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The maternal body is a split body where childbirth is "the
threshold of ...the 'symbolic' and the 'semiotic''" (Kristeva,
1981:159). In relinquishment and adoption, the mother is
the site of the split between the symbolic, the social
practice of adoption, and the semiotic, the personal
meaning of relinquishment.

Acknowledgements
Many people have travelled the long journey with me as this thesis grew from the
germ of an idea to its final production. If I have omitted to thank any person or group
who assisted me along the way the failure is mine, rather than indicative of the
unimportance of their contribution.
This thesis would not have been possible without the generosity of those women
who gave unselfishly of their stories and their time. Lest I disclose their identities, I
will thank my research participants as members of the groups whose voices are
heard in the following pages. First, I must thank those mothers who lost their babies
to adoption and who bravely plumbed the depths of their memories and their
experiences to recall their pain. These mothers shared their stories with me in
person, through written accounts, in their poetry and paintings and via electronic
mail. My humble gratitude to them is inexpressible. Second, the midwives who
shared their collective reminiscings with me about their professional involvement with
mothers whose babies were lost to adoption are to be commended for their
frankness and honesty. They told of an area of their practice which has had little
recognition. Third, the members of the memory-work collective who found meaning
in and gave expression to forgotten events of more than thirty years ago when they
were young women exploring their emerging sexuality were an integral part of this
work. To them, too, I am indebted for their honesty and sincerity.
I would like to thank the following individuals whose friendship supported me and
whose encouragement sustained me: Margaret Dalkin, Barbra Hillier, Lynnette
Saville, Libby Harkness, Merilyn Evans, Professor Jocelyn Lawler, and my cosupervisor, Professor Judy Lumby who also read numerous drafts.
As they grew up and grew older, members of my family were often not aware of their
support: my children Jane, Tim, Alison and Lawrence, and my aunt Margaret
Browne. I thank them for just being, and being there.
Many groups of people also assisted in the development of this thesis: my
colleagues at the University of Technology, Sydney, who are too numerous to
mention individually; members of the support groups Origins and Mothers for
Contact in Adoption; the Post-Adoption Resource Centre, Sydney; Adoptions Branch
of the New South Wales Department of Community Services. The New South Wales
Nurses' Registration Board generously provided funding for part of the research. I
would also like to thank the examiners of this thesis for giving their time and
professional comment.
Finally, my deepest gratitude is to the wisest of women, Dr Jenny Onyx, who
nurtured not only this work but also nutured me. Jenny knew when to spur me on
and when to rein me in: she skilfully straddled the roles of supervisor and friend,
mentor and mother. At times I felt that I exasperated her, but she only ever
responded with supreme patience. I am indebted to Dr Onyx for not only guiding me
through the research process but also in showing me how to supervise the next
generation of researchers.

CONTENTS
PART 1
INTRODUCTION...........................................................................................1
1

Adoption’s metanarrative.......................................................................7

PART 2
FRAMEWORKS............................................................................................9
2

Theoretical framework.........................................................................10

3

Interpretive framework.........................................................................24

PART 3
METHODOLOGY........................................................................................30
4

Feminist praxis...................................................................................31

5

Feminist multiple methods research.....................................................44

6

Ethical considerations.........................................................................55

PART 4
THE SYMBOLIC ORDER
Hegemonic discourses.............................................................................64
7

Historical time:
politicolegal discourses of adoption............................................................65

8

Family time:
discourses of social praxis..........................................................................92

9

Constructing the unmarried mother:
medical and nursing discourses................................................................106

10

Constructing the bad girl:
discourses of deviance..............................................................................147

11

Media discourse on adoption:
construction of/by the symbolic order........................................................171

12

Good girls, bad girls:
discourses of popular culture.....................................................................197

PART 5
THE THETIC PHASE
Breaching the symbolic...........................................................................226
13

The "I" of discourse............................................................................….....227

14

The signification of adoption: rupturing the
symbolic...................................………………………………………............231

15

The language of desire:
Mothers' literature and art..............…........................................................246

PART 6
THE SEMIOTIC ORDER
Counterdiscourses..................................................................................249
16

"For years and years..I couldn't talk about it”:
The mothers' voices...........................................................…....................250

17

“Girl talk”: Reconstructing women's
sexuality in the 1960s from memories.....................…...............................292

18

"What we did to those poor girls!":
The midwives' voices...............................................……...........................309

PART 7
THE SEMANALYSIS
Tensions of
meaning.............................................……………….................................349
19

Tensions between the symbolic and the semiotic.........…........................350

20

Abjection: The thread that binds................................…............................367

PART 8
EPILOGUE..........................................................................................................376
References……………………………………………………………………….……..384
Glossary Of Terms………………………………………………….. …………….…412
Appendices

ABSTRACT
Between 1960 and 1975 more than 38,000 mothers lost babies to adoption in New South
Wales, Australia, a pattern which was replicated in other Western societies. Various
theories were proposed for women's exnuptial pregnancies which resulted in their babies
being taken for adoption, culminating in the discursive construction of the unmarried mother
as "mad, bad, or stupid". Until the 1990s, the voices of women whose babies had been
taken for adoption had been silenced by the social order which adoption practices served. It
is through their voices, and through the voices of other women who remember the era of the
adoption bounty, that another meaning for the loss of a baby to adoption, through the
process of semanalysis, has been sought.
This thesis is informed primarily by the writings of the French postmodern feminist, Julia
Kristeva. In addition the works of the post-structuralist philosopher, Michel Foucault, the
German socialist feminist, Frigga Haug, and the American feminist psychologist, Michelle
Fine are used as an heuristic lens through which to examine the phenomenon of losing a
baby to adoption. A qualitative research methodology, incorporating feminist praxis and
feminist multiple methods, has been employed.
The framework for this thesis is that of a double helix which depicts two orders, the symbolic
and the semiotic, which intertwine and intersect. The symbolic order is analogous to the
public social order which through its hegemonic discourses constructed the unmarried
mother and adoption. The semiotic order refers to the personal space where the voices of
women are heard through counterdiscourses. At the scission of the two helical strands sits
the thetic phase, a point of rupture by the semiotic into the symbolic where the voices of
mothers are expressed through their poetry and art.
Through the process of semanalysis, the tensions which simultaneously resist and challenge
the semiotic and symbolic orders are exposed: tensions between discourse, discipline and
docility; power and knowledge; sexuality and silence; power of / as sexuality; power and
resistance; and resistance and / as silence. Furthermore, I examine the manifestations of
mothers’ resistance to silence, and their resistance as activism.
My concluding analysis involves the notion of abjection as it binds together the threads of
the loss of a baby to adoption: abjection as entrapment; abjection as infertility; and abjection
as / in reunion. For mothers who lost babies to adoption, their loss finds meaning in the
ultimate horror: it is abjection.

