—who
can also invest in a princess dress—and her dautdieééunique’ opportunity to bond
through their love of all things that glitter) batin reality a perfect marriage of issues of
child development and gender with capitalism. phecess motif is particularly widespread
in postfeminist culture primarily because it hegyg and intensifies an already expanding
commodity culture through what can only be regaraedore traditional female
transformation narratives. These traditional naresa offer young girls a very particular
point of reference for identification which has besystematically challenged by feminism as
limiting, passive and wholly in the service of patchy. Indeed the release of a set of films
prioritizing the princess typology and the proléggon of princess paraphernalia that we have
witnessed over the last two years has resurreetdigrefeminist objections to another
problematic female motif—the Barbie doll. Thesa@grns are being articulated in academic
texts as well as within the popular media. Thesdbnnection between feminism,
commodity culture and princesshood has already bstblished. This section specifically
explores the correlation of princesshood and lontherhood—a thematic pairing seen in the
highly successfuPrincess Diariesfranchise andce Princesgo argue that feminism is
being used to figure a position of unjust authoaityl inappropriate maternalism. In this
regard | will argue that the lone mother/daughtagigm is emerging as a central paradigm

in the ideological work of postfeminsim.
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While the main focus of this chapter is to explooatemporary cinematic
representations of the lone mother/daughter faaslg mirror of the generational conflicts
between feminism and post-feminism, the next sedirtefly maps out what is being said
about the construction of girlhood and its effemighe actual lone mothered daughter in the
social world. Even as the Oedipal narrative resasntral to the ways we understand the
role of mother and father in the successful maimatf girl to woman (as it always has done
in cinema too—feminist film theory has heavily eglion psychoanalysis in its studies of the
mother/daughter relationship, it is worth highlighting Catherine Driscoll’'s ofivation that
“girl case studies and theories about girls arectheial exception to an implied norm of boy-
becoming-man®* With this in mind, the following section provisian overview of some
of the social, cultural and political debates sunaing the figure of the lone mothered

daughter which, while drawing from popular psychedgsis does not prioritize the approach.

Daddy’s Little Princess Gets Her Period.

Industrial investment in the lone/mother daughitgad surfaced at the moment when
rhetorics of girlhood and girl power were aggreshivncorporated into mainstream popular
culture. (See Fig. 32.1, 32.2 and 32.3) US teleniwas rife with images of sword wielding
heroines slaying all number of evil spiriBuffy The Vampire SlayandCharmedare good
examples), female readers were introduced to feotaeacters who learnt to be assertive

and find solace in their female friendships (Ana8raresSisterhood of the Travelling Pants

324 gee also Luce Irigaray’de, Tu, Nous: Towards a Culture of Differenteanslated by Alison Martin. (New
York and London: Routledge, 1993) afd Ethics of Sexual Differenceranslated by Carolyn Burke and
Gillian C. Gill. (New York and London: Routledge993), Julia KristevaBlack Sun: Depression and
Melancholia Translated by Leon S. Roudiez. (New York: Colusmmbhiversity Press, 1989), ariteminism
and Psychoanalyti#heory (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989) &®anininities, Masculinities,
Sexualities: Freud and Beyond.ondon: Free Association Books, 1994).

32 Driscoll. Pg 120.
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and Jacqueline WilsonSecretsare just two examples of the literary prioritizatiof girl-
power) and girl bands from the mainstream musiasty (Spice Girls, All Saints, Atomic

Kitten etc) celebrated the profitability of thisméound popular political rhetorit?®

Fig. 32.1: Spice Girls, Fig. 32.2: Charmed, Fig.33Buffy are key figures in the cultural celebaoatiof girl-power.

Much has been written on the cultural celebratibgib power and girlhood that was
taking place in the mainstream; in the undergrogmed-punk versions of girl power made
manifest in the more politically invested Riot Grmovement), and across cultural and
racial borders (female R and B, Rap and Hip-Hdggminist scholarship became
reinvigorated through its academic engagement \&itl, interrogation of the ideology of girl
power which was simultaneously perceived as batithatical to feminism and as a different
incarnation of feminism more relevant to a younggmeration. Thus the 1990s was a decade
in which interest in the construction of girlhoogelgan to emerge as a vital area of study
across the academic spectrum. Angela McRobbiesnse account of the construction of
British female adolescence in her bdegminism and Youth Culture: From Jackie to Just
Seventeewas the vanguard of academic and feminist inftestdholarship that configured

girlhood studies as “central and valued in youtldigs and the popular domain, aiming to

326 While girl bands such as The Spice Girls, All $siand female rappers Missy Elliott etc were fiythe
flag for girl power in much more conspicuous andfiable ways just as these groups were waxingayri
about girl power, the music industry was also wifth songs that included lyrics that proposed ‘plag my
bitch up’ was an appropriate response to womenwsdre ‘acting out’. | would also note that TV ndivas
extolling sisterhood were narratives which tendedxist within a supernatural/magical domain whaoimts of
identification for young women were fantasticahextthan realistic.
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understand the lives of girls and young women @irtbwn terms and as located in the wider

political and historical contexts®*’

The ideology of girl power signalled what Kimberlegberts describes as the
emergence of the girl as a vital player in the caruial market place where her consumption
practices marked her success in ‘effect[ing] chandeer universe®?® Contemporary
girlhood also proved to be an important trope witimainstream cinema where the visibility
of more female oriented texts for younger femaéwars completed a financially successful
fusion of gender, capitalism and popular cultuneleled, by the late 1990s and early 2000s
girls were being prioritized in films which no lomgsolely focused on the heterosexual
romance narrative as the adolescent female’s hall/(geeThe Next Karate Kid
Christopher Cain, 199G he Craft Andrew Flemming, 1996 ar8ring It On Peyton Reed,
2000 as examples) and were, as Frances Gatewaiwanay Pomerance acknowledge,
becoming “the most sought after demographic oftitertainment industry*>®> One of the
key developments in the representational politiddras that are produced for the younger
female audience was the appropriation and incotiporaf more feminist inflected themes
which, as McRobbie suggests emerged “partly [as}éisult of the popularization and of the

greater presence of women working within the celindustry.®*°

No longer wedded to the established narrativedtajg that foregrounded the female

adolescent only as a precursor to her role asamtemother, films such dhe Next Karate

327 Christine Griffin. ‘Good Girls, Bad Girls: Angloagrism and Diversity in the Constitution of Conteongry
Girlhood'. In Anita Harris (ed)All About The Girl: Culture, Power and IdentitiNew York, London:
Routledge, 2004). Pp 29-45

328 Kimberley Roberts. ‘ Pleasures and Problems of Amgry Girl” in Murray Pomerance and Frances
GatewardSugar, Spice and Everything Nice: Cinemas of Gath@Detroit: Wayne State University Press,
2002). Pg 219

329 Gateward and Pomerance. Pg 4

330 Angela McRobbie.Feminism and Youth Culture: From Jackie to JuseBteen (Basingstoke: MacMillan,
2000). Pg 183.
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Kid or The Crafthighlighted the need, as Mary Celeste Kearneyegiyitfor girls to develop
confidence, assertiveness, apart from boys andighreame sex relationship&™. The move

to centralize girls as active agents in the fororatf their own identity displaced some of the
more traditional narratives about the formatiom@fir’'s psychological development from
Freudian principles of socialization for the forioatof correct gender identity. Classical
psychoanalytical accounts hold that girls were @file to construct their heterosexual sexual
identity through a close relationship to their &atlr a symbolic patriarch reinforcing the
necessity of nuclear family formation and simultangy reifying the patriarchal order.

While the shift from a psycho-social framework aitpd some of the ways in which

girlhood was being cast, contemporary discoursegribfood were now “inextricably tied to
and mediated through the representations of contgnodhsumption®*? This discourse is
wholly bound up in notions of the ‘can-do’ and fegk’ gir—terms | borrow from Harris—
gender binaries which focus more specifically onstomption practices and cultural capital
while at their core still attesting to the primawfypatriarchy because the trajectory of a ‘can-

do’ girl is that of her future as a ‘can-do-mother’

Concerns about the production, construction andatied of adolescent femininity
through the social, political and cultural reliarmreconsumption practices have been
attended to by feminist scholars who note thatd¢hance on consumption as a form of
female empowerment is exclusionary in that it maatizes those who do not possess capital.
If indeed there has been a shift to a more libdratel empowered configuration of girlhood
(and 1 would argue that there has not, as mostedd texts still effect a rhetorical alignment
with patriarchal constructions of girlhood), howsitae construction of girlhood through

themes and practices of consumption impacted olotiteemothered daughter’s production of

31 Mary Celeste Kearney. ‘Girlfriends and Girl Poweemale Adolescence in Contemporary US Cinema. In
Pomerance and Gateward. Pg 128.
332 Gayle Wald. ‘Clueless in The Neo-Colonial Worldd®r in Pomerance and Gateward. Pg 104.
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her identity given that very few lone mothers anarcially viable? Kathleen Rowe Karlyn
makes clear the connection between heightened cwrgm in the formation of female
identity and the impact this has on the lives oklonothers and their daughter in her highly
astute and rigorous essay ‘Film as Cultural Angdohirteen and The Maternal

Melodrama’. But Karlyn ignores the ways in whiabwvprty is being invoked to negotiate the
lone mother’s maternalism. Indeed, | would suggjest Catherine Hardwicke’s film would
not have so successful had it not been locatedvorking class milieu. The outrageous
behaviour of the lone mothered daughter Tracy (BRldglians Wood) can only be sanctioned
in a film that codes its family as poor and thedonother as having some form of mental
health/addiction problems. With this in mind, hoat agree with Karlyn’s claim that the

film “neither sentimentalizes nor demonizes” thedanother. While the film’s narrative
does not emphasize lone motherhood as the ‘issadatt that she is coded as a recovering
addict and is poor immediately informs her matasnal Despite Karlyn’s analysis of the
ways that girlhood and female citizenship are diyemorrelated with cultural capital within
Thirteen scant attention is being paid to the impact & ginocess on the lone mother and her
daughter. These are serious questions to raisaibeenedia attention is beginning to attend
to the ‘problem’ of the lone mothered daughterighty pernicious ways which negotiate the
viability of the lone mother and securely ‘fix’ hdaughter’s identification process back

within a patriarchal framework .

Cultural interest in the ‘problematic’ female adsdent became a matter for renewed

public debate after the publication of clinical plsglogist Mary Pipher’s bestselling book,

Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of Adolescetd @& which she discusses the social and
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cultural pressures faced by young women in conteargsociety’>> Pipher's work caused
great cultural excitement and inspired screenwiitea Fey, director Mark Waters and
Rosalind Wiseman, author Queen Bees and Wannabetescombine efforts in producing
the highly successful teen moviean Girls(2004)*** The success of the film and the
status accorded to Pipher’s book laid the founddo investment in popular psychoanalytic
studies of what was now being seen as a new aadlitng trend of anti-social behaviour
from young womenr>> Pipher’s observations were taken up by otheucailibbservers who
centralized the theme of ‘bad girls’ central inithezitiques of contemporary femininity.
While these texts are not explicitly pointing toharlessness as the main cause of girls bad
behaviour (as they would most definitely do whescdssing boyhood) they do demonstrate
what Meda Chesney Lind and Katherine Irwin notehasprioritization of certain bodies
within the debates—bodies which show the visualkerarof race and clad¥ Described by
media and cultural commentators as girls who cawra flysfunctional families (the default
setting for lone mothered households) the studngdicitly correlate fatherlessness with the
emergence of a particular type of female unrulivesieh is wholly predicated on notions of
class and race. Issues of race and class havedised throughout this thesis, especially in
Chapter Two but it is worth reiterating the fadttiwhile the African American lone mother
and the white British working class lone mothereddehold are featured as the primary
protagonists in political, social, and cultural degs about unruly female adolescence these
‘difficult’ figures are conspicuously absent fronmema’s lone mother/daughter narratives.

Their absence is indicative of an elision of paac forms of femininity from the cinema

333 Mary PipherReviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of Adolescéts. GNew York: Ballantine Books Inc, re-
issue edition, 1995).

334 Rosalind WisemarQueen Bees and Wannabees: Helping Your Daughten@uEliques, Gossip,
Boyfriends and Other Realities of Adolesceribiew York: Three Rivers Press, 2002).

33 James GabarindSee Jane Hit: Why Girls are Growing More Violentaithat We Can Do About(llew
York: The Penguin Press, 2006) Rachel Simm@ukl Girl Out: the Hidden Cult of Aggression in Girl
(Harcourt Inc: Florida,2002), Sara Shand@phelia Speaks: Adolescent Girls Write About TBeiarch For
Self (New York: HarperCollins Publishers Inc, 1999)

3% Meda Chesney Lind and Katherine IrwiBad Girls: gender, violence and hyg&lew York, London:
Routledge, 2008).
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screen—images of femininity (poor and black) whdchnot fit with the specificities of white
middle-class postfeminist femininity and bodies ethibecause of poverty and skin colour,

are immediately correlated with the *at-risk’ gpdradigm.

While it is important to note, as Lind and Irwin,dbat the construction of girlhood is
fluid in that the axiom girlhood is shaped and lhegged according to the historical and the
political, ‘proper’ femininity is always constructehrough the binary of good and bad
girls.®*” These binary definitions have been based prignarilfemale adolescent sexuality
functioning as discursive reinforcement of the @y of patriarchy (as well as class and race
based prejudices). Anita Harris argues that whiése established binaries maintain a
hierarchy of girlhood, she argues that discour$égomd’ female citizenship and the rhetoric
of ‘can-do’ girls and ‘at-risk’ girls have emergad key features in the construction of
contemporary girlhood® ‘Can-do’ and ‘at-risk’ paradigms serve the sameppse as the
good/bad paradigm by creating a divisive discurgirgetice which elevates and celebrates
one form of adolescent female citizenship overahéer’. Primarily concerned with the
ways in which the ‘can-do’ girl has been approgtiahby politicians as symbolic of good
citizenship, Harris explores how this term affegittss who do not or are unable to belong to
this elite grouping. And, yet while Harris’s aceodus highly perceptive and important in
challenging the prioritization of consumer capgalishe does not attend to the lone
mother/daughter family in any detail. Is this hesmthe lone mothered daughter is
‘naturally’ cast as an ‘at-risk’ girl because of liatherless status? This is not to say that
Harris ‘should’ incorporatanalysis of the lone mother/daughter paradigm wiki@r work;
in isolating one element for critical analysis athare inevitably neglected. However,

despite the absence of attention paid to the figlitke lone mothered daughter, Harris’

37 bid. Pg 87
338 Anita Harris.Future Girl: Young Women in the Twenty-First CegtiNew York, London: Routledge,
2004). Pg 29
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analysis is useful in considering cultural concapaations of the lone mother and her

daughter even though she does not make that coomesxtplicit.

In light of the documented shift towards the praducof selfhood through the lens
of consumerism, and the displacement of the prinsh@gychoanalysis and paternalism in
the construction of femininity, it comes as somipssge that in 2007 a report from the highly
regardecacademic journalhe New Scientigfarnered attention as it did. Jay Belsky’s aeticl
posed the question “Why are girls growing up s¢Xaand offered scientific proof that early
menstruation in girls (early in comparison to poas generations by approximately 5-6
months) is directly correlated to family structdre.Put more simply, a daughter raised
without a father is, as Belsky asserts, more likkelipegin her periods at a younger age than
her contemporaries from intact families. Belskgsearch into the ‘problem’ of girls’
maturing earlier takes its place among many othelies which have attempted to explain

why girls are experiencing the onset of their pgsirom an earlier agé®

That the earlier onset of menstruation is a caosedncern and area for academic
study should tell us something about contemporakyesies about the construction of
girlhood and about the perception of female repctide capability—issues | return to later
in this section. Nonetheless, at first glance Bgts‘empirical’ study might bear some
credence; most women are aware that pheromones ptdg in changes to women'’s
menstrual cycles often synchronizing them with othemen who spend extended periods of
time together. As such | suggest it would not tedemuch of a leap of imagination to

concur that similar hormonally induced changes inigke place in the bodies of young girls

339 Jay Belsky. ‘Why Are Girls Growing Up So Fast@®vw.newscientist.cor4/02/07

340 Sudies that have considered how the food industrgts of hormones in the production of cheap foads h
impacted on female physical development to stualigaing that the wider availability of nutritiousdds has
been the primary cause of early menarche.
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who are raised in female headed households. Y@&sdisky, this logic is that leap too far. In
fact any mention of a hormonal causation of théyearset of menarche being linked to a
biological and physiological bond between womer, @nore specifically between mothers
and daughters in father absent households, isegnébsent from his research. Instead, and
perhaps somewhat unsurprisingly, Belsky’s ‘psycbaia acceleration theory’ suggests that
girls who experience family stress physically matatr an earlier age. And according to

Belsky the lone mothered familytise environment where stress is at its most heightened.

Belsky reasons that when a girl grows up in “a&bcharsh environment” she will
fare better if she “adopts an accelerated reprogristrategy™** Belsky seems to be
suggesting that the psychological evolution ofyeegproduction can function as a ‘positive
escape route’ from the unsuitable environmentloha mothered home—an argument that
would surely be resisted by politicians, sociakatists, and religious organizations who
perceive early female maturation and reproductssyanbolic of the downfall of
contemporary society. But Belsky’'s account is altyunothing more than a wholehearted
endorsement of these discursive practices. Imgdhat ‘accelerated reproductive strategies’
result in the early onset of puberty and menarcitecarrelating these to early pregnancy and
short term relationships, Belsky reasserts disesunghich always see the fatherless daughter
as a risk of being enmeshed in a detrimental jitdecwhich has been fully instigated by her

lone mother.

But the early maturation of the lone mothered déerghas deeper repercussions still.
Belsky asserts that the earlier onset of menammhthé fatherless daughter results in an

increased likelihood that “she will suffer depressand breast cancer, indulge in substance

¥ bid
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abuse or risky sexual behaviour and dissatisfaetitim her body image®*? The risks
inherent in raising a daughter without a fatheBaksky highlights focus on the actual female
body as the site of crisis. Belsky imagines eargnarche as the destiny of the detrimental
life cycle that has been instigated by the lonehmioas he also does with notions of
adolescent female desire, discontent and disdass doing he disavows any
acknowledgment of the agency of the female adofgssbe is only ever the result of her
fatherlessness, never as an active agent in forhengwn identity. Furthermore by blaming
the lone mother as the primary reason for earlyepybfor breast cancer, for body image
problems, alcoholism, drug abuse and so on, Balskyes the actual social and political
realities of young women'’s lives in a period of éinvhere as Harris observes, “education,
employment, health and safety are all precariopggences of girls who bear the full impact
of economic rationalism, new security concerns thieddismantling of welfare** More
troubling though is the shift of emphasis from tbke of the father as the teacher and
guarantor of the correct performance of femininitya discourse in which the father has
been accorded some form of omnipotent power inla¢igg biological and physiological

changes in the body of his young daughter.

The relevancy of Belsky’s work to this chapter aghale is made clear in the ways in
which the rhetoric he employs wholly articulatestwral, medical, social, and political
discursive practices that surround the image ofdhe mothered daughter. As is the case
with much critical engagement with the subjecthef tatherless daughter, Belsky’s article
pathologizes the lone mothered daughter in disesushich position her reproductive

capacity as central to her identity. But the imragglcorrelation and persistent articulation

342 |1hi

Ibid
343 Anita Harris. Pg xvii. See also Lind and Irwiriés an account of the way in which new security tevat
have impacted on girlhood. Susan Faludif® Terror Dream: Fear and Fantasy in Post 9/11 Acze
(London: Atlantic, 2008) also foregrounds analysishe consequences of 9/11 on girls and women.
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of issues of sexuality and female reproduction alsterscores why it is that when we
imagine a lone mothered daughter we tend to conjprienages of an adolescent rather than
a small female child. Indeed to speak of a lon¢hered daughter almost always invokes an
image of a single woman who sees herself as hghtiai's best friend but also her sexual
rival; a woman who carries the loss of her youtthmway she dresses herself or a woman
who lacks education, moral authority and behaveldassly. Her daughter is a teenager; a
young woman who has to negotiate a landscape obsermpetition, or a young woman
who has learnt to play her role in the detrimehtedcycle of promiscuity, early out-of-
wedlock pregnancy, little education and petty crimeause she has been denied the
opportunity to be what Sophie Freud cdtlsr father’s “admiring disciple and admiring

angel”3*

In sharp contrast to the lone mother/son formatisoussed in the previous chapter,
the lone mother/daughter paradigm is seldom imalgaseone that features a pre-pubescent
daughter® The lack of attention paid to the younger longheced daughter has much to
do with the low social value and agency (outsigedarena of consumption of course where
young female-tweens are now a viable and profitab&omer base) that young girls have in
contemporary culture. The cultural, social andtjall primacy of masculinity in debates
about the effects of lone motherhood on childrei@gelopment is also a highly significant

factor in the marginalization of pre-pubescentsgid point reiterated by Chesney-Lind and

344 Sophie Freud in Rose Melino Perkins, ‘The Fatheutfhter Relationship: familial interactions thapauat a
daughter’s style of life’. College Student Jourrid&c 2001. http://findarticles.com Pg 1

345 That is of course unless she is blonde, at rigkeofmother’s aberrant maternalism and in dire médzbing
rescued (se8herry BabyandGone Baby Gone Such girls are the subject of intense and enteig media
interest when they go missing and protracted qdesisistice when murdered. The cultural imaginaighe
angelic, blonde and significantly vulnerable yodatierless daughter is not neutral rather it ct$l@an
historical investment in the images of innocentyféike childhood (often poverty ridden or dyinfgund in art
and literature since the Age of Enlightenment. Tbestruction of this fragile child served to syrib®the
harsh realities of industrialization and poverty—miainstream cinema she functions to render the enath
monstrously un-maternal for neglecting such a bdwhild who will be denied the opportunity tolfill her
‘naturally given’ potential.
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Irwin when they note “little research exists on tlaighter’s relationship with parents at this

age compared with son*®

The absence of the younger fatherless daughterdrorsultural, social and political
imagination is indicative of the way in which slsadentified as lacking a specific role. In
Freud’'s world she is both “difficult and conservati and remains attached to her mother for
a much longer period of time than her male couat¢yghadowing her mother and learning
the prescripts of her gender through forms of p#er*’ As such she is rendered almost
mute; a ghostly figure that is less significantrtiiner male sibling whose identity is
predicated on the importance of his relationshitn\wis mother which he is at once
dependent on, and distanced from her. While teeppbescent daughter resides in the
shadows, her older sister plays a much more sggmifirole, for when she begins the
transition from girl to woman she also begins tia@sition to mother. As such her
significance is not, as Driscoll would argue, thla¢ signals progression to a “mature,
coherent, independent subjett®, but rather she is being re-produced and consiuas the
necessary foundation for “biologically complemeptaeterosexual families”® The high
visibility of the adolescent daughter within thdipeal, cultural and social world is not
because she is an independent subject with hemasihes and desires; rather she is affirmed

only by her potential as a future motHi&t.

3% ind and Irwin. Pg 75

347 Freud cited in Lind and Irwin. Pg 119

38 Driscoll. Pg 75

349 bid. Pg 107

30 saying this | am of course aware of studiesngathat young women are more invested in educatiah
career prospects than their potential role as motHewever, while evidence demonstrates suchb#odrop
of post-feminism’s prioritization of motherhood ates conflicts for young women who see motherhaoitha
most important factor in their performance of feimity while also attempting to follow a script ah&ncial
independence and career success.

223



Thus concerns about young womanhood and femakecghip which have come to
the centre of the political stage over the lastytegrs have been primarily articulated in
debates about reproduction, female sexuality anénmalism. These discourses are
rehearsed in newspapers and television documenuieh a®ramface(Channel 4:1%8
March 2008)Kizzy: Mum at 14(BBC3: 4" July 2008) Teen High Mun{ITV1: 11" Dec
2008),Help I'm a TeerMum (ITV 1: 30" July 2007),18 Pregnant Schoolgirlé8BC 3: 14"
April 2009). In fact, as Lind and Irwin note, m@gtproaches to girlhood, whether in the
media or academia, politics or education, healtbconomic policy making “nearly
exclusively focus on girls’ sexuality and out ofdi@ck births”>** In Britain we witnessed a
media led panic centred on Julie Atkins, a singtehar of three teenage daughters all of
whom were pregnant before the age of eighteen.o®epn the Aitkin’s case were bound up
in class prejudices and she quickly came to reptegkthat was wrong with British culture.
%2 In the words of Melanie Philips, journalist British newspapeFhe Daily Mailand
magazineSpectatoy the so-called Atkins’ ‘baby-making factory’ “ergzsulate[d] the moral
degradation that is bringing increasing sectionsusfsociety to its knees®® According to
media pundits, social commentators and interngioredents alike, Mrs Aitkins, a twice
divorced woman who had all three of her childrenaiwedlock “had no concept of the idea
of what the maternal role involve¥™ More significantly the story of this single mothe
whose fatherless daughters were now unmarried msothemselves signalled to cultural

observers that the “most important reason for laeigtiter’s plight is the values they have

imbibed from their mother®>®

1 Ipid.
%52 Compare the media coverage of Alfie Patteson wh@s alleged fathered a child at the age of 13ilav
neither of the teenage parents came from a lonbered home the focus on Patteson’s desire to bed g
father functioned to highlight a divide between yloeing teenage boy and the ‘promiscuous’ and immora
behaviour of the 15 year old mother of their child.
z:Melanie Philips. ‘The Two Faces of BritainThe Daily Mail May 25" 2005

bid
*bid
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Media coverage of the alleged pregnancy pact mgdslbeenagers in
Gloucestershire, Massachusetts similarly createinational concern about the
‘intentionality’ of adolescent females to becomenanried mothers. The story raised issues,
among others, about the flagship abstinence orllgips of the Bush administration and the
effects of poverty and lack of resources for yopagple of Massachusetts. The story also
initiated debates about the effects of popularcealtspecifically the alleged romanticization
of unmarried pregnancy in films suchaso(Jason Reitman: 2007) aKeshocked Up €ven
as teenage pregnancy remains virtually taboo imsti@am cinema). In addition, the
media’s obsession with celebrity unwed motherhduogtars such as Britney Spears younger
sister Jamie Lynn Spears and later Bristol Pame under criticism for glamorizing
teenage lone motherhood. Although these discewvsee being articulated from within a
broader socio-political framework than usual, inetrrespondents to articles covering the
Massachusetts story were more concerned to finbwhether the girls’ mothers were young
single mothers themselve®® This should not come as a surprise since proritjsand
pregnancy are foregrounded as classic outcomegharfessness for lone mothered

daughters.

Numerous studies have argued that a women'’s cgdacia mutually loving and
sexually fulfilling relationship is directly corraled to her relationship with her father (studies
that have ‘shown’ that women raised in female hdduriseholds are less able to orgasm
than those raised in the presence of a fatherforling to accepted wisdoms, while the
mother’s task to show her daughter how to behawevasman it is the role of the father to
teach his daughter how to become a woman. Withach guidance, fatherless daughters run

the risk of being masculinised, or becoming highigmiscuous because she has not formed

% Gloucestershire, Massachusetts Discovers TeeReggnancy Pact’ Feb 2009ww.massmic.org
30/10/2009

225



a healthy opinion of herself as a wom#H. Thus one of the most significant discourses
centralized in public articulations of father hungeetoric has been concerned with the
influence of the father-figure in his daughter' ygso-sexual development. Indeed, statistics
about teenage unwed pregnancy (US 52 per 10002pdr3L000 in UK¥® regularly surface
in media panics which point to unwed teenage pregyas the result of a decline in female
morality. These statistics are also appropriatedrii-feminist cultural observers who use
anti-backlash rhetoric to reinforce traditional dered socialization processes at the same
time as framing feminist theories of independefemale sexuality, and autonomy as the
antithesis of “women’s modes of thinking and fuantng”.>*® Mindful then of the way in
which the pregnant teenage lone mothered daugh&nployed within popular media as a
‘recruiter of young women to good-girl behaviousvéant to point out how rarely the trope of
the teenage lone mother is employed within maiastreinema while she is so visible within

the social world.

Ann De Varney reasons that “The depiction of rebeland burgeoning sexuality has
been a perennial problem for Hollywood, especiathen it comes to presenting female
adolescents, since representing the tension betiwneenence and sexuality is fraught with
moral overtones in US societ§®® Of course,Junohas recently highlighted (and some have
argued, romanticized) the ‘problems’ of teenag@paacy. Interestingly the film did not
locate the lone mothered family as the primary sitaberrant female sexuality, although it

did mediate more middle-class sensibilities by fimgathe narrative within a more working

%7 This discourse is seldom articulated within camerary debates about fatherlessness and femitintty

one which remains a subtext in discourses aboubthegirl although such labeling has become lesguently
referenced since the ‘tom-girl’ aesthetic was appated by the fashion industry.

%8 Note that the majority of unwed teenagers are theeage of consent in Britain. The average ageefen
pregnancy is 18 although cultural emphasis on 4 gkl unwed mothers would suggest this is notHse.
¥9Margo Maine Father Hunger: Fathers, Daughters and Fog¢€arlsbad, CA: Gurze Books, 2003). Pg 56
30 Ann De Vaney. ‘Pretty in Pink? John Hughes Reibss Daddy’s Girl in Homes and Schools’, Pomernace
and Gateward. Pg 203
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class family environmentJunoalso strongly adhered to Christian and right-wiftgcted
ideologies through its rejection and criticism bbaion and cast the two central protagonists

as significantly different from the stereotypicaiages of American youtl!

However, for the most part, the cinematic pregme@nager is consigned to the
television screens or film archives of the 198@sa8 KIiff argues that Hollywood is
omitting the teenage lone mother paradigm fromemporary films for fear of causing
“political controversy over abstinence educatidt¥While Kliff argues that the choice not to
present the unwed teen mother is motivated bydeeausing offence, | would argue that the
reification of white middle-class sensibilities iit the ideologies of postfeminism, neo-
liberalism, neo-conservatism and the culture inteshas much to do with the invisibility of
teenage pregnancy which is always coded as thblgno of the under-class and of those
marked by race. Cinematic teenage pregnancy wuaud to tell the stories of those who are
visually marked by difference, the poor and thealaed; two demographics that are
persistently excluded from the social world anddbkural world through their inability to
partake fully in commodity capitalism. If then, lasuggest, the most prominent discourse
about lone mothered daughters is seldom articulatéte world of film, the following
section is structured to explore cinema’s lone mdtaughter paradigm to explore the
prominence of the coupling within recent mainstréams. In so doing, | will suggest that
the lone mother and her daughter have emergedeastial partnership in the task of shoring

up postfeminist ideologies.

31 Although the non-cool, nerd, and geek are emerginstereotypes in their own right.
%2 sarah Kiiff. ‘Teenage Pregnancy: Hollywood Styliily 23° 2008.www.newsweek.coniSourced
26/08/08)
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Just Grow Up! : The lone mother and her post-feminist daughter

As | note in Chapters Two and Three, different gatienal dynamics evident in lone
mother/son narratives serve to foreground partialiscursive practices. The pre-pubescent
white lone mothered son embodies social anxiebesithomosexuality while films which
prioritize the black lone mothered son cast himoldsr, angry, irresponsible and more often
than not, hyper-violent. Generational dynamiced@oounded in the lone mother/daughter
dyad highlight what Rosi Bradotti might describettas differences ‘within’ womeft® Put
more simply, age serves to differentiate women fodther women; a delineation which
Catherine Driscoll argues has had a profound etfiedhe politics of feminism as exclusory
for adolescent females. Arguing that feminismathlreliant upon the adolescent female, in
that feminism is always looking towards what th&trgeneration of women might become,
while simultaneously separating itself from femadlescence in feminist discourses of
“maturity, autonomy and individuality”, Driscolkaerts that girls have always been
positioned as “embodying what must be given upritento become feminist§®* Driscoll’s
book maps a historical account of the tensions éetvadolescent females and feminists,
pointing to specific moments wherein historical ltdrages to patriarchy had a complex
impact on the relationship between feminism anchgeun women at each historical juncture.
Likening the debates to those which proliferate rmoaund the ideologies of postfeminsm,
Driscoll argues that debates about newly emergega behaviours of adolescent females
as a direct gain of feminism have long been interse and have often been contentious.
Feminism she writes, was a renunciation of a hediariifestyle, an ‘awakening’ to the

machinations of patriarchy, and a recognition aulittal of sexualized gender roles, not a

363 Rosi Bradotti cited in Driscoll. Pg 131
%4 |bid. Pg 132
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set of discourses which encouraged and celebratg@ugywomen'’s veiled acquiescence to the

sexualization and exploitation of female subjebtsugh the rhetoric of female liberatidt.

Driscoll’'s argument is highly salient to this thefor two reasons; firstly because she
highlights contemporary debates about postfemir@sthfeminism as a generational conflict
established within a historical trajectory, andosetly because, as | will argue, mainstream
cinema has reversed the established generationahdg she describes by implicitly casting
the lone mother as a feminist whose politics havnelered her in need of rehabilitation, re-
education and care from her postfeminist daughterse own social concerns at once
distance her from her mother’s ‘damaging’ poliéesl liberate her mother in the procé¥s.
Thus, this chapter is concerned with the ways irclwimainstream cinema is currently
negotiating the lone mother character in a dis@usich infantilizes her in its inscription of
feminism as the politics of childish and immaturermen—a belief system that women must
relinquish in order to ‘grow up’ to be more likeethpostfeminist daughters. S ILove
Youthe older lone mother of a newly widowed daughéénquishes her distrust of and anger
towards men after being abandoned by her husbah@irats love in the guise of the father
of her daughter's new boyfrienheUpside of Angeoffers a bizarre narratological
approach to the ‘problem’ of the lone mother inlr fvherein the upper middle class mother
of four teenage daughters, TerryAnn Wolfmeyer (Jaken) becomes angry and bitter after
learning that her husband has abandoned his famihavel to Sweden with his secretary.
TerryAnn is coded as a negligent mother (althougihniegligence is cast through the lens of

middle-class sensibilities which means that shes st pose any real threat to her children)

35 |bid. Pg 131

3% |n noting that the ontology of tension betweenifésm and generational appropriation and/or reptimtieof
feminist politics | am in no way undermining confgonary debates as just an extension of alreadplesiad
discourses. | would argue that the media’s higlolyspicuous uptake and appropriation of postfemirtias
had a significant impact on the relationship betwigninism and adolescent females thus marking this
particular political and cultural moment as morghty invested in highlighting the differences betwe
generational conceptualizations of postfeminisraxtiemely divisive ways.
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enmeshed in the horror of abandonment. Her relsiip with her daughters, who have
taken on the maternal role and whose own emotjoaialis taking its toll is full of tension.
Indeed thirteen year-old Popeye played by RachahBAoods is maturing too quickly
(much like her character in the infamous lone mdttaighter filmThirteer). By coding the
fatherless teenage daughter as mature, films sitheaUpside of AngeandThirteenare in
strict accordance with popular psycho-social rede#rat laments the loss of female
innocence in lone mother-headed households. Temy#egins to recognize that the bond
between her and her daughters is dangerously ctadland takes solace in alcohol,
becoming the drinking buddy of one time basebal/et Denny Davis (Kevin Costner), who

having retired from sport now finds himself obseland lonely.

The film continues with a romance plot; Denny fatidove with Terry but she is too
angry to invest in an intimate relationship witimhi As her daughters graduate, leave home
for college and marry they try desperately to umigery and Denny who, while not primarily
coded as the symbolic patriarch, is cast as tgatrperson to support their mother in their
absence. In what can only be described as orfeeahbre recent ‘out of the ordinary’ plot
twists, TerryAnn discovers that her husband didabandon her, but rather he lay dead at the
bottom of the family’s very substantial garden. wéwer uncanny the ending to this film
most certainly appears to be, it is precisely tisealery of TerryAnn’s dead husband’s body
that mediates our sympathy for the film’s lone neothThe Upside of Angedraws the
conclusion that TerryAnn all too quickly and falsebncluded that her husband’s absence
was due to his aberrant masculinity. In so doihg,fiim reiterates men’s post-feminist angst
about the damaging effect of angry (default forifest) women on masculinity. While the

film never codes Terry as a wholly likeable chaggctve could empathize with her anguish;
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the twist at the end replaces empathy with scruamy re-positions the father as the victim

rather than the perpetrator.

Both PS | Love YoandThe Upside of Angeare concerned to elicit sympathy for a
lone mother’s experience of abandonment by herdngsbut both films also encourage us to
re-evaluate the position of the lone mother asmicif her husband's behaviour by coding the
lone mother as self-obsessed ashe Upside of Angaand emotionally distant as RS |
Love You. The task for the daughters of these lone motkdmsnegotiate the minefield of
their mother’s psychology in order to free thermirthe burden of care and to enhance their
own chances for intimate heterosexual relationclwhave been jeopardized by their lone
mother’s problems. In so doing the films offer fremise of a marriage and maintains
contemporary cinema’s reliance on the weddingdis@ay of family capital and

completeness.

The use of the daughter to teach her lone motheslinquish her anger and distrust
of men is a thematic concern readily recognizablelichael Lehmann’s 2007 fillBecause |
Said So Drawing from, or perhaps more precisely, relyomgher star persona in Woody
Allen’s ManhattanDiane Keaton plays a highly neurotic and contngllione mother of her
three grown daughters, Mae (Piper Perabo), Millagély Moore) and Mandy (Lauren

Graham). (See Fig. 33)
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Fig. 33: Milly and her sisters confront their matkechildish behavior.

Daphne is anxious that her youngest daughter N&ilshoosing the ‘wrong’ sort of men to
date and is determined that her daughter will aldddv in her mother’s footsteps. That
failure pictured here as being an affluent womathaidesigner wardrobe, owning a
beautiful beach side home, and the mother of theadthy, beautiful and successful grown
daughters is indicative of the ambivalent and péonis nature of postfeminism which
ignores the disenfranchisement of many lone motivase ‘failure’ is ineluctably tied to
their lack of financial capital. Furthermore, tizsphne’s very obvious successes are
negotiated and rendered as invalid because ofililedfrelationship demonstrates the
emphasis placed on romance. Despite the fact [Zajghseen ‘having it allBecause | Said
Sogoes to great pains to assure us that she imsiilequate and not quite complete.
Nevertheless, Daphne takes it upon herself to platchmaker for her youngest daughter
and, of course, chooses a man who is wholly unseitaHer wrong choice speaks to the
film's disavowal of the 'mother knows best, becdis®d so' narrative theme as well as
reiterating traditional themes of maternal betrayad over-bearance. That Daphne has to
learn to relinquish her controlling behavior andoeate the advances of the father of her
daughter's love interest reinforces ongoing thesr@tncerns that the lone mother has to be

taught by her older daughters to turn away frompidest and look towards a romantic future.
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Because | Said $8.S | Love YoandThe Upside of Anganake textual gestures
to support the lone mother character; indeed tBresm which Daphne asks Milly what an
orgasm feels like is one of the most sympatheticidations of the bond between mother
and daughter as well as a reference to feminikated discourses about female sexuality.

(See Fig. 34)

Fig. 34: Milly teaches Daphne about sBe¢ause | Said $o

Furthermore, that Joe (Stephen Collins)—Daphneis love interest—makes clear
his respect for women who raise their children al(aithough one might suspect that he
might not have been so respectful if his son, Jgli@abriel Macht)—Milly’s love interest—
was not a single father himself) demonstrates ticealignment with issues of concern to
lone mother3®’ Notwithstanding the ways in which these films pémy the typology of the
lone mother character to speak to establishedodezd about overbearing, emotionally
distant or selfish, negligent maternalism, as aslforegrounding discourses that correlate
female anger with feminism and victimhood with masgty, these texts are distinctly
different from the lone mother/son paradigm feadureChapter Three because the daughters
are older than the pre-pubescent male child of Sixyh Senseout more importantly the lone
mother plays a pivotal role within the narrativélote how lone mother Lynn Sear is

rendered almost invisible ifihe Sixth Sensance the film has introduced the new father

367 Although, it has to be noted tHaecause | Said Smediates its empathetic position somewhat in Dajshn
response to Joe when she tells him raising childlene was not really that difficult (without addibecause
the money | have and house | live in made raishilgien as a single mother a lot easier thanfiiisnany
others).
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figure; Arlene McKinney’s (Helen Hunt) experiendedomestic violence and poverty are
depicted as less important and significant tharirdnema of the abuse suffered by the
surrogate father figure introduced into the longhmced home iPay It Forward and

Fiona’s (Toni Collette) maternal role and agencghiallenged and superseded by Will (Hugh
Grant) inAbout A BoyIn fact, for the most part, films suchBscause | Said Sand tween
film Aquamarineseldom mention the father figure white Princessa film which emerged
on the back of the success of B#rénces Diariesfranchise omits to mention the father figure
throughout the entire narrative. Given the valdraraof the father figure (within and without
cinema) that has functioned as a response to légedl threat to patriarchy that Second
Wave feminists posed in their demand for gendeakguthe wholesale absence of the

father figure in lone mother/daughter narrativesusely worth noting.

Even as films such @S | Love YouTlhe Upside of AngaandThe Perfect Mamre
concerned with finding the ‘right’ man for the filsmone mother, the introduction of the
love/romance interest seldom comes early in tine &hd is, more often featured in the
closing scene. These films are not concerned withrfg a father figure for the daughter and
there is no urgency to do so because in the aforgomed films the daughters are adults or
near adulthood. Rather, they attempt to find &ngaifor the lone mother so that she might
be successfully paired with a man who will servélierate the daughters from their duty of
care and more specifically, to enhance the daughtamantic and marital prospect which

are somehow diminished by their mother’s problems.

That these films rely on the male figure to resitigelone mother from the 'horror’
of singlehood mirrors the political, cultural arat&l abhorrence of the single woman—a

state of being which women are urged to relingéashheir own sake but also for the sake of
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masculinity. Indeed research focusing on the théaffects of being single on men and
women have correlated single manhood with depresaioincrease in the risk of suicide,
higher possibility of contracting cancer and fajlivictim to heart attacks and highlight the
vulnerable financial position women might find theetves in if they remain unmarriéef
These narratives of poor health for single menfarahcial ruin for single women serve to
coalesce with one of the foundations of post-festiiieology that Diane Negra, has deemed
the “pathologization of single women amidst intenseconservative pressures to define
women'’s lives in terms of marriage and domesticif{’The pairing of the lone mother with
a new love interest iBecause | Said Selieves the lone mothered daughter from her diity
care that is now passed on to a man because sulhpasgngle woman is deemed unfit to
take care of herself. The relationship betweenhdepnd Joe also provides the catalyst for
the transformation of the daughter who must, iruBi®mind, form her ‘self’ at a distance

from and oftentimes in opposition to her motfér.

According to western psychoanalysis, the successfistruction of mature
femininity requires the daughter to position hersghultaneously in accordance with and at
a distance from her mother in order to maintaimefle and healthy relationship with her
‘self’” and with her mother. This push and pullltbtomy emerges as the key conflict in texts
such aBBecause | Said Sas a way of advancing the story to the poinesbtution. And yet,
even though the films focus on the tension betweea mother and daughter they do not

position the status of the mother as a lone pa®iite primary reason for conflict. Ioe

38 These studies have been challenged with otheameiséhat highlights the benefits to single womenéntal
and physical health but these are seldom artiadiiata post-feminist climate which thrives on ttadorization
of family and traditionalist female roles withimféy structures.

39 Diane Negra. ‘Quality Postfeminism? : Sex and Shrgle Girl on HBO'. GendersIssue 39, 2004.

370 A well realized reality and fear that is becomaemtral in the lives of women who assume the roteace-
taker as governments, against a neo-liberal bapkdrd welfare, hospital and health cover beconuestipely
expensive and the recent failure of the global enonthreatens the pension schemes of many thosisdnd
people and has disproportionately impacted on ¢beamic status of lone mothers.
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Princessthe lone mother and teenage daughter fight abasé¥’s choice to relinquish her
education for a chance to take part in an ice-sgatompetition. During a heated argument
in which the lone mother is clearly threatened bg galous of her daughter’s relationship
with the ice-skating coach (another lone motheygdiabySex in The Citgtar Kim Cattrell),
Casey assures her mother that she is gratefullfoeramother has done for her: - “You have
given me everything—this is still the Casey and M&mow”. The newly crowned Princess
Mia (Ann Hathaway) lone mothered daughter frohe Princess Dairielms makes clear in
her coronation speech the respect and love shimhler mother and thanks her for raising
her single-handedly (a nice gesture but one thaligvoiced when the mother is not in the
room to hear it), and Daphne’s new love interegddihis way into her heart by endorsing her
maternal skills and voicing his recognition of thificulties faced by lone mothers. That
these films make obvious the hardships and saesificat lone mothers make continue to
render their families as somehow different and ndisgnctly difficult to manage than the

traditional family unit.

By coding the lone mother as a sympathetic charactd taking pains not to
overly/ overtly scrutinize her maternalism, it alle argued that Hollywood is tentatively
challenging the status quo that requires that tootherhood be perceived as ineffective, in
need of cultural management and at worst, highhgdeous. But it is also important to
remember that Hollywood is not in the businessliehating its audience. As such | would
suggest that some of the concessions given inlthefe profit driven because these films
are predominantly marketed to an audience whowarilously be constituted of lone mothers
and their daughters. Rather it is the behaviormardonality of the lone mother; her
neurosis, her life-style choices, her status asrdahgle woman, her inability to cast away

anger and bitterness and her failure to listenéa that renders her problematic. And it falls
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to the lone mothered daughter to take on the ressipidity of reconstructing and guiding her

mother back on to the path of mature femininity andeptable maternalism. (See Fig. 35)

= P A —

Fig. 35: Holly guides her mother back to womanhdBdS | Love You

In so doing, films such &Because | Said S&he Perfect Manand to some degree
The Upside of Angaeverse the roles of the mother and daughter erergithe lone mother
as childlike through the manifestations of hergealy, neurosis, emotional immaturity, anger
and hurt, and positioning her as ‘lacking’ intohist and highly significant ways that impact
the martial and romance prospects of her oldeeftahs daughter. While | have been keen to
highlight how the authority of the lone mother &g negotiated in a process of
infantilization which positions the fatherless datey as teacher of her mother, in what
follows | will argue that the lone mother/daughdgad is emerging as a central paradigm in

the articulation of postfemininst ideologies.

At Last, Cinema’s Lone Mother Rejects Feminism

In the summer of 2008 an adaptation of the hit By musicaMamma Mia

arrived on cinema screens. Incorporating the nabisits of 1970's Swedish pop band

237



ABBA, MammaMia tells the story of Sophie Sheridan (Amanda Segjria 20 year-old
bride to be who discovers the whereabouts of treetmen who could potentially be her long
lost father. Drawing from Shakespearian themenfused identities mixed with
undercurrents of Greek mythology, the film follo§sphie in her quest to identify her ‘real’
father in order to ask him to give her away in nage. Perhaps unsurprisingly the film
quickly galvanized audiences into those who sawfilimerepeatedly and those who derided
Pierce Brosnan’s awful rendition of ABBA songs, #igieking of three middle-aged female
protagonists, the often times infantilized andstowvertones of the film’s representation of
the Greek characters and the threatened revivdibobd standardg¢/aterlooandDancing
Queen However light-hearted these concerns might app@alicit in the debate was a
nasty undercurrent of female misogyny and clasedpsejudices that were articulated in
radio and television culture shows and newspasaudsions about the demographic of the
intended audience which was primarily female amdcttural value of the musical (a genre

associated with femininity and the low-bro¥j.

Despite the often times spiteful criticism from mdrigh-brow cultural observers,
Mamma Miabecame a global phenomenon garnering huge finarecraineration for
Universal Pictures and generating repeat viewirgggheme utilized in the advertising

campaign for the DVD releas®Y. For actress Meryl Streep who plays the film’sdon

371 Such rhetoric was particularly heightened at thisnent adlamma Miawas being seen as the counter film
to the highly elevated ‘intelligent'—read male doated and male orientateddark Knight released a few
weeks prior to the musical. Heath Ledger’s deaithr po the film’s release did much to frarBark Knightas a
contender for an award at the Oscars and discissaloout ‘serious character actor’ Christian Bales’
performance as Batman and the critically acclaiomavre of director Christopher Nolan and the
cinematography transformed what is fundamentatigraic book adaptation to a text of great culturad a
artistic merit.

372 Mamma Miabecame the highest grossing film in British higte150 million in Britain and the UK) and the
biggest selling product on Amazon UK (1.7 millioopées sold on the first day of release in Noven#i}8).
See Matthew Moore, ‘DVD became biggest sellef” ®&arch 2009vww.Telegraph.co.uk The film made

$406 million worldwide and according to IMDB, 25%€Rritish households own a copy of the DVD.
Interviews with viewers who had seen the film orrentihan one occasion were included in television
advertising campaigns prior to the DVD release pammusly acknowledged thietamma Miawas being
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mother, the success of the film was attributedgstatus as a narrative “that ‘neglected’

female-movie-goers could finally relate t§°

The release and successMdEmma Miaresurrected some pertinent questions about
film reception, gender, high and low culture thabpe will be addressed in future
scholarship, but for my purpose, | argue that tmplishment oMamma Miahad much
to do with the promise of a profoundly progressaanel positive presentation of a lone
mother/daughter relationship. Discourse surrountive film has been sure to note that its
female director, filmmaker and scriptwriter foudfaird against the changes wanted from
Universal. Publicity focused on the women’s frishigh and the unusual positioning of the
mother as an active agent within the narrativeleéd, thaMamma Miaaccorded its mother
a voice resists cinematic tradition whereby thega@nd image of the mother is filtered
through male consciousness. Armed with the extxéstll knowledge of a more ‘feminist’
inflected coding (or at least a more celebratony positive presentation of female
friendship)Mamma Miaraised hopes that it might be, to borrow a phfiesa Kathleen
Rowe Karlyn the ‘cultural antidote’ to the cinentatiadition of constructing motherhood

only in relation to patriarchy; as dangerously siotib and in need of strict regulation.

Despite psychoanalytic theory and cultural wisddinag warn of the dangers posed to
the lone mothered daughter (promiscuity, teen @egy, self esteem and commitment
issues, engaging in self harm and poor academiearhent)Mamma Miapresents Sophie
as an intelligent, well balanced and healthy daergbit a lone mother. Perhaps most

noticeably Mamma Miachallenges the traditional role of the fatherha wvedding ritual by

widely recognized as a film people returned to déés worth noting thaMamma Miahad much less of an
impact in the US than it seems to have had in tie While this has been explained in part as aotibn of
the repudiation of disco music that happened inl8@®&0s and their disinterest with ABBA specificalhe trans-
national reception of the film would make for ateiesting audience reception studies project.

373 Meryl Streep quoted dtttp://www.imdb.com/title/tto795421/new@6th March 2009).
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allowing the mother to give her daughter away inrrage. Of course the film still abides by
the premise that the daughter has to be ‘given amaythat the mother is sanctioned to
replace the father figure suggests a challendgegtsystematic undermining of the primacy of
the lone mother in the prioritization of the naratof ‘father hunger’ that pervades
contemporary mainstream cinema. While the naeatantralizes the father figures in the
guise of Sam Carmicheal (Pierce Brosnan), Harrgtl&rf{Colin Firth) and Bill Anderson
(Stellan Skarsgard), director Phyllida Lloyd ancesawriter Catherine Johnson seem all too
aware of traditional narrative plots which cenizalthe importance and healing power of the

father figure. (See Fig. 36)

Fig. 36: Bill, Harry and Sam; Sophie’s three dgtamma Mig

Clearly Sam, Harry and Bill are important figures $ophie, but it is her mother that she
turns to for emotional support. As such Donna riesthe central agent in her daughter’s
life. That Sophie should choose to delay her wegldlso indicates ambivalence towards

the wedding culture that has become so centraliztn post-feminist consumer culture.

Of course, the film does give us a wedding bud itat the lavish affair that has been
celebrated in recent films suchBescause | Said $SMy Big Fat Greek Weddin@oel Zwick:
2002),27 DressegAnne Fletcher: 2008\Made of Honou(Paul Weiland:2008) anthe

Wedding DatéClare Kilner: 2005) amongst others and as suciiddoe read as a backlash
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against what Cele C.Otnes and Elizabeth H. Pleskrdee as “the spectacle and celebration
of romantic consumer culturé? More importantly in deciding to travel the woddd
broaden her own horizons, Sophie contradicts thiemaighlighted by E. Ann Kaplan that
daughters who reject highly masculinized Freudiamcgples of socialization have “a
particularly difficult time...because they inevitabtyodelled themselves on their mothers,
only later to realize that this is not how they wambe, or how they want to livé”> This is
not to suggest that Sophie is the mirror imageenfrhother, only that her mother’s advice is
given more dominance than that of the father figura this sense the film dispels Lacanian
theories about mutual dependence of the mothetrendaughter and ostensibly functions as
a text that turns its back on what Lucy Fischercdbes as the established filmic trope of
“replicating the role of psychoanalysis in the domstion of motherhood?®’®

Perhaps one of the most comical moments of the thewedding scene in which
Sophie, (in the presence of a vicar, and his cayagien and before God) declares that she
does not care how many men Donna has had sex stittpeovides one of the more
subversive representations of the lone mother wladways castigated for her sexual
promiscuity. Accounts of lone mothers who havetipld sexual partners proliferate in the
social world and the cultural world. In ChaptereQnf this thesis | noted one of the many
discourses surrounding the image of the lone maghieer lack of morality—she is perceived

as a predatory woman who invites one man afteth@ndanto her hom&’’ While Donna is

374 Cele C. Otnes and Elizabeth H. Ple@inderella Dreams: The Allure of the Lavish WeddifBerkeley:
University of California Press, 2003). Pg 5

375E. Ann. Kaplan.Women and Film: Both Sides of The Camérandon and New York: Routledge, 1993).
Pg 185

37 Lucy Fischer. Pg 187

37"yK government policy announced in 2006 which allderse mothers to enquire to the Criminal Records
Bureau about the criminal background of their fsoyfriends’ as a protective measure against sexbiate of
their daughters serves to highlight the rhetorise{ual promiscuity of single mothers while at $hene time
warning women of the dangers of predatory men. |&\Wriganizations and experts see this measurevay af
protecting young children from sexual violence (&magn not arguing against the need to do so), thieypwill
enable a backlash against women who choose npptyg B see the records of a new partners.
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embarrassed by her daughter’s public renunciatiahsgourses of female sexual morality is
it is a moment in which the lone mother can ‘owexisal agency without the fear of causing
damage to her daughter’s inner psychold§yThat being said, it is worth noting that
Sophie’s statement about her mother having manyadgartners is not Donna’s narrative
because the film has made it quite clear that slsehid little to do with men since
conceiving Sophie. Indeed, Donna makes quite thiatethe wedding congregation also

knows that her daughter’s account is not accurate.

Nonetheless, the real triumphMamma Miaso it seems, is its presentation of a non-
pathologized relationship between a lone motherrendlaughter, epitomized in the musical
numberSlipping Through My Fingersung by Donna and Sophie as they prepare for the
wedding ceremony. (See Fig. 37.1 and 37.2) As RBwmaices her love for her daughter she
holds Sophie on her lap in the rocking chair—amicamage of romanticized maternalism.
Significantly this scene offers space for Donnartaculate (albeit through someone else’s
words) her experience of motherhood and of thege®of rupture and separation that is seen
as pivotal in the identification process of the glater—a theme that, as Marianne Hirsch,
notes is seldom visible because priority is alwgiyen to the daughter's perspecti/e.
AlthoughMamma Miaadheres to a traditional mother and daughter iwbmihrrative it has
been received as the image of a loving, healthgtioaship, the kind that many women

aspire to have either with their daughters or thethers®®°

378 Although this did not stop the narrator of theer@td TV 1 documentary Thidlamma Mia Storyo persist in
referring to Donna as a slapper and the ‘town’&bikhe Mamma Mia StoryTV 1 July 3 2008.

379 Marianne HirschThe Mother/Daughter Plot: Narrative, Psychoanaly$ieminism ( Bloomington and
Indianapolis:Indiana University Press, 1998)

380 At the funeral of British reality star Jade Gooffiends compiled a montage video of Jade’s lifehviier
children accompanied ljjamma Mias songSlipping Through My FingersThe film which was shown on a
large screen inside and outside of the church aeidded in Living TV’s programme about her deaffade
With Love April 12" 2009). According to her friends, Jade’s emotionaéstment in the film had much to do
with the presentation of the mother figure. | d@tention to the use of the song because it lygtdimy
argument about the success of the film, but | alant to suggest that the song had a resonanckdse tvho
knew Jade both in terms of her own motherhood walekiated her position from a publicly vilified €igg to a
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Fig. 37.1: ‘Slipping Through My Fingers’. Fig. 37.2:Mamma Miaensures us that Sophie is not her mother’'s mimege.

Mamma Miaalso offers a narrative in which women find solad#h one another—a
presentation of women seldom seen in an environseesuspicious of female camaraderie
and in a medium that has recently seen older feswalegated to the periphery of the screen

if not disappeared from it entirely. (See Fig. 38)

Fig. 38:Mamma Miacelebrates female friendship

The narrative trope of the older woman and youmggn relationship that has become
a regular feature of mainstream popular cultédmaéricanPie, In the Land of Womedohn
Kasdan, 2007 andrime Ben Younger, 2005 among others) is wholly renedlncy Tanya

(Christine Baranski) in her performanceldes Your Mother Know®Phis could be read as a

one which garnered more respect but also becadsé Jdifficult childhood and uneasy relationshighnher
mother is often referred to as her motivation tovje a better experience for her own childrerdeld, one of
the major themes of discourse that surrounded Jeéllness and her subsequent death was theilidiadn

of Jacky Bundy,(Jade’s mother), from a toxic forfmaternalism to a more loving and supportive digpf
motherhood. Polly Hudson ‘Jade Goody’s Funeral-iyRdudson joins the mourners at the reality star’s
funeral in Buckhurst Hill’ http://www.mirror.co.uk/celebs/news/2009/04/06
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rejection of Hollywood’s penchant for pairing abandd, troubled or single older women
with younger men as love interest (and oftentimestor and advisor). For these reasons
and moreMamma Miais a noteworthy film because it tenders a mordreninflected film
that seems to challenge the hegemony of psychaasatiisrupts the primacy of fatherhood,
and “offers points of refusaf®! In so doingMamma Miaoffers the potential to be read as a
text which resists the established idea that thettality of the mother/daughter

%82 as a relationship which is “dangerously symbioff” And yet, even as the

relationship
film offers these moments of potentiMamma Ma is also a film about a girl’s desire to find
her father, one which showcases the hystericabahsh behaviour of mature women (a
trope central to post-feminist culture) and whitses on a heterosexual marriage. The
film’s central tension is exactly the conflict betan mother and daughter and the voice of
reason is always given over to the male charaetkosfunction as the symbolic patriarchs of
the narrative. And Sophie doesn’t just get onkedgtshe is ‘lucky’ enough to discover that

all three men want to be her dad and share in pigiinging (although at 20 years of age it is

guestionable what they might add to).

The film’s reliance on the fantasy of fatherhoomi@ces the cultural over-
determination of traditional power dynamics of madsuty and fatherhood—neither Sophie
or the audience ever discover which man is heppgioal father—but that is not really
significant because fatherhood is offered as aesfradransformation for the men rather than
the duty of care for Sophie. Sam marries Donnaiaisd doing redeems himself from the
accusations of abandonment she articulates so pdiyen the show stopping numb&ie

Winner Takes It All Bill, a man known for his impulsive nature aadKk of roots gains a

31 Rabinovitz Pg 5

32E. Ann Kaplan. ‘The Case of the Missing MotherHatricia Erens (edysues ifFeminist Film Criticism
(Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana Universitess, 1990). Pg 133

%3rischer. Pg 184

244



surrogate family; a space in which he might forrmedong lasting attachments now that age
is beginning to compromise his adventurous naamd,Harry finally finds the strength to

act on his impulses; an action which results in fwoming out of the closet’. Donna’s
ideological task to rescue masculinity negotiatsdubject position because she functions as
a filter for white, middle class masculinity. lddition the film ridicules Donna’s mother,
criticizes some of the choices made by the filmise mother, and pokes fun at its three times
married fifty-something protagonist Tanya depictiveg as an alcoholic, gold-digging,
shallow, over-sexed materialistic woman and seesitigle woman status of Rosie (Julie
Walters) as less than acceptable, forcing hereib herself’ as suitable dating material to Bill

in a humiliating rendition oTake A Chance on Me

Having earlier stated thdamma Miaseems to reject the replication of
psychoanalytic dogmas about the construction oherbbod and daughterhood, | must note
that at the heart of the text is a story in whiataaghter has to renounce her mother. And
even at the same time that we are presented wetkt &n which the central female
protagonists are coded as strong and indepentiematrative contains the women in roles
which are traditionally subordinate, a negotiatioat Lauren Rabinovitz, in her exploration
of the matrix of lone mothers, television sitcomsl &minism, notes as a regular feature of
texts which she says openly “re-direct independesgertive female characters into safely
traditional female categoried®! In addition, thaMamma Miahas the potential to be a more
progressive presentation of a lone mother/daudbteration can be underscored by the
film’s setting on a Greek island; a liminal spadeenein discourse and actions not normally

sanctioned in the ‘real’ world can be legitimatadhis spatial and temporal ‘nirvana’.

34 Rabinovitz. Pg 8
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The contradictions implicit iMamma Miamake for a complex analysis of the films’
lone mother/daughter paradigm; on the one handrevprasented with highly
sentimentalized images of a loving lone mother laerddaughter and offered a more liberal
feminist perspective on the social and culturabpition of the lone mother. This is
nowhere more perceptive than in a conversationdmtvophie and her mother wherein
Sophie asks if she has let her mother down. Aremdreassured that this is not the case,
Sophie draws attention to her mother’'s competemt¢@ving raised a child alone while
running a business. The conversation allows faresgecognition and respect towards lone
mothers as well as noting shifts in ideologicaltadies towards lone mothers when Donna
adds that when she told her mother of her pregnsineyefused to let Donna come home. On
the other hand it mediates the possibility of a@nmogressive presentation of the lone
mother through a narrative which re-places Dont@artraditional familial role as wife by
the close of the film thus rescuing her from théeptal threat of remaining a single woman
and lone mother. However, more important for thgpse of this chapter is the way in
which the body of the lone motherMamma Miais once again inscribed within the text as

being interpolated by liberal feminism.

As noted in Chapter One, and again in Chapter Timeéone mother is seen as the
end product of feminism gone too far—her indeperdeand distance from traditional
notions of motherhood and femininity render heyralsol of inappropriate matriarchy. Even
as the film is careful not to explicitly code Donamsa feminist mother (although wearing
dungarees, iconic of second wave feminism, caneat Wwardrobe mistake) her objections to
Sophie’s plans to marry at such a young age chgdlenontemporary discourses that
foreground marriage as the ‘holy grail’ for youngmen. Her fierce refusal of Sam’s offer

of practical help repairing the hotel and her rafus accept financial help from Harry even
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though we previously heard her speak to her ferfnigleds about the difficulties in keeping

up with the repairs and the costs incurred, codenaas an independent women who can ‘do
it all’ without the help of men. Indeed the mostebrated scene in the film, when Donna is
joined by an army of women who temporarily rejdtit traditional roles in the kitchen,
homes and fields to sing and danc®#mcing Queemns a moment of female rebellion that is
highly associative with feminism. (See Fig. 39)eRwas Donna does not explicitly speak to
feminism, the text inscribes her as interpolateghdgular feminism anMamma Miais not a
standalone text in its inscription of the feminigte mother and daughter narrative. Indeed, |
suggest the coding of the lone mother as intergdlhy feminism posits feminist inflected

maternalism as problematically oppressive for tlogher and more especially, for her

postfeminist daughter.

?

i é-!‘h{' “'ﬁ,

Fig. 39: Dancing Queens

Helen, the lone mother dhe Princess DiarieSlms is a painter who creates large
pieces of abstract and conceptual art. That shééan coded as such is an important
character trait in emphasizing her ‘difference’bsfract and conceptual art is widely
recognized as a form that takes precedence over traghitionalist artistic aesthetics, and
garners the artist a degree of independence aeddne from more established visual modes
of expression. More specifically, abstract andoemtual art is normally more associated

with masculinity; seldom have women been approgdiatto the art world as abstract
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painters and when they do, as is the case witlsBrartist, Tracey Emmins, or Bridget Riley
discussions about gender and choice of creativeesgjon have tended to emerge within the
media focusing on practioners both as artists anglaamen. In casting Helen as a lone
mother and an abstract/concept artist, (See Fig) #0e film immediately infers her
departure from a more traditional and conventidifastyle (reinforced again by dressing
Helen in the iconic dungarees/overalls that cansymobolize popular feminism in the
1980s). What is more, while the film is kindly tasds Helen and Mia’s home—a converted
but rundown fire station—it stands out as beingiitly different to the other houses in the
street (note too th&flamma Miamakes clear that Donna and Sophie’s home is id oke
some repair work even as it celebrates the idg#iting). (See Fig. 40.1) In imaging Helen
and Mia’s house as a having a previous functioerdtian living accommodation, one which
is highly associative with a very particular forfnoasculinity,The Princess Diaries
reinforces the cultural imaging of the lone motldeneuse as not a ‘proper’ home, not the

home of a real woman and a proper mother. (See4big)

Fig. 40.1: Helen's house stands out as differerhfsurrounding homes.

Fig. 40.2: Helen and Mia creating abstract art.

Fig. 40.3: Helen's house functions as an art stuslolering domestic space as a place of work acidef#ly un-homely.
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Coding Helen as an eccentric, atypical and bohem@nan not only serves to
foreground her as ‘othered’ but also functions asg of inscribing class without being
explicit. Her lifestyle choices are ones whiclhmat be wholly sanctioned by more
conservative middle-class social and cultural megeshe has to be imagined as a woman
who exists outside such middle class norms in gffeways. A depiction as working class,
white trash or African American would normally the custom for lone mothers who are
imagined as existing in the margins but such wawldfit’ with the resolutely middle class
postfeminist values that will be reinforced in te&t of bothThe Princess DiarieandA
Royal Engagement: Princess Diarizs Nonetheless, Helen and Mia’s relationship iy fn
keeping with the representation of the lone mottarghter dyad dflamma Mia Helen is
an active agent in her daughter’s life; she is supge and loving, and it is she who insists
that the opportunity to become a ‘princess’ is thra¢ Mia should not be forced into. The
film depicts the mother and daughter comfortabfcdssing intimate issues (boyfriends,

dating and kissing) and Helen is fully aware of i@aghter’'s burgeoning sexuality.

As the daughter of this distinctly different mothlketia is rendered atypical too, not, it
has to be noted, in terms of her psychological safher her difference is made manifest in
her appearance which renders her almost invisibket peers (unless they are teasing her)
and especially to the boy she is so desperateéraraat Working much like the postfeminist
protagonist oMiss Congenialitf{Donald Petrie: 2000), Mia is depicted with a mahe
unruly hair, bushy eyebrows and as being partibudumsy. More poignantly the coding
of Mia as unfeminine, or unconcerned with her penfance of femininity draws from
traditional, (albeit now seldom articulated), camseabout the successful development of the
heterosexual lone mothered daughter who has nattaeght how to ‘do’ femininity

properly under the guidance of her father.
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The inference the film makes about the viabilityMia’s femininity reflects pre-
existing discourse about feminism’s rejection @ tétishization of female beauty and
underscores cultural rhetoric about the hirsutedenwoman who refuses to groom and
shave as an act of political rebellion. But ialeinforces Mia’s and her friend Lilly
Moscovitz (Heather Matarazzo) difference from oshgy casting both girls as being
politically and socially aware. In Meg Cabot’s bepkipon which the film is based, Lilly is
described as an overweight feminist who is loud @ngpoken while Mia is imagined as a
vegetarian and animal rights activist—it is notetwp that Mia’s politics are conspicuously
diluted in the film text whereas Lilly’s politicaioice plays a large factor in defining her
identity. More specifically, the mediation of M&politics sets up the transformation story
that is the narrative theme ©he Princess Diariefranchise wherein Mia is transformed
from invisible ‘ugly duckling’ lone mothered daughtto a highly visible and viable young
princess. That Mia is accorded cultural and samagital in her newly acquired role as
Princess and Ambassador of Genovea confirms teedeppendent nature of the relationship
between postfeminism, commercial capitalism anthgad, and contemporary notions of
female citizenship. This is a point reiteratedHarris where she points out that
“consumption becomes a shortcut to pow&r” Agreeing to her grandmother’s desire to see
Mia ‘look more like a lady’, Mia undergoes a dramahake-over and is taught how to
perform femininity in etiquette lessons that arenaged by Queen Clarisse (the inference
being that the situation is so serious it requare@sember of royalty to see that it is done

properly). (See Fig. 41.1)

3% Anita Harris.Future Girl. Pg 91
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Fig. 41.1 and Fig. 41.2: Mia’s transformation muagis her social status as an empowered femalertitiz

The transformation narrative, in which we see ttohetypal foreign, camp
hairdresser Paolo (Larry Miller) straighten Mialstamed hair, reject and contain the errant
eyebrows, manicure the bitten nails and paint dee,fwhile Queen Clarisse invests in a new
wardrobe (particularly heeled shoes) representgusbt physical change but mobilizes
Mia’s social status as an empowered political avalas citizen. (See Fig. 41.2) A point that
the film both critiques and reinforces when Lillyopurages Mia to take the mantle of
princess because she recognizes to do so will édd@ power to enforce social and
political change. That Lilly rejects her own pml#l beliefs to encourage Mia to take the
mantle of princess in order that she might affeciad change demonstrates the currency of

the postfeminist make-over as a form of female emgsment. Lilly fully recognizes the
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exclusionary nature of the relationship betweengraand consumption and reminds Mia that
even though she has her own television programnegerdhe gets to voice her thoughts and

opinions, her appearance mediates her ag&ficy.

Ostensibly, the film seems to be criticizing theysven which consumption and
citizenship are tied together, challenging the nmaigation and silencing of those, who like
Lilly are “shut out of the consumption process'tifaluigh in this film it would seem that lack
of money is not the issue that holds Lilly back ather her Jewish ethnicity and her
neurosis which is correlated to her own feminiditios that mediate her agency) thus
excluding her from being identified as a ‘can-dol.gLooking like, and behaving like a
princess allows Mia a place in the public worldaasactive agent—a role that would have
been denied her as the daughter of a lone motherseldom has the cultural capital to draw
on as an indicator of citizenship. Even as tha flises concerns about “citizenship as a
purchasable commodity”, Mia’s participation rematesitained by ideas about correct
femininity inasmuch as the only time we see hekliag a social issue is when she
transforms part of the castle into a home for onglaachildrer?®” More significantly, Mia’s
public acceptance of the role of Princess is iespby the letter left to her by her deceased,
royal father. Although the film attempts to beabeolent to its lone mother, the fact that it is
the words of her dead father which inspire and vadéi Mia to take on the role of Princess
highlights the primacy of the patriarch even thobghs dead and wholly undermines the

agency of the living lone mother.

386 By encouraging Mia to take on the role of Pringédsy rejects traditional feminist debates thaivie argued
the investment in the princess trope has a dettmheffect on gender power relations. The disavafthese
discourses in an argument about girl power andipaliagency is one which is being debated at ptese
relation to the popularity of princess culture whie-imagines the princess as strong, independehtsassy’.
While the shift in discourse about the princessahpssitive outcome—nby transforming passive feniipiinto
a more active and dynamic form of femaleness—thasttion is an explicit mediation of feministtagyue of
the princess precisely because this characterisypew being marketed as the only viable form ahowodified
and prescriptive femininity for young girls (anditgudisturbingly for women also).

37 Harris. Pg 91.
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This thesis has been clear to note that the rleeddfiather hunger and the primacy of
fatherhood in the developmental process of botteraatl female children have disavowed
the authority of the lone mother. What is notadldeut Gary Marshall’'s films is the way in
which the character of Queen Clarisse is emplogetipnly to disavow Helen’s authority but
to function as a type of buffer against feminisrfleting the more rebellious attitudes of the
lone mother through a narrative of duty, traditioranners and conservative values. If the
narrative of the film does not call for the vispaioritization of the patriarch, it does rely on a
matriarchal figure of authority that has been cartdéd and produced in a patriarchal
regime. What is more, that Queen Clarisse, whoséipn enables her to act as the symbolic
patriarch, is the person the film charges withtdek of turning the lone mothered daughter
into an active and visible citizen instead of lmerd mother positions feminism as a politics of
disempowerment. In facthe Princess Diarieand its follow on film A Royal Engagement
mediate the power of the lone mother in highly gigant ways which result in rendering
Helen as socially and domestically problematic—strange woman in the wardrobe”. (See
Fig. 42) Despite the fact that Helen is a cerfigaire in her daughter’s life and in the
narrative ofThe Princess Diariedy the second of Marshall’s films she has all but
disappeared from her daughter’s life and from tireen only to be replaced by the surrogate
royal matriarchal figure. And when the motherimafly re-introduced into the story she has

changed so much that she is referred to as tlerwoman in the wardrobe’.
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Fig. 42: A ‘strange woman’ in Mia’s extensive waotle.

Invoking the rhetoric of the fictional Victorianrfeale archetype of ‘the mad woman
in the attic’ Helen is presented as ‘jittery’ amdd$ sure of her role and relationship to Mia.
Helen has also undergone a dramatic visual alteratio longer dressed in the bohemian
style that coded her as artistic, eccentric, gariand individualistic (and functioned in some
way to justify her lone mother status in a les®djve manner than the usual class based
iconography of short skirts, cleavage enhancinthely bleach blonde hair and large hoop
earrings seen in films such 8kerry BabyGone Baby Gondrin Brockovichetc) Helen is
now presented dressed in more sensible attire.e Maportantly for the purpose of this
thesis, the transformation of Helen’s physical/aisappearance lays the ground for the
transformation of her previous social identity @sd mother. Helen is now the wife of Mia’s
ex-school teacher, Mr O’Connell (Sean O’Bryan) #m@lmother to the couple’s newborn son

Max.

While Mia receives her mother’s surprise visit wily, the relationship between the
two is distant and changed—it bears no resemblienttee dynamics of the mother/daughter
relationship foregrounded in the first film where @are privy to an intimate relationship

based on honesty, filial and maternal love, crégtiand shared experience. And while
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Helen was once depicted as the central agent irsMii@, she is absent from the speech Mia
gives inA Royal Engagemenmtherein she decides not to marry and to makemefdo the
laws that that stipulate Princesses should be ethptior to coronation (surely a debate that
the former lone mother would be interested instdad Helen has left the church to attend to
her crying infant son and her seat is empty. bssgthat the eschewing of the film’s lone
mother inThe Princess Diaries reflective of the larger post-feminist, neo-servative
project of re-placing and recuperating the lonelraoback into the traditional role of wife
and mother. Specifically;he Princess DiarieandA Royal Engagemenmpitioritize the
importance of consumption in the process of feraieenship. More importantly, for the
purpose of this chapter Marshall’'s makeover filmaftate feminism, and lone motherhood
with a type of disordered citizenship which deriteslone mothered daughter the

opportunity to develop into the woman she has tblegical and legal claim to become.

My argument here that feminism is being cast agsitipn of unjust and unfair
maternalism through the body of the lone motherattar whose authority is coded as unjust
and whose politics deny the daughter her ‘rightfdice in the social world is most readily
realized in the Disney filmgce Princess The film, which heralds the tagline, ‘From
Scholastic to Fantastic’ tells the story of 15 yel@rCasey (Michelle Trachtenberg) , the
daughter of lone mother Joan (Joan Cusack), a@hysizz kid whose ambition is to get a
place at Harvard. Casey is urged by her scieramhég to present a physics paper at Harvard
and decides to combine her aptitude for physick hétr love of ice skating. The narrative of
transformation from scholar to star is instigatdtew Casey joins an ice-skating class so that
she might apply the physics principles she hasareked and finds that she has potential to
be a competitor in the next ice-skating champignsitSee Fig. 43.1 and 43.2) But her

mother disapproves of ice-skating, and manife$ieree resentment of sexy skating outfits.
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She wants her daughter to succeed as a scholama@ihat ice-skaters have no “shelf life”.
According to the film, as a Women'’s Studies prodessstands to reason that Joan would
have such concerns. Casey has to negotiate héerstlesires for her to go to university
but more importantly, she has to circumnavigatenhether’s staunch feminist viewpoint
(which is also encoded in the way that she dre$sedack of makeup and her dietary
choices—for a treat Casey is allowed pancakes watavhite flour rather than

wholemeal—a choice which reinforces the notion fwen is a ‘political’ woman).

Fig. 43.1 and Fig. 43.2: ‘From scholastic to fatitdsNote in 43.1 mother and daughter are lookatgheir reflection in the mirror. At this
point Casey is the image of her mother. By thedrtte film we seldom see Casey and Joan shargctieen rather Casey’s new identity

of ice-princess renders her as independent fronmiogner.

Casey finds support in her quest to fulfil her dneta become an ‘ice-princess’ in the
guise of the film’s second lone mother Tina (Kinti@al), a one-time skating champion and
mother to daughter Gen (Hayden Panettiere) anctmeson Teddy (Trevor Bluma$y.
Although Tina had been discredited by the ice-sipivorld, she spends her time coaching

local girls to become future champions and is sanetl with the authority to nurture Casey.

38 Tina is an interesting and unusual representatidone motherhood because she is presented asatner
of a male and female child. | suggest that her &roareer as an ice dancing champion and job &eakating
coach emphasizes her femininity in a way whichoseat from the film’s presentation of Joan. Andaese
she is more visibly invested in a heightened perforce of femininity she is deemed less of a thette
psycho-sexual development of her son and daughter.
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Tina is not always portrayed in a positive ligimtone scene she buys Casey some new ice-
skating boots during a competition which cause ¢asgere pain and she is coded as an
unrelenting showbiz mother who lives her life vioasly through her daughter’s bid to
become a champion. Nonetheless it is under hellagg that Casey fulfils her dream even as
Joan envisions Casey’s choice as a failure. Ofsgotine film closes once the lone mother
has relinquished some of her authority and go@stoh her daughter win the mantle of Ice
Princess. What is at issue here though is notusthrthe transformation story, (although that
itself resonates with a postfeminist inflected ative that sees educational prowess as less
aspirational target than princesshood), but the wayhich Joan’s politics are positioned as
unreasonable and her behaviour as less than makheefilm is not blaming the lone mother
for her daughter’s inner conflict and the ruptureheir relationship but rather accuses
feminism of causing that rupture. Similarlhe Princess Diariedoes not code Helen as a
bad mother, nor doddamma Miaforeground her Donna’s status as a lone moth#reas
cause of the rupture of their relationship. Rathrecoding these lone mothers, whether
implicitly or explicitly as feminists or at leass eanformed by popular cultural feminisiihe
Princess Diarieslce PrincessandMamma Miaimplicate a feminist inflected belief system
or life-style as inappropriate for good maternalisimdeed | would argue, and especially in
the case olce Princessthat feminism acts dke obstacle in the transformation of both

female characters.

More importantly these films imply that in rejedifeminism, women are rejecting a
politics that always positions them as always stubland unreasonable. In this regard |
suggest that the lone mother characteRrincess Diariesaandice Princessand to some
degree, Donna iMamma Miareflect psycho-social discourse that sees londenstas never

succeeding in the female maturation process witadwisband by their side. Daphne’s
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neurosis (and lack of orgasm), Donna’s constan¢lsing and crying, Helen’s paint-covered
body, and Joan’s pouting do much to distance tloesemothers from the realm of mature
femininity. While their daughters (who want to d@rincess or a wife) take pleasure in
wearing glittery, skimpy ice-skating costumes di-gawns are sanctioned by these texts as

mature and appropriate teachers for their mothers.

That the lone mother and her teenage daughtereamg bmployed to disavow
feminism in this manner is ironic given that lonethrers and teenage girls are often
discussed under the rubric of female rebelliont iBig also highly apt that this dyad should
be employed in the role of disavowing feminism leseain so doing they are both
recuperated into the postfeminist ideological reatioh of feminism. By casting the lone
mother as immature and as a feminist, films sudbea®rincesshallenge the
conceptualization of feminism as a politics of nmafundependent women who have rejected
a hedonistic life style for one that is politicalind socially engaged. That the post-feminist
princess is teaching her mother to step away,staxice herself from her politics in order to
allow her daughter to become the woman she ha®iittle) right to be demonstrates that the
princess figure might not be a passive one—rathelisa figure who successfully positions
feminism as politically oppressive and personaittiting. By employing the lone mother as
a figure of unjust authority and inappropriate magéism, postfeminist cinema reiterates the
politics of backlash that sees feminism as unjondttae lone mother as symbolic of a form of

female politics that went badly awry.

In conclusionPrincess DiarieandThe Royal Engagemeate, as | earlier stated,
part of a cultural reinvestment in the archetypéhefprincess, a character type that has

traditionally been associated with Disney’s estdi®d narrative plot of the widowed father
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and his daughteShow White and the Seven Dwar{@avid Hand:1937)Beauty and the
Beast(Gary Trousdale and Kirk Wise: 199The Little MermaidRay Clements and John
Musker: 1989)Cinderella( Clyde Geronimi and Wilfred Jackson19%®)d more recent
incarnations of the Princess tropeArCinderella Storyf Mark Rosman: 2004}, he Princess
Diaries, Ella EnchantedTommy O’Haver: 2004) an8tardust( Matthew Vaughan: 2007)
etc). Given that the traditional princess nareatelies on the lone father/daughter dyad it is
worth briefly exploring why more contemporary masifations of the narrative trope are
investing in the lone mother/ daughter dyad ingexthere the father figure is wholly absent
from the narrative and from the screen especialililyiva time where ‘Daddy’s Little

Princess Culture’ is otherwise conspicuous.

These wish-fulfilment stories, which are at heartaerned with the transformation of
one type of girl (specifically white, poor and kedeiered) into another type of girl (white,
rich and happy), are in part stories about soctbifity. More recent manifestations of the
princess have functioned to dispel feminist ch@émnto the passivity of the princess by
imagining her as more assertive and dynamic, homi&eetexts still remain invested in the
fantasy of romance as the central factor in thraingformation. Even as Mia rejects the
marriage between her and Prince Devereaux (Chmis) i The Princess Diarieand
challenges Genovian laws that dictate sexist pastithe film still closes on the promise of a
heterosexual coupling between Mia and her childreveeletheart, Michael (Robert
Schwartzmann) as well as the marriage between QDkeisse and her bodyguard Joe

(Hector Elizono). As such, the princess troperieasrrected the fantasy of romance, which
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as journalist Peggy OrensteinTie New York Timeargues has rendered feminist

challenges to romance as no longer viid.

That feminism is being challenged and disavowedutn the cultural investment in
romance narratives and princess culture is notnaargument. Feminist academics such as
Diane Negra, Yvonne Tasker, Sue Thornham, Patveldancamp among others have
explored the ‘re-authoring and re-possession’ efrtmance narrative within the context of a
postfeminist cultural environment and have poirttethe princess narrative as one which has
been pivotal in the formation of viable femininitffhis point is particularly reinforced by
Negra where she notes in reference to anothergasn@lated filnEnchantedthat the focus
on the “viability of princesshood is as an alteiveato the troubled terms of ‘real world’
female achievement®® While Negra correlates the narrative of prinbess! with a fantasy
space of wish fulfilment and ‘enchantment’ thatvesrto evade social, political and cultural
realities of female life, Orenstien notes thatphiacess narrative is one which acts as an
indicator of social upheaval. Arguing that “Hist@lly princess worship emerged during
periods of uncertainty and profound social char@egnstein points to the re-emergence of
more traditional forms of gender identity that egest after 9/11 as a way of contextualizing

the cultural emphasis on princesshotd.

Clearly such arguments are highly salient but dh@yot account for the shift to a
lone mother/daughter paradigm that is central @sétfilms. | would argue that the social
change that Orenstien imagines to be a resulteoévients of 9/11 can also be explained

through the conceptual lens of postfeminism andyssigthat the lone mother/daughter

389 peggy Orenstein. ‘What’s Wrong With Cinderell@®eNew York Times Magazin24 December 2006. Pg
2

399 pid. Pg 14

31 Orenstein. Pg 4
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paradigm utilized in princess narratives not omlgdtions to disavow feminism but
foregrounds the post-feminist princesglastransformative political figure in gender politics
In analyzing the trajectory whereby the lone motieptaces the traditional father figure at
the centre of princess narratives, | argue thaptheeess narrative is here reassuring
contemporary audiences that the challenges to mffasininity posed by second wave

feminism can be effectively contained under thetslaf a glittering ball-gown. (See Fig. 44)

Fig. 44: Princess Mia-Anne Hathawdripcess Diaries).

261



Conclusion

In January 2009, a Californian mother, Nadya Sufegeve birth to octuplets.
Initially, media stories focused on the unusuaurabf the birth and the progress of the
babies who were born prematurely. One of the meggilar images foregrounded in the
popular press early on was of Suleman caring fdrtalking to each individual child while
they lay in hospital incubators. However the aadtwelebration of Suleman and her babies
very quickly turned into a prolonged backlash caigypagainst her, with the popular press at
the helm of the attack. Indeed, within weeks Salenvas an internationally recognized
symbol of abhorrent femininity and pathologized enaalism, and the nature of attacks
became so serious that Suleman and her family feered to go into ‘hiding’ until police

discovered the origins of the many death threagsisds receiving.

Murmurings of unease about Suleman began shot#y iafwas reported that she had
conceived her babies through IVF. Although hetiglen to keep all eight foetuses
ostensibly coalesced with neo-right, Christian pratlife challenges to abortion, that
Suleman ‘chose’ reproductive technologies in otderonceive rather than natural
reproduction methods cast her as a highly problerfiguire. Debate ensued about the moral
and legal duty of the human reproduction industaied the professional integrity of
Suleman’s doctor who carried out the procedurethmge discourses were quickly
superseded by vitriolic accusations about Sulemalilgy to raise eight babies as well as the
six other children she already had as a lone mofies popular press vilified Suleman for
the ‘false’ narrative of childhood trauma she emphbto justify her desire to have a large
family and regularly invoked Suleman’s troubledatenship with her own mother as

evidence of her pathology.
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While American television’s ‘self-help guru’, Dr Ppublicly advocated on behalf of
Suleman (a platonic relationship which soon becaexealized in media reports about the
breakdown of Dr Phil's marriage), other celebritigsch as Cher articulated her personal
misgivings about Suleman’s ability to raise hetdrdein without a father. The most famous
of the celebrity interventions emerged after it \wsged Suleman under went plastic
surgery so that she might look more like Angeliokel Indeed, it was reported that Jolie
had been ‘creeped out’ by Suleman’s desire to lixekher. Given that Jolie is regularly
invoked as the most beautiful and sexy woman imibidd and as the example of perfect
motherhood it is hardly surprising that women aspirbe like her. Nonetheless, Jolie’s
comments ignited stories about Suleman’s menthllgya(she was described as a stalker)
and sanctioned the media’s casting of Sulemaneggyland problematically obsessed with
stardom (recent reports that Suleman is to sthefrown reality show have compounded

these sentiments) to the detriment of her children.

plate 14 gallery of the absurd

V& 78 "
7150ctomom
babyus obsessia cephalopoda

Fig. 45.1 and Fig. 45.2: Cartoons of Nadya Suleasactomom in circulation within the popular press.
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Discourse that emerged after the birth of Sulembatses positioned her as a monstrous and
parasitic figure and as a mentally unstable womhose desire to be a celebrity superseded
her role as mother. (See Fig. 45.1 and 45.2) $hlman’s financial needs were being met
by tax payers who themselves were struggling tot theeneeds of their own families at a
moment when the nation was facing the dire consempgeof economic recession became a

regular criticism of this lone mother.

| highlight the story of Suleman not to initiatebdée about the ‘rights’ and ‘wrongs’
of the choices she made, but to reiterate the aggtithat this thesis has raised throughout;
that the figure of the lone mother functions toa®ad deeply disturbing postfemininist,
socio/political ideological points of view aboutrgker, race, sexuality and class. The
homogenized identifiers of lone motherhood haveeskto render the lone mother as a
trope, indeed, the story of Suleman became thg efall lone mothers who turn to the state
for financial support and who ‘chose’ to raise dhein without fathers. And, because the lone
mother is a trope rather than a stable, indeperfagme, she can be utilized as a discursive
filter to articulate all manner of social and picktl concerns about society, economics,
national security, motherhood, race, fatherhood arate especially, about all women in

general.

Mindful then of that the negotiation of mainstreaimematic lone motherhood has as
much to do with anxieties and tensions about homgdiy, of race and class, and for the
articulation of anti-feminist discourse as it dties repudiation of women who parent alone,
this thesis has attempted to demonstrate how pleisific female identity has been both
‘brought into being’ and become the subject ofggta and contestation. Chapter One

illustrated how the cultural celebration of celgptone mothers and the media’s investment
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in the archetype of the yummy mummy and ‘momismeoidgies have mediated the lived
experiences of actual lone mothers whose econatuation denies them cultural, social and
economic capital. In Chapter Two | highlighted thatrix of race, postfeminism and lone
motherhood to argue that the exclusion of blaclk loothers from contemporary cinema’s
conspicuous investment in the archetype of the toather is indicative of a post-race,
postfeminist erasure of blackness from the maiastre Even when she does exist in
mainstream films such &8onster’s Bal) the black lone mother figure is not presentedras
autonomous figure but as a cipher for discursieefices which problematize race and
gender. For all the reviews that commented onmgtien and racism as themes within
Monster’s Ball the narrative essentially recycled limited repragations of the black lone
mother as psychically damaging and overtly sexadland as a rehabilitative force for the
redemption of white masculinity. But | also ardubat the function of the black lone
mother is to highlight social and political anxestiabout black masculinity while
simultaneously maintaining the hegemony of whitesecodéinity. In rehearsing historically
constructed notions about black female promiscany maternalism and deeply problematic
discourse that renders the black male as inherergnt, films such aBaby BoyandBullet
Boyin which the black lone mother and her son figna,only pathologize black women’s

maternalism but argue that black masculinity misags be contained.

Through close textual analysis of films suchlasy Maguire The Sixth Sensand
Fight ClubChapter Three argued that the dyad of the londé@n@nd her son underline
concerns about the lone mothered son’s sexualitgcording to these texts for a young boy
to successfully transition from boyhood to manhbednust be under the tutelage of a father
figure. The symbolic patriarch who normally comeshe guise of the films’ love interest

(and sometimes becomes the love interest prediselguse he takes on the role of father) is
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also searching for conformation of his own mase&utiredentials. He becomes, as Nicholas
Salmond so astutely observes, “one who acts agphylactic against negative effects”
caused, in the main by the child’s lone motérSuch pathologization of the lone
mother/son dyad insists on the importance of faibed in mediating any potential threat of
homosexuality and ensures that lone motherhoodyalweamains on the periphery of the text;

disenfranchised and disavowed by gender and bydbpkrental agency.

More importantly the chapter demonstrated the ingmme of the lone mother as an
appropriated agent in maintaining the ideologichlesna of postfeminism. Her recuperative,
redemptive and restorative capacities—key charatitx of the lone mothers in romantic
comedies and chick flicks—not only support pattgrby offering the lone mothered family,
and home, as the space for the transformation etutiaity but they also function to elevate
the position of the traditional family unit as thely healthy environment for men, children
and for women. Romantic comedies and chick fliaksea primarily at female audiences are
predominantly conservative texts. While they purpo foreground what are seen as
women’s issues, they more often than not concegptbcess by which these issues become
problematic or indeed, why they become especialtydle problems. In other words,
although films such asrin Brockovichmight offer an analysis of gender politics andogta
with issues of poverty or issues affecting workmgthers, they do not offer a reason as to
why these issues are gendered. However, in séyimd am ignoring recent iterations of the
celluloid lone mother/daughter dyad which suggest the ‘problem’ of the lone mother is
ineluctably tied up with gender and female politiéslms such aMamma Mia The Princess
Diaries andlce Princessast the lone mother as interpolated by femin@nat least

informed by popular cultural feminism; a politicixeh is inappropriate for good

392 Nicholas SalmondBabes in Tomorrowland: Walt Disney and the Makifnthe American Child. 1930-
196Q (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 208%§)7
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maternalism and oppressive and limiting to the mo#nd to her postfeminist daughter. Thus
in Chapter Four | argue that the purpose of the lmother/daughter dyad in these films is to
present postfeminism as a liberating force, oneclwvbnables the daughter to mobilize her
social status as a postfeminist princess. The rapad of feminism through the narrative

and image of the cinematic lone mother is trulyectfve of a postfeminist culture that
expends an inordinate amount of energy in an attéorgrove that lone motherhood is not

good and, more importantly that feminism is to keafior fatherlessness.

Lone Motherhood: The Scourge of Feminism

To understand the social, cultural and politicaiponing of lone motherhood goes
some way to understanding the politics of postfesnin The lone mother is perceived as a
threat, symbolizing female power and autonomy (étiengh she rarely has it) which are the
core ideologies of feminist politics. Thus femmiss regularly invoked as the cause of lone
motherhood with much anti-feminist discourse paoigtio lone motherhood as indicative of
the ‘ills’ of feminism. Take for example the senénts of self professed feminist Laura
Doyle, author of the best selling bodke Surrendered Wife: A Guide To Finding Intimacy,
Passion and Peace With Your Mam pernicious tome that calls for women to sureend
their identity and independence to their husbandsder to make them more secure. Doyle
claims feminists have “simply empowered women todidorced, become single mothers,
get married, again, then leave the next man bedsiseo good t00.2%* Fathers groups,
informed by the polemics of the 1980’s Men’s Moverngpearheaded by Robert Bly

certainly see feminism as the central factor indhefusion of masculine/feminine binaries

393 Laura Doyle The Surrendered Wife: A Practical Guide to Findingmacy, Passion and Peace with Your
Man. (New York: Simon and Schuster Ltd. 2000). Pg 15
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that has emerged in tandem with the rise of ferthaseled households. Taking their cue
from what the British media has termed as ‘tertbagganisations, groups such as
Fathers4Justice, Fathers for Life and Families Nesttlers, don the costumes of superheroes
(because all dads are heroes to their kids, smethone father’s rights campaigner as he was
arrested for breaking into the grounds of Buckimglalace, and another, arrested after
throwing what was feared to be anthrax, at membfetfse House of Commons), to fight

injustices caused by the scourge feminith(See Fig. 46)

bias against
fathers!

Family Law I
¥ Vis destroying)
' liwes!

Fig. 46: Heroic Fathers for Justice

The lone mother embodies the very essence of poguilairal feminist ideology, and
because of this mainstream post-feminist cinemktakie every opportunity to fiercely
renounce feminism within lone mother narrativese Bhitish 2003 filmAbout a Boy

succinctlyexemplifies my argument. In a basement of a Lorstoeet, hidden from view, sit

39 The threat to kidnap Tony Blair's youngest son ledsto a loss of support for groups such as
Fathers4Justice, who campaign for changes in aereksustody laws. Founder, Matt O’'Connor, endbise
the self-proclaimed guru on the family and fathedh&ob Geldof, as heroic, was recently voted asafne
Britain’s most influential men. Given that mairesim cinema is so concerned with the theme of fatioet it
comes as no surprise to learn that O’Connor haklgsistory to Harbour Pictures. As an aside, M&@onnor
was denied access to his three children afteringgak, for what, the judge claimed “were very gaedsons”.
Fathers4Justice. Since writing Fathers4 Justisebleen closed down after a father, having called
Fathers4Justice for advice, killed his two youngdrkn and himself on Father's Day 2008
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the members of S.P.A.T (note the acronym), a sipgtent support group. Above them, on
street level is the self- aware, white, privilegdl Freeman (Hugh Grant); a man who
‘loves women’ as a less demanding alternativedairig a woman’. Will is experiencing a
mid-life crisis; with very little direction in hilfe (he is financially secure, does not need to
work and has the common male affliction of committnesues) Will decides that lone
mothers offer the possibility for non-committed s&ingle mothers”, he claims “are the
best invention | have ever heard of. Women who datért off thinking that they wanted a
regular fuck and end up thinking a quiet life wasthr any number of noisy orgasms which
was brilliant because it allows guilt-free partingh order to join the SPAT support group,
Will fabricates a new man/fatherhood narrative (destrating the film’s recognition of the
centrality of fatherhood in the process of rescubgolete masculinity), which he employs as

a method of seduction. (See Fig. 47)

Fig. 47: ‘New man’ Will lends his support to S.PTA.

As he enters the basement the camera pans arceigdoiipp of women, and one by one they

recount their personal histories. We are onlyaaare that these women are not those of his
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fantasies; most are over forty, unattractive anehareight. More problematic and pernicious

is the film’s explicit coding of these women asaimhed by cultural feminisnt>

By coding the lone mothers of SPAT as informed biyutal feminism (support
groups like SPAT are often seen as emerging framnist activism)About A Boybegins a
process of defeminising the lone mothers, reflgctiommon psychoanalytic thought that
lone mothers who ‘play’ the role of father and nesthre forced to put aside feminine traits,
and in so doing confuse masculine/feminine binaonesich an extent that prescribed gender
traits become indefinable. For this group of lom&thers, their lack of femaleness is wholly
confirmed firstly by their status as lone motheex;ondly as feminists and thirdly by the way

the film codes them as unattractive and unfeminine.

While About A Boymight offer the audience the opportunity to agmt@ Will's
internal narrative that “men are bastards” hisatare functions as an ironic nod to popular
cultural feminism because ultimately the film isi\cerned to demonstrate the incongruity of
Will’s sentiments. Indeed, the fact that he becomsarrogate father figure to the son of a
troubled lone mother, teaching her how to parentectly and setting her son on the right
path to masculine maturation, wholly negates aayakallenge to his behaviour. (See Fig.

48)

3% See Denise Riley’s ‘The Right to be LoneRifferences: A Journal of Feminist Cultural Studi&8.1
(2002), Pg 1-113, for a philosophical and politicatique of the ways in which the state of loneks has been
so wholly disavowed and the subsequent effecthisfdisavowal on women who parent alone.
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Fig. 48: Will and Marcus-‘Fatherly Love’

| have argued that cinema’s lone mother is Oth@rtained on the periphery of the
text and, always in the service of masculinity. rbtaver the common use of cultural/liberal
feminism within lone mother narratives suchCiscolatandJerry Maguireas symbolic of
ideological progression actually camouflages a ggsmf negotiation which disavows the
lone mother’s agency. The miscoding of the lon¢hmioas symbolic of feminism surely
highlights the urgent nature of feminist film argbyof this representational field. After all it
is feminism’s challenge to patriarchal notionste# tiuclear family that has been explicitly
blamed for the rise in lone mothered householdste Mow Johnnie Tilman, black, welfare
lone mother and one time chairwoman of the U.S/sttyroup, National Welfare Rights
Organisation calls for the economic, cultural, aband political condition of the lone mother
to be seen as a feminist issue. “There are a lié¢®that male society tells about welfare
mothers, that we are immoral, lazy, misuse weltfwecks; are stupid and incompetent. If
people are willing to believe these lies, it istjyabecause they are special versions of lies

society tells about all womeri®?

39 johnnie Tilman cited in Douglas and Michaels. P§ 1
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The limited compass of this thesis and the vagestiarea means there are specific
issues that are beyond its scope. Constraintepta@nalysis of representations of the lesbian
lone mother (or more precisely the invisibilitytbfs figure) within mainstream cinema. The
invisibility of lesbian lone motherhood attestghe very uneasy relationship mainstream
cinema has with representations that fall outdids¢ deemed as normative. The lesbian
lone mother figure presents an image that canhoeétly into mainstream
conceptualizations of motherhood nor that of tinglsl woman because both require the
presence of (or at least the search for) a maoribrwe the continuum of female
heterosexuality. To explore such representatimnthe extent that they exist at all, would
intervene in a discourse that maintains heterosegpeoduction as the norm and would offer

a space in which to challenge the marginalizatiolesbian motherhood.

In addition, this thesis has asked why the celtllone mother figure has seldom
been the subject of academic endeavour within dihad feminist studies which are concerned
with issues of race, class and gender even thauglhas become such an established figure
within mainstream cinema. As | argued before little academic attention she has received
could be understood as reflecting the cultural asbnce of the lone mother in the social
world. Above all this thesis calls for feminishedars to be mindful of the pernicious ways
in which the lone mother figure is employed asghmary figure in shoring up traditionally
conservative, homophobic, classist and racist a@ges$ that form the foundation of

postfeminist politics.

This thesis has offered a critical feminist infetimedia studies account of the ways
in which mainstream cinema negotiates the lone aerdture. One of the problems in using

this form of methodology is the tendency to ovekithe polysemic nature of texts and
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ignore the contradictions inherent in mainstreaxtstéhat have to both interpellate a wide
audience whilst negotiating a shifting ideologitaatain. Mamma Mia: The Movieroved to
exemplary of a text which advanced seemingly prsgjve ideas about gender and lone
motherhood whilst relying on more conservative agsions about women, motherhood and
family values. However, having said that filmglslasMamma Mia: the Movieor The
Princess Diariesfor instance might well be more polysemic thdrave accounted for, |
would argue that the solutions advanced in théses fiecommend that women, or more
specifically lone mothers, acquiesce with more eovetive norms which ultimately erode

their parental agency and their feminine status.

In carrying out this analysis | have been mindhattl have not acknowledged aspects
of popular culture that may contradict the oveaafjument | offer. There are spaces where
accounts of the lone mother refuse and refute niirimg and universal claims about women
who parent alone. Television shows such as thesbo#/sSex in The CityCharmed
Friends Judging AmyThe Gilmore Girlsand British sitcoms such &ngle Life Beginsand
Blue Murder all of which centralize a lone mother characfégrooffer paradoxical moments
which invite the viewer to assess conflicting valadout lone motherhood. A further
development of this thesis might consider the i@tghip between television and film to ask
how television seems to have a sometimes more ggsiye relationship with the lone

mother figure and what would be at stake if cinehtbthe same?

The white marble statue of Alison Lapper, a disdl®ther who is raising her son
alone, on the fourth plinth in Trafalgar SquareQ(20offered the British public an alternative
aesthetic of lone motherhood and femininity. Lappas also the star of the BBC series A

Child of Our Time and has written a book, ‘My LifeMy Hands’ recounting her
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experiences of disability and discrimination. Hegthvisible profile has surely exposed some
of the ways in which different forms of female icignare so regularly excluded from
mainstream culture. The arrival of the internet hbowed for more counter-cultural

accounts of lone motherhood in websites suchvaw.hipmama.conwww.Girl-mom.com

andwww.Mamaphonic.comvhich reject media images of motherhood and cfigaport and

guidance to women making alternative child readhgices. The British Gingerbread
campaign group is vociferous in its challengesitodtigmatization of all lone parents and
takes its place amongst the many, many thousands@fparent/lone mother support groups
that have been enabled by new media technolodiaether development of this thesis
might consider these alternative accounts of lontherhood which refuse mainstream
tendencies to effect normalizing and universal gmésgtions of lone mothers. However,
despite the evidence that there exists a lone mothater-cultural aesthetic which forces us
to think about the ways that “different forms ofrfale identity are made toeari | would
suggest they tend to exist in more elite spAte®ositioning these more resistive narratives
and aesthetics within the elite tends to exclugentbrking class majority and ethnic and
racial minorities from engaging in an oppositiofaaim of cultural expression, an exclusion

which mirrors the very exclusions that postfeminibmives on.

397 Joanne Hollows. Feminism, Femininity and Populalt@e. (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
2000). Pg 32.
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