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Book Review

The Baby on the Fire Escape: Creativity,
Motherhood, and the Mind-Baby Problem
Julie Phillips

New York: W.W. Norton and Co., 2022, 320 pp.

In The Baby on the Fire Escape: Creativity, Motherhood, and the Mind-
Baby Problem, maternal joy and maternal rage lie together in a
swirling, often fruitful, creative tension, a vortex fuelled by Julie
Phillips’s own ambivalence about the female intellectuals, writers,
and artists whose lives she narrates. A gifted biographer, Phillips
admits to how this project was more complex than she had initially
expected: What began as a biographical account of the lives of
great Anglophone women writers and artists in the 20t century,
brought together under the uniting aegis of motherhood, had
instead become an account of the changes, tensions, ambivalences,
and liminal spaces occupied by women-creators-mothers, with the
massive social changes of the 20t century as its backdrop. As she
writes eatly on in the book, “The more I read and wrote, the more
the place where mothering and creative work came together
seemed not to be an intersection of identities, but a negative space,

an impossible position.”!

1 Julie Phillips, The Baby on the Fire Escape: Creativity, Motherhood, and the Mind-
Baby Problemr New York: W.W. Norton and Co., 2022), 4.
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If not biographical, what is this book, then? Phillips may not
explicitly say it in her introduction and conclusion to this work, but
this book is an opening and a contribution: a contribution to 20t-
century intellectual history—including but not only limited to the
history of feminist thought—and an opening into further areas of
theory, pointing to an almost-empty space marked “motherhood.”

As she reflects on her writing and research process, Phillips asks:

But where is mother’s creative self? Do mothers have
inner lives? What is the subjective experience of being a
mother, and why, despite a steadily growing body of
writing on the phenomenology of mothering, does it still
seem, on a deeper level, so unnarratable, undramatic,

everywhere in practice, but in theory nowhere??
She continues in this line of questioning, inquiring:

My sexuality and gender can be theorized as social and
historical construct. My vocation as a writer may
originate in my childhood experience. But what about
my relationship to my child, and to myself as a mother?
Am I supposed to put a fence around that and call it a
theory-free zone? Is it true that the mother is, as the
French feminists have suggested, unspeakable in a

phallocentric tongue?3

One gets a sense of this difficulty of articulation, of this sense of
everywhere-and-nowhere, in the very structure of the book (which is
cither a strength or a weakness, depending on the reader’s
willingness to hold on to what seems to be disparate strands, until at

the end they are all tied together). Six chapters of the book are each

2 Phillips, The Baby on the Fire Escape, 4.
3 Phillips, 6.
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devoted to specific creative-intellectual women’s lives; these are
interspersed with chapters that contextualize their particular lives
within their particular social history, their intellectual contemporaries,
and with chapters that Phillips calls “The Discomfort Zone,” where

she takes a reflective look on the uncomfortable truths her research

has unearthed about the possibility—or the impossibility—of being a
mother aznd having a calling outside of motherhood and the desire to
do justice to both.

The six biographical chapters sketch out the lives of creative
women whose lives span the whole of the 20 century: beginning
with a sketch of the artist Alice Neel (born in 1900) and ending with
the lives of writers Alice Walker and Angela Carter (born 1944 and
1940 respectively; as of publication, Alice Walker is still alive today).
The titles of these chapters are often evocative of their subjects,
such as the Alice Neel chapter, “Outlaw Mothering,” or “Mother,
Poet, Warrior,” on the life of activist-poet Audre Lorde. Each offer
empathetic and rich accounts of each woman’s life, without
whitewashing their failings or romanticizing their struggles.

And struggle they did, for it seemed that each woman was ever-
so-slightly ahead of their time and thus chafed at the sociocultural
expectations that disapproved of the lives they led—something that
would have made whitewashing and romanticizing much easier to do
as a biographer. For instance, in “Outlaw Mothering,” Phillips
recounts the origin of the book’s title: Alice Neel’s conservative,
wealthy Cuban in-laws claimed that Neel was a negligent mother, as
she had left her toddler daughter on a fire escape while painting, and
thus they gained custody of their grandchild. Phillips finds multiple
sources which later assert that this story was made up by the in-laws
to justify Neel’s absence; they were the ones who had forced Neel to
leave Cuba; this white New Yorker who insisted on being an artist did

not fit into their upper-class, Catholic Cuban cultural expectations of
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a docile and domestic woman. Yet after the deaths of her Cuban in-
laws, Neel never reached out to tell her side of the story to the
daughter she had left behind. Instead, she cultivated an image of the
bohemian mother (and, eventually, grandmother) with her sons from
later partners. In this chapter, one begins to palpably sense the
ambivalence that Phillips acknowledges she felt while working on this

book—a paradoxical empathetic-yet-not-endorsing position:

I’'ve (mostly) tried not to pass judgment on anyone’s
choices. I don’t believe that one kind of mothering is
better than another, or that women should be mothers,
or that mothers should be women, or that women who
have given birth must care for their children, or that
mothers must give birth. I've tried to let my own
narrative be interrupted, to make room for more than

one set of experiences, and for multiple points of view.*

As a woman myself, having chosen both motherhood and the life
of the mind (and being in the midst of writing a PhD dissertation),
there was much in their lives to trelate to and reflect on. At first, I
found myself most moved by the lives of acclaimed fantasy writer
Ursula K. LeGuin and of Pulitzer Prize-winning novelist and activist
Alice Walker—two women who had, with their respective husbands,
“intellectual [marriages], with two working parents, both getting
their needs met,”>; who both struggled to come to terms with
American racism, yet whose marriages had very different outcomes
(Walker’s ends with an amicable divorce, while LeGuin stays
married until her untimely death from cancer). In hindsight, the

affinity is because my own life is most similar to theirs, being

4 Phillips, The Baby on the Fire Escape, 18.
5 Phillips, 224.
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married and living a comparatively conventional middle-class life
with my child and husband.

“Conventional” here is relative to the lives led, for instance, by
the poet-activist Audre Lorde, whose blackness and queerness was
the central emphasis of her revolutionary life, eventually raising her
children with her female partner, the children’s father, and a
community of feminist activists. Yet, I envy Lorde the village she
was able to build for herself and her children that allowed her to
cultivate her children and her own self, while my husband and I
struggle with the strictures and conventions of our socio-economic
class that seem impossible to navigate with ethical integrity: the
expectation that all middle-class working mothers employ (or
exploit, in the Global South context) a nanny to outsource care
work, that the working father takes a less active role in care work,
that our day-to-day lives are beholden to the need to make money
and maintain status.

Yet there is also cause for hope: the world Alice Neel was born
into in 1900 was very different from the world Audre Lorde was
born into in 1934. Just 34 years between them, yet the world had
changed so much that a privileged white girl like the young Neel had
struggled so much to find community and acceptance, while a black
queer gitl like the young Lorde had the space and the agency to
make her own community. How much has our own view of
women-as-mothers-and-creators  changed since 1934?  This
dynamism is captured in the aphorism Phillips gives at the beginning
of the chapter “Her Own Version,” from Ursula K. LeGuin:

All times are changing times, but ours is one of
massive, rapid moral and mental transformation.
Archetypes turn into millstones, large simplicities get

complicated, chaos becomes elegant, and what

Published by Arch?um Ateneo, 2022



Budhi: A Journal of Ideas and Culture, Vol. 26 [2022], No. 3, Art. 5

98 BOOK REVIEW

everybody knows is true turns out to be what some

people used to think. ¢

There is much insight into both the life of the mind and into
motherhood to be found in this book that can enrich scholars of
whatever gender in the fields of literature, cultural studies, feminist
theory, and phenomenology alike. Phillips takes a critical lens and
applies it to herself and her subjects to great success, articulating
different forms taken by what she calls the “mother-hero’s
journey”—both a play on, and an alternative to, Joseph Campbell’s
work. She struggles with these diverse stories, until at the end of her
book, she finds archetypes in folktales that articulate the tension
between self and other, creation and self-creation, stability and
change, that seems to be the only common thread running through
these women’s diverse lives. Creation, in these women’s lives, was
simultaneously self-creation and the creation of a space that allowed
them to flourish—often resulting in the creation of a totally new
alternative position, or in the creation of new categories in old
positions—but constantly allowing them to claim and reclaim their
agency despite the challenges they encountered.

Those looking for linear, conventional biography will not find
one here. Instead, what we have is an extended meditation,
through biographical, social, and historical research, on the
question: “How can I have children without sacrificing my
vocation, my perspective, my independence, my mind?”7 Through
these great women’s examples and Phillip’s masterful storytelling,
we do not find one final answer, but rather paths opened for us all
to traverse, and a renewed appreciation of the creative tension

between care for the self and care for the other. It seems fitting,

6 Ursula K. LeGuin (2001), quoted in Phillips, The Baby on the Fire Escape, 245.
7 Phillips, The Baby on the Fire Escape, 273.
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then, to end with these words from Phillips’s account of Angela
Carter’s life and motherhood: “The work of care alters time, linking
humans to the past and future, tying us to the present, insisting on
simultaneity, allowing moments of selthood, committing us to

nostalgia and futurity.”8

Pamela Joy Mariano-Capistrano

Department of Philosophy

Atenco de Manila University

Department of Sciences, Societies and Philosophies
Université de Namur

8 Phillips, The Baby on the Fire Escape, 271.
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