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Abstract 

This paper is rooted in my participation in a Black mama’s writing group and foregrounds what 
becomes possible when we write together, rather than alone, within institutions that are structured 
through racialized and ableist norms. Drawing on practice-based reflections, I argue that Black 
mothers’ writing groups function as feminist healing counterspaces within Canadian higher 
education. These groups are spaces that contest colonial institutional logics while cultivating care, 
joy, and survival. I situate Black matrescence as a radical reorganization of self, identity, and time 
that comes into direct conflict with academic norms of neoliberal productivity. Drawing on 
counterspace theory and anti-Black sanism, I show how writing groups enable Black mothers to 
collectively reframe distress as structurally produced rather than individually pathological. I argue 
that in these spaces, writing becomes relational, embodied, and a site of refusal where counter-
narratives are generated, epistemic authority is reclaimed, and collective strategies for navigating 
institutional harm are developed. Black maternal writing groups are not supplemental supports but 
critical intellectual, emotional, and relational infrastructures that can sustain Black women’s 
scholarship while making room for different ways of knowing and being that exceed and refuse 
the limits of the academy.  
 
Keywords: Black matrescence; mothers in academia; feminist counterspaces; anti-Black sanism; 
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Introduction 
 

This paper is rooted in my participation in a Black mamas’ writing group initiated and 

facilitated by a Black mother-professor whom I consider a mentor. I write as a Black mother, 

feminist, and doctoral scholar working within Canadian higher education, where the conditions of 

knowledge production are shaped by colonial institutional logics that routinely devalue care, 

relationality, and Black maternal life. The questions animating this piece about Black matrescence, 

writing, and feminist healing counterspaces, did not emerge solely from reading across bodies of 

scholarship, but from writing in community with other Black mothers who are also navigating 

academic and everyday demands. 

Our writing group became so much more than a place to draft and revise. It turned into a 

space of witnessing, where we could tell the truth, hold each other’s stories with care, swap 

strategies for making it through, and affirm Black maternal ways of knowing through the simple, 

powerful act of writing together. As Fearon (2021) notes, “We embody a rich legacy of using 

stories to ask and answer epistemological and ontological questions in our own voices” (p. iv). In 

those shared writing moments, Black mothers build counter-narratives, push back against deficit 

framings, and create kinship while sustaining themselves through literacy, care, and mutual 

recognition. Because I am both part of this group and reflecting on its meaning, my positionality 

matters. It shapes what I notice, what I return to, and what I understand as meaningful. It also 

shapes how I think about writing. Not just as producing a “paper,” but as something embodied and 

relational. For me, writing is tied to survival and self-making, and to the ongoing work of staying 

whole in institutions that were never built with us in mind.  

With this context, I argue that Black mothers’ writing groups function as feminist healing 

counterspaces within Canadian higher education. They are intentional community spaces that 
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contest racist, ableist, patriarchal institutional logics while cultivating practices of love, joy, and 

survival. I further argue that these groups operate as infrastructures of counter-narrative, care, and 

refusal, drawing on counterspace theory and anti-Black sanism scholarship (Solórzano et al., 2000; 

Case & Hunter, 2012; Meerai et al., 2016). I demonstrate, through practice-based reflection, how 

writing collectively can help Black mothers to see themselves outside institutional pathologization, 

turn personal distress into collective strategy, and generate joy as a way of survival and reworlding. 

 
Why Writing Groups? 

Black mothers in academia are constantly expected to do the impossible. They are expected 

to care for others and still be professional, to continue to work even as they become exhausted and 

to remain calm amid the massive restructuring of self that comes with matrescence. The term 

matrescence describes the transition to motherhood that includes the numerous psychological, 

social, cultural, and existential transformations (Athan, 2024; Orchard & Rutherford, 2023; Pascoe 

Leahy, 2020; Raphael, 1975). However, in colonial academic institutions, these transformations 

are seldom recognized or meaningfully supported. They are instead, seen as counterproductive to 

institutional order, productivity, and a challenge to traditional scholarly work. Andrea O’Reilly, as 

cited in Graham (2022), argues that mothering is not just “natural” or universal; it is shaped by 

culture and social expectations, which structure women’s experiences of becoming and being 

mothers. 

Colonial academic institutions often presume an ideal scholar: endlessly resourced, 

emotionally contained, and singularly devoted to intellectual production. Motherhood disrupts this 

figure, while Black motherhood exposes how academic “norms” are racialized and ableist. It 

reveals whose labour is valued, whose care work is rendered invisible, and whose distress is 
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pathologized. In this context, Black mothers may experience matrescence not as a supported 

transition but as an intensely scrutinized and ongoing condition of academic life. 

Writing groups matter now because the conditions of academic life in Canada are being reshaped 

by a converging set of pressures that intensify precarity—especially for Black scholars whose work 

and lives are already positioned outside of institutional norms. Long-standing constraints on 

operating funding and tuition policy have contributed to widening deficits and cost-cutting that 

show up as restructuring, heavier workloads, and reduced supports for students and faculty 

(Council of Ontario Universities [COU], 2025; Government of Ontario, 2025). Additionally, 

federal caps and tightened rules on international study permits (an increasingly central revenue 

stream for many colleges and universities) have reduced projected enrolments and accelerated 

budget shortfalls, with impacts on important programs (many are humanities and social science 

programs that have an orientation toward social justice), staffing, and student services 

(Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada [IRCC], 2025). This is happening alongside a 

visible politicization of equity work, including growing criticism and backlash toward EDI 

initiatives in higher education (Liddle, 2025). In this context, Black mothers’ writing groups are 

not merely helpful social spaces; they become important infrastructure: spaces that sustain 

research and authorship when institutions contract, and that provide collective analysis, mutual 

accountability, and shared strategies for refusing extraction so that Black maternal scholarship can 

remain possible, legible, and alive under intensifying financial and political strain in higher 

education. 

 
Matrescence, Madness, and Colonial Academic Norms 

Matrescence is not just an adjustment to motherhood. It is a radical reorganization of 

identity, relationships, and time. According to Athan (2024), matrescence is characterized by 
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psychological, social, cultural, and existential transformations that redefine how mothers see 

themselves and their place in the world. Such changes are rarely recognized as legitimate aspects 

of scholarship in the academy. Rather, matrescence distrupts norms of productivity and 

professionalism conditioned by whiteness, ableism, and the masculinist myth of disembodied 

intellect. When Black mothers change their capacity as a result of pregnancy, postpartum healing 

process, sleep deprivation, or caregiver duties, these realities are frequently interpreted as personal 

failures and not consequences of the structural design of academia. 

Studies of academic motherhood continue to show that the structure of institutions– in this 

case higher education—is not compatible with caregiving or mothering. James et al. (2021) 

demonstrate the experience of academic mothers who face the ingrained expectations that 

prioritize uninterrupted productivity and make care work counterintuitive to success. These 

conditions do not happen by accident. They reflect institutional histories that assume scholars are 

subsidized by feminized labour elsewhere and can sustain unlimited output. 

If matrescence interferes with attention, sleep, or emotional bandwidth, it is attributed to a 

deficit on the part of the mother as opposed to the conditions of institutional life (Noxolo, 2024). 

For Black mothers, these pressures are compounded by racialized and gendered stereotypes that 

portray Black motherhood as irresponsible, excessive, or suspicious. These stereotypes influence 

the understanding of the needs and behaviours of Black mothers by supervisors, peers, and 

administrators. Accommodation requests can be interpreted as excuses or evidence of an inability 

to perform. Signs of distress or frustration (which are almost always part of the journey of doctoral 

studies) can be interpreted as instability. 

Writing groups emerge within this gap as socially situated sites of knowledge production, 

where Black mothers can collectively reframe their experiences, name structural harm, and avoid 
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internalizing institutional discourses about productivity. Gere (1987), who wrote the foundational 

book on writing groups, notes that writing is not an individual act but a social practice shaped 

through dialogue and community building. Feminist scholarship further explains how writing 

groups are spaces that validate multiple modes of knowing and various perspectives, enabling 

women to produce alternative narratives (Morris, 2017).  

 
Anti-Black Sanism and Being “Normal” 

Anti-Black sanism names how institutions govern and interpret the mental and emotional 

lives of Black people through racialized norms of “professionalism” and “stability.” Meerai et al. 

(2016) describe sanism as a form of oppression that naturalizes normativity by marking some 

affective and cognitive styles as “normal” and others as deviant. The norms of calmness, coherence, 

and emotional restriction are deeply racialized and gendered in the academic sphere. Aligned with 

whiteness and middle-class respectability, these norms leave Black mothers vulnerable to being 

perceived as volatile, unprofessional, or unfit (Cowlings, 2025). 

In academic settings, a Black mother’s reaction to structural violence (stress, depression, 

anxiety) can be misread as incompetence or instability rather than recognized as a legitimate 

response to patterned institutional harm. The issue with institutional mental health discourses is 

that they usually focus on individual resilience, self-regulation, and coping, and leave intact the 

conditions that generate harm. This produces a paradox for Black mothers: we are expected to 

absorb institutional violence without protest while also managing its psychological consequences 

without violating norms of affective restraint. Valdovinos et al. (2023) sum up this tension by 

insisting that a return to “normal” is inadequate for BIPOC women and mothers in academia, 

because exclusion, overwork, and surveillance were already embedded in that normal (Showunmi, 

2023). 
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Writing groups disrupt this logic by producing collective interpretations of distress that 

refuse sanist pathologization and place emotion within its institutional context. In these 

counterspaces, Black mothers come to understand—and are affirmed—that their reactions are not 

personal failures but valid human responses to hostile academic environments. This reframing 

shifts the question from “What is wrong with me?” to “What conditions are producing this, and 

what collective strategies reduce harm?” By naming how “professionalism” regulates affect and 

comportment, the group refuses institutional readings of emotion as disorder and instead treats 

distress as evidence of structural misfit—an opening for collective care, refusal, and negotiated 

accommodation. 

 
Counterspaces and Counter-narratives 

Counterspaces can operate as safe spaces, but more precisely they are sites of resistance 

and meaning-making. According to Solórzano et al. (2000), counterspaces are those spaces in 

which the deficit understandings of marginalized people are challenged affirming forms of 

community are cultivated. Case and Hunter (2012) also hold that counterspaces facilitate 

psychological well-being since marginalized people are able to challenge dominant narratives and 

develop affirming meanings of their experiences. It is in this manner that writing groups of Black 

mothers operate. They are spaces in which members can name patterns of harm—meetings 

scheduled during childcare hours, supervisory surveillance, and invocations of “professionalism” 

that punish vulnerability while rewarding self-erasure.  

In writing groups, Black mothers write narratives challenging institutional common sense, 

like the notion that mothers are less serious, that distress indicates incapacity, or that needing 

support is a sign of weakness. According to Fearon (2023), storytelling can affirm Black mothers 

as epistemic authorities and position them as knowledge bearers, rather than the subjects of 
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evaluation. By writing collectively, Black mothers assert control over the meaning of their 

experiences and reject deficit-based interpretations imposed by institutions (Campa et al., 2025). 

Writing groups are, therefore, places of epistemic justice in which lived experience is regarded as 

legitimate knowledge. Matrescence can hold multiple tensions. It carries love, resentment, pride, 

grief, ambition and exhaustion all at the same time. Writing groups offer a shared space in which 

these tensions can be safely held without requiring any solution or without judgement. Anti-Black 

sanism marks particular emotional, behavioural, and cognitive experiences as abnormal (Meerai 

et al., 2016). It can provide room to talk about the experiences of madness without being punished 

or criminalized.  

 
Practice-Based Reflection: What It Feels Like to Write Together 

This practice-based reflection draws on my situated participation in the group and on 

iterative noticing across repeated writing sessions (e.g., what we name, refuse, normalize, and 

sustain together). Rather than claiming generalizability, I treat the group’s routines and language 

as evidence of how counterspace is made in practice. My analysis therefore attends to recurring 

practices of care, refusal, and re-framing as they emerge through collective writing. For example, 

when we check in at the beginning of each session I often talked about my kids, my busy schedule, 

feeling exhausted, feeling isolated, stuck in the process of writing, reading creating or executing 

tasks—some of this related to my disability, but much of due to the institutional pressures and 

neoliberal ideas of productivity in academia. Many (if not all) of the other women in the group 

either empathized with my experiences because they too feel the same way or provided advice and 

support to navigate various issues. Much of the time I was met with encouragement and excitement 

when we shared our successes, our milestones, or our dreams. When a colleague of mine told the 

group that she had secured her dream job, I literally sobbed. We all sobbed. It was tears of 
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collective joy. Carpenter et al. (2026) explain that “racialized bodies experience collective joy 

differently, both in terms of intensity and meaning” (p. 40).  In Black spaces you will often hear 

“my cup is full” or “my heart is so full”. That is, engaging with one another (even virtually) there 

is a specific kind of love and joy that gets cultivated in these spaces that is unexplainable. In Black 

Joy and the Evolution of Collective Effervescence, Carpenter et al. (2026) state that “Black 

Collective Effervescence (BCE) as a culturally specific, embodied, and communal form of 

emotional energy experienced as Black joy”. They state:  

 

Have you ever attended a concert, church ceremony, or family reunion where everyone 

seemed to be on the same emotional wavelength? You might not consciously recognize it, 

but that feeling of being part of an emotional moment where you share the same emotions 

with those around you is known as collective effervescence (CE) (Durkheim, 1912). 

Coined by French sociologist Émile Durkheim, CE is described as an “exceptionally 

powerful stimulant. [Where] once the individuals are assembled, their proximity generates 

a kind of electricity that quickly transports them to an extraordinary degree of exaltation” 

(Durkheim, 1912). In our study, 31 Black graduate and professional students discussed 

experiencing this collective emotional intensity and unity as Black Joy (Carpenter et al., 

2026, p. 39).  

Indeed, proximity to other phenomenal Black women can cultivate Black collective 

effervescence. (Carpenter et al., 2026).  In Black academic circles that deal with maternal writing, 

recurring practices made the counterspaces tangible in everyday academic life. Check-ins serve as 

counter-mechanisms, which enabled us to label exhaustion, grief, joy, or overwhelm, which are 

frequently denied or personalized by an institution. Check-ins allowed us to name our exhaustion, 
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joy, or grief without viewing it as a barrier to productivity. Thus, writing groups consider these 

issues as essential information regarding structural conditions of the spaces we collectively occupy 

(Mbonde, 2025). It is an anti-disciplinary practice that holds on to the embodied knowledge that 

would be quickly erased.  

Writing groups are seen as counterspaces that actively disrupt institutional norms by means 

of implementing different ones. Slower pacing, shared responsibility, and solidarity are not 

compromises of the systems of power but denials of colonial logics, which make the lives of Black 

mothers incompatible with linear academic processes. Strategic refusal is another key practice. In 

Black maternal writing circles, refusal is not framed as opting out of intellectual life; it is framed 

as an ethical stance against extraction, surveillance, and sanist readings of distress. Refusal can 

look like declining unrealistic timelines, setting boundaries in harmful mentoring relationships, or 

rejecting the demand for emotional “composure” in the face of harm. Practiced collectively, refusal 

becomes less risky and less isolating. Thus, counterspaces are built through practices of refusal 

and function as intellectual and affective infrastructures that do not require self-erasure. 

These counter-practices also cultivate collaboration and joy, filling our cups. Peer feedback 

is a mode of counter-evaluation grounded in protection, affirmation, and collective investment to 

really support each other rather than competition. Practices of joy—laughter, prayer, witnessing, 

celebration—sustains connection over time. These practices are not incidental “extras”; they are 

survival strategies. Consistent with counterspace theory, they disrupt deficit narratives and 

reinforce strength-based understandings of Black maternal life (Case & Hunter, 2012). In doing 

so, they expand what scholarly engagement can feel like: slower, more relational, and less aligned 

with colonial productivity regimes. 

 
Implications for Institutions and Scholarship 
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Black maternal writing groups reveal the insufficiency of existing institutional resources. 

Their ongoing necessity is not, in itself, evidence of resilience; it also signals structural misfit. 

Institutions should stop treating motherhood and mental health as private inconveniences to be 

managed through individual coping (Christopher, 2024). Instead, they should address structural 

conditions through transparent workload distribution, predictable scheduling that accounts for 

caregiving, and enforceable anti-racist and anti-sanist accountability. Scholarly work on Black 

mothers’ writing groups should not frame them as informal support alone, but as intellectual and 

survival-sustaining spaces that generate theory, method, and critique. These groups produce 

collective wisdom, relational ethics, and alternative ways of producing scholarly knowledge that 

disrupt dominant epistemologies. Further, writing groups that support the mental health and well-

being of their participants expose the limits of individualizing “resilience” discourses that can 

conceal structural harm (Campa et al., 2025). They lean toward collective and relational 

approaches to well-being. 

 
Conclusion 

Black matrescence within colonial academic institutions begins involves navigating with 

institutional demands for invisibility, affective restraint, and overproduction—alongside limited 

recognition of care, interdependence, and embodied knowledge. Under anti-Black sanism, Black 

maternal distress is framed as deviance rather than a reasonable response to racialized precarity, 

surveillance, and exhaustion (Meerai et al., 2016). At the same time, neoliberal productivity ideals 

devalue caregiving and cast mothering as incompatible with scholarly legitimacy unless it is 

hidden, privatized, or sacrificed. In this context, Black mothers are required not only to produce 

knowledge, but to do so without revealing the conditions under which that production occurs. 

Writing is therefore both a site of survival and a site of excavation, but it can also be reclaimed on 
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different terms. It is not only the work that is produced by Black mothers that make them powerful, 

but also the worlds they construct by mutual practice (McDonald, 2025). Co-writing interrupts the 

isolation, redistributes intellectual labour, and can create the access intimacy describes by Mingus 

(2017), challenging the academic individualism one which academic life is often organized. Black 

mothers’ writing groups therefore become spaces of resistance, care, happiness, joy, love and 

collective survival. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



BLACK MATRESCENCE WRITING TOGETHER 

YU-WRITE: Journal of Graduate Student Research in Education (2026, vol. 5, no. 1) 13 

References 

Adebayo, C. T., Parcell, E. S., Mkandawire-Valhmu, L., & Olukotun, O. (2022). African American 

women’s maternal healthcare experiences: A critical race theory perspective. Health 

Communication, 37(9), 1135–1146. https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2021.1888453 

Athan, A. M. (2024). A critical need for the concept of matrescence in perinatal psychiatry. 

Frontiers in Psychiatry, 15, Article 1364845. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2024.1364845 

Campa, M., Bustamante-Zamora, D., Doshi, A., & Lewis, N. (2025). Improving Black maternal 

health: Early implementation findings from California’s Black Infant Health Program. 

Maternal and Child Health Journal, 29(1), 48–56. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10995-024-

04019-w 

Carpenter, A., Peters, C., Pemberton, B. et al. Black Joy and the Evolution of Collective 

Effervescence. Race Soc Probl 18, 40 (2026). https://doi.org/10.1007/s12552-026-09506-

z 

Case, A. D., & Hunter, C. D. (2012). Counterspaces: A unit of analysis for understanding the role 

of settings in marginalized individuals’ adaptive responses to oppression. American 

Journal of Community Psychology, 50(1-2), 257–270. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-012-

9497-7 

Christopher, A. N. (2024). Anti-Blackness, sanism, and ableism: Establishing a critical context to 

understand Black Americans’ experiences with the mental health system and mental health 

stigma (Master’s thesis, University of Massachusetts Boston). ScholarWorks @ UMass 

Boston. https://scholarworks.umb.edu/masters_theses/875 



BICKNELL-HERSCO 

YU-WRITE: Journal of Graduate Student Research in Education (2026) 14 

Cowlings, P. D. (2025). Birthing while Black: The color of care and Black women’s lived 

experiences giving birth in the United States (Doctoral dissertation, Pepperdine University). 

ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. 

Council of Ontario Universities. (2025, January). Building tomorrow’s industries means building 

talent today: Pre-budget submission 2025.  

Fearon, S. (2021). Jennifer’s story: Black mothers as adult literacy learners. Self-published. 

Fearon, S. (2023). Storytelling in adult literacy programs: Affirming Black mother learners’ 

identities. Adult Literacy Education: The International Journal of Literacy, Language, and 

Numeracy, 5(3), 54–58. https://doi.org/10.35847/SFearon.5.3.54 

Government of Ontario. (2025, January 17). Ontario extends tuition freeze and announces 

university funding review. Queen’s Printer for Ontario. 

https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/tuition-freeze-2025 

Graham, C. (2022, May 4). Episode 035: Andrea O’Reilly [Audio podcast episode]. Podcast or 

Perish. https://www.podcastorperish.ca/episodes/episode-035-andrea-oreilly 

Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC). (2025, January 22). Temporary cap on 

international student permits for 2025 and 2026. Government of Canada. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/2025-cap-international-

students 

James, Y., Bourgeault, I., Gaudet, S., & Bujkai, M. (2021). Care work and academic motherhood: 

Challenges for research and tenure in the Canadian university. Canadian Journal of Higher 

Education, 51(4), 85–99. https://doi.org/10.47678/cjhe.v51i4.189061 



BLACK MATRESCENCE WRITING TOGETHER 

YU-WRITE: Journal of Graduate Student Research in Education (2026, vol. 5, no. 1) 15 

Liddle, H. (2025, April 17). Responding to growing criticism of equity, diversity and inclusion 

policies. University Affairs. https://universityaffairs.ca/news/responding-to-growing-

criticism-of-equity-diversity-and-inclusion-policies/ 

Mbonde, N. N. (2025). Wading in digital waters: Black mad/cripistemologies of motherhood and 

“mental illness” in online support groups amid the double pandemic. Disability Studies Quarterly, 

44(5). https://doi.org/10.18061/dsq.6868 

McDonald, T. C. (2025). Rising: A Black narrative history of radical self-care [Doctoral 

dissertation, Princeton University]. Princeton University DataSpace.  

McKnight, A. (2022). The human rights approach to address Black maternal mortality: Why 

policymakers should listen to Black moms. Northeastern University Law Review, 14(2), 

679–712. 

Meerai, S., Abdillahi, I., & Poole, J. (2016). An introduction to anti-Black sanism. 

Intersectionalities: A Global Journal of Social Work Analysis, Research, Polity, and 

Practice, 5(3), 18–35. https://doi.org/10.48336/IJFXWF8702 

Mingus, M. (2017, April 12). Access intimacy, interdependence and disability justice. Leaving 

Evidence. https://leavingevidence.wordpress.com/2017/04/12/access-intimacy-

interdependence-and-disability-justice/ 

Noxolo, P. (2024). Geographies of race and ethnicity II: Black feminist geographies. Progress in 

Human Geography, 48(1), 85–93. https://doi.org/10.1177/03091325231194656 

Orchard, E. R., Rutherford, H. J. V., Holmes, A. J., & Jamadar, S. D. (2023). Matrescence: 

Lifetime impact of motherhood on cognition and the brain. Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 

27(3), 302–316. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2022.12.002 



BICKNELL-HERSCO 

YU-WRITE: Journal of Graduate Student Research in Education (2026) 16 

Pascoe Leahy, C. (2020). The mother within: Intergenerational influences upon Australian 

matrescence since 1945. Past & Present, 246(Supplement 15), 263–294. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/pastj/gtaa041 

Raphael, D. (1975). Matrescence, becoming a mother, a “new/old” rite de passage. In D. Raphael 

(Ed.), Being female: Reproduction, power, and change (pp. 65–71). Mouton. 

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110813128.65 

Showunmi, V. (2023). Visible, invisible: Black women in higher education. Frontiers in Sociology, 

8, Article 974617. https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2023.974617 

Solórzano, D., Ceja, M., & Yosso, T. (2000). Critical race theory, racial microaggressions, and 

campus racial climate: The experiences of African American college students. The Journal 

of Negro Education, 69(1–2), 60–73. 

Valdovinos, M. G., Walton, Q. L., & Oyewuwo, O. B. (2023). Normal wasn’t good: A 

collaborative autoethnography of the intersectional experiences of academic women of 

color mothering during the dual pandemics. Affilia, 38(4), 703–723. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/08861099231176242 

 

 


