
The Epistemology of Motherhood
“ Mysterious Origins” in Adoption, Reproduction, and Ellen Ullman’s By Blood

Often adult adoptees searching for their biological parents utter the plaintive cry, “ I 

cannot know who I am unless I find them, unless I know who they are.”  Similarly, the 

multiplying websites of children born from a common sperm donor testify to what seems like a 

deep psychological and existential need to find one’s biological roots.  However, in opposition to 

this flow of biological essentialism, Ellen Ullman wrote an  Op-Ed piece in the NY Times  in 

2009 declaring “I AM not adopted; I have mysterious origins.”  She explains that she is fond of 

this idea, that one’s origins are not nearly as important as one’s circumstance, and proceeds to 

explore the complexity of contemporary parenthood.   “There are adoptive parents and biological 

parents, surrogates and donors—adults of all sorts claiming parenthood by right of blood, genes, 

birth, law, and affection.”   With all these elements brought forward, she concludes her article by 

subordinating the importance of biological connections, ”Knowing every single ancestor, 

therefore, will never solve the deeper mystery, which of course is the dreadful question of who 

we become.”

Clearly, Ullman’s essay makes a striking, existential, philosophical point, but as the 

rhetorical form of her writing dictates, her claims must be to a degree schematic. The 

philosopher Martha Nussbaum investigates why this is so, making a plea to expand forms of 

ethical and philosophical argumentation.  She declares that to advance complex claims about life 

and morality, literature has a vast advantage over the traditional essay or philosophic writing in 

general.     In particular, in her well-known article, “Flawed Crystals:  James's The Golden Bowl 

and Literature as Moral Philosophy," Nussbaum argues that traditional discursive philosophy is 

too simplistic to either convey the essentials of the moral life or engage its readers in confronting 
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its complexity. She argues that literature, because of its density, and unclarity paralleling human 

life, can entice readers to grapple with the intricacy and difficulty of ethical conflicts in a way 

that more traditional discursive philosophy cannot.  It would seem that at least intuitively Ellen 

Ullman is an adherent of Nussbaum’s position.     In 2012, she wrote a novel, By Blood  that 

constitutes both an illustration of the thesis in her Op-Ed article and its converse, thus mirroring 

the murkiness of human life and  the experience of a main character who declares “ I am not 

adopted; I have mysterious origins,” echoing the language of Ullman’s Op-Ed piece. The thesis 

of that article, as we remember, is that blood and origins do not constitute the essential 

psychological and metaphysical truth of a person’s identity.  In fact, Ullman’s novel grapples 

with  the wider stance of post-modernism and its associated views about identity and 

relationship.  Into her exploration of these themes, Ullman daringly inserts the Holocaust, an 

historical event that in its limit condition of human experience, would seem to mock and 

trivialize any post-modernist toyings with essentialist notions of truth.  She pairs that granite 

structure of knowable, inviolable truth with other more malleable structures such as 

psychoanalysis and narrative theory that exhibit the relativistic and constitutive nature of truth. 

And as a fillip, she adds other hallmark issues that raise and question the knowabiilty of identity 

such as lesbianism and other non-normative sexual orientations.    In the end, the novel presents 

its readers with a contemporary aesthetic exploration of the confusing and contradictory claims 

of biology and life experience in both a first-person epistemology of the self and an investigation 

of a third-person understanding of the other.  As a result, the reader appreciates the inadequacy of 

Ullman’s original essay or any such work to convey the complexity of identity, to understand the 

nature of self, and to comprehend the identity of others. It exhibits the power of literature to 
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reveal the multifarious and incomprehensible nature of self and conception but also the verities at 

the center of human existence.   

Ullman’s novel clearly both constitutes and interrogates an epistemological investigation. 

The narrative structure of the novel is that of a first-person narrator with a troubled and 

mysterious past involving a family history of depression and suicide, personal suicide attempts, 

sexual compulsions, and at least accusations of sexual crimes that necessitate a break from his 

academic position.   During his forced sabbatical, he rents an office and comes to listen at the 

transom of the psychoanalyst’s office next door.  He becomes obsessed with one of her patients, 

who is an adoptee, and who eventually embarks upon a search for her biological mother.  Thus, 

structurally, the reader understands that in this novel we have the story of a man, himself 

troubled and struggling with his sense of self,  who is endeavoring to construct the reality of a 

woman’s identity and nature through his eavesdropping on her once a week session with her 

analyst even as she herself is struggling to satisfy her own desires to discover her identity and 

truth.  Ultimately, the narrator cannot remain content with his role as mere listener and 

undertakes to intervene in her life, aiding, as he believes, her search, Thus, he adds his 

interpretation, desires, and data  into the reality of the patient’s own perception of her life even as 

we as readers become aware that we are adding our own conceptions and interpretations of  the 

narrator’s reality.    To add even more complication, simultaneously, the reader becomes 

explicitly aware of the complex nature of psychoanalysis itself and the direct influence that the 

analyst exerts on the quest of the analysand. Through the listening of the first-person narrator, we 

hear ambiguous references to the analyst’s own doubts and insecurities by hearing enigmatic 

one-sided phone calls and her implicitly directive assertions to her patient to penetrate the 

mystery of her adoption.    The narrator, with recollections of his own therapeutic relationships, 
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tries to construct the identity of the analyst as well, albeit with much less intensity than that 

devoted to the patient.  Thus, in this novel, we have a thick, multilayered illustration and 

appreciation of our sometimes messy haphazard construction and understanding of our own 

identity and those of others, in short an instantiation of the thesis of Ullman’s Op-ed article. 

However, in contradiction to the thesis, certain bedrock truths emerge, as well, that are resistant 

and intractable to construction and change, complicating our view of identity.    

As the book progresses, it turns out that the constitutive identities and interactions are 

even more complex than the reader first imagined.  It is revealed that the German analyst, 

troubled by her father’s brutal Nazi past, is attempting to expiate the guilt of her legacy by 

urging her young patient to discover her Jewish biological roots. It would seem, also, that the 

narrator,  on one level envies the patient because she is adopted, not weighed down by ancestors, 

and therefore able to endlessly reinvent herself, as he himself would wish to do, thereby escaping 

his family’s depressive heritage.  But, on another, he  energetically and single-mindedly 

researches the patient’s past and finds a way to put the vital information concerning her origins 

into her hands.    His scholarly acumen and intelligence allow him to piece together the fact that 

the patient’s birth mother has had three names and identities, varying with her environment and 

historical circumstances, this detail like so many others in the book confirming the fact that 

identity morphs and changes over time and circumstance.   When the patient, the woman that had 

formerly  proclaimed that she was content with her “mysterious origins”  finally confronts her 

birthmother,  she reveals her contrary views, confessing how difficult it is to not know her 

origins, “ You have to tell me!  I have to know where I came from!  It’s horrible to live without 

knowing.  Like starting from a blank.”  When her birthmother asks, “ Oh, my poor dear.  Is it 

horrible not to know? “ the response  is  “ I told her yes.  That there was this space that 
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had….nothing in it.  Like my whole being floated on…nothing.” (266).  Likewise, she tells her 

analyst, “You can’t imagine how hard it is not to look like anyone.” (182)

The patient comes ever closer to finding the truth of her past.  The narrator and reader 

then become swept up in the patient’s quest.  She finds her birth mother in Israel.  And the 

birthmother proceeds to tell the patient the story of her origins over an agonizing breath-holding 

number of days.  The patient records her mother’s account and plays that recording to the analyst 

as the narrator listens in the next office.   The patient’s suspense and agony is reflected in the 

narrator‘s suspenseful listening and in turn that of the reader over an ever extending number of 

chapters.  The reader learns the identity of the patient’s birthmother, but who is her father?  Some 

possible candidates are mentioned---heroes of the resistance, rapists?  The patient suffers in 

pondering the answer –for she believes that her fate rests on learning this fact. But the analyst 

convinces the patient that such thinking is erroneous.   She will remain the same person whoever 

her father is . However, the narrator points out the irony and the dubious nature of the 

psychoanalyst’s argumentation because evidently the analyst herself  believes that she has 

inherited the guilt of her own father.  Meanwhile, the theme of the variability of identity repeats 

itself in other subplots.  The narrator receives a packet of transcripts,  the fruit of the 

investigation of his “crime.”  Of course, this data reveals that everyone who comes in contact 

with him sees the character in a different way.  

Finally the “truth” emerges through the vehicle of a sister, who looks to be the twin of the 

patient.  Her narrative fills in the gaps of their birthmother’s narration.  The sister/twin has lived 

half her life in Germany adopted by a “good” Nazi couple and half her life in Israel after her 

birthmother came to retrieve her.  She reveals that she is the result of a Nazi eugenic program to 

5



produce perfect Aryan babies.  The two young women infer that the patient also was conceived 

in the same way, thus the product of the oppressor and the oppressed, the guilty and the guiltless. 

The novel ends as the psychoanalyst and patient discover the existence of the narrator and 

his intervention in the patient’s search.  Thus his access to the patient’s story and ours as readers 

abruptly ends.  As many post-modern theories and now this element of the plot indicates, we can 

never know the resolution of the story.

However, lest we as readers and interpreters think all stories are mere constructs and 

invention, an endnote to the novel directs its readers to a recording of the prisoners of Bergen-

Belsen triumphantly and miraculously singing Hatikvah upon their liberation, thus ending with 

strong notes of truth, resounding through the decades and narration and interpretation.  
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