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From Anne Karpf, Guardian

‘Her book is being passed from mother to mother like contraband.’

From Janet Balaskas, founder of the Active Birth Centre, mother, grandmother

‘It’s a wonderful book and a great affirmation for mothers that is full blooded and includes the whole richness of mothering. A very enrolling experience to read it.’

From Anne Diamond, television presenter, mother

‘I wish I’d had this book years ago – to show to bosses who didn’t understand, to friends who couldn’t grasp why I was permanently tired, and even to myself – to know that I wasn’t the only one who wished for an extra eight hours in the day.’

From Thomas Szasz, author, psychiatrist, psychoanalyst and father, grandfather

‘I love this book. A work from a pure heart and informed head. It is at once simple and profound, as is the subject it addresses. It reads as if the author were in the room speaking to the reader. No pseudo-science, no psychobabble. Just the truth.’

From Ruth Barnett, psychotherapist, mother

‘Stadlen brings mothering experience to light and life, and will surely evoke in most mothers, “Yes! That is what I do.” I suspect What Mothers Do will become an enduring classic.’

From Angela Buxton, mother

‘I kept thinking “Yes! That’s just what it was like!” I feel that after reading the book, I understand better my own experience of motherhood that is such an important part of me.’

From Richard Skues, Principal Lecturer in Social Science, London Metropolitan University

‘On the basis of years of experience of talking with mothers Naomi Stadlen breaks new ground in capturing those aspects of the experience of modern motherhood that are often overlooked or denigrated in the standard literature. Her book is a valuable source of insights that will be of immense value to both parents and non-parents alike.’
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Author’s note

The identities of the mothers quoted in What Mothers Do are confidential, so I have developed the following system of referring to them and their families.

B indicates the name of a boy child (where gender noted).

G indicates the name of a girl child (where gender noted).

F indicates the father’s name.

M indicates the mother’s name.

I have given babies’ ages to the lower week, the first two months. Thereafter, I have used the lower month. If a mother says her baby is ‘nearly four months’, I still give this as three months.

In using pronouns, it is important to make a clear distinction between mother and baby. This can be confusing if both are female. So, with apologies to girl babies, I have used masculine pronouns for general statements about babies.

The term mother usually means the person who bears the baby, gives birth to him and takes care of him afterwards. But this is not always done by the mother alone. Fathers and grandmothers especially may be the primary daytime carers. If the parents divorce and remarry, there may be step-parents taking turns. There may be adoptive mothers as well as biological ones. When a nonprofessional person stands in for the mother in this way, or takes turns with her, descriptions of what mothers do may apply to this person also. It would be clumsy to keep repeating: ‘Mothers, or other relatives responsible for the child …’ Observations about mothers may therefore apply to other relatives caring for the baby.

Introduction

When I first went into labour, I couldn’t believe that it was leading towards the birth of our baby. I couldn’t think further than the drama of the present moment. But afterwards, a midwife placed my first child in the crook of my arm on the hospital delivery bed. I looked down at her and my arm felt the weight of her – hot, heavy and new. I was overcome. Every bit of her looked good. I didn’t know a baby could look like that. She seemed whole, open and trusting. Was I really worthy to take care of her? I looked down at her bright eyes, all silvery with newly born light, and the sight of her seemed to settle an inner argument with myself. She looked good, and surely this meant that life itself must be essentially good. Everything seemed clear and simple as I gazed at her wonderful face.

Back home, I found it hard to hold on to that moment in the hospital. Being a mother didn’t seem clear and simple. At the same time, I felt ashamed that I wasn’t finding it easier to cope. Having a baby was such an ordinary event. I thought my difficulties meant that there must be something radically wrong with me. One of the reasons why I wanted to write What Mothers Do was to prove to myself that my feelings were justified. Being a mother is difficult. This means that we can take pride in any part of it that we do well. If mothering really were so easy, then our pride would just be vanity. I hope that when I explain some of the difficulties, other mothers will feel vindicated in finding it hard. I hope they will also discover many daily reasons for feeling pleased with themselves. I hope What Mothers Do can provide reasons for comfort, understanding and encouragement to other mothers, especially during those emotional early months. Most mothers cry easily at this time. I wish I had realised that when it was me.

Just as it can seem unbelievable, during labour, that the whole process will end with the birth of a baby, so in the endless round of babycare, a mother can lose sight of what all that work is for. Mothering enables a newborn to grow into a capable child.

Mothers sometimes say: ‘I get bored out of my mind, doing things for the baby all day.’ Yet one can do at least as much boring work in an office. Still, office work can feel part of a significant whole. This provides a sense of belonging, and contributing to something useful. Mothers, who are doing so much, often describe themselves as sitting around, doing nothing. They feel lonely, invisible and unimportant. Yet their work belongs to much more than one organisation. Each mother is preparing her child to belong to the society that we all share. It doesn’t seem too much to say that the whole of civilisation depends on the work of mothers. Social life would be chaotic if mothers were not contributing so much. If mothers feel unimportant, then surely the value of their work is not being properly acknowledged. What Mothers Do is written to show not only the reasons why mothering deserves our admiration, but also how much it depends on all of us. We are all connected to the world of mothers.

At the moment, the world that mothers inhabit is not a comfortable place. When a woman first starts telling people that she is expecting a baby, she can feel as though she has stepped into a war zone. For every possible question concerning herself and her baby, there are at least two opposite schools of thought. Each school of thought backs up its beliefs with an attack on the ‘enemy’ school, with chilling predictions of what will happen if a mother falls prey to enemy influence.

Long before her baby is born, before she has set eyes on him, a mother finds herself facing decisions about how to look after him. What should she do about her job? Should she attend antenatal classes? Should she have a birth plan? What nappies should she have ready? I remember the first time I shopped for nappies. There were no disposables for sale when I was expecting my first child. I hurried into a chemist, assuming in my ignorance that there would be only one sort of nappy. But there was a long shelf of assorted packets. I leaned forward to try to read the various descriptions, and felt as if I might faint. Everything seemed so complicated.

A whole genre of books has developed that pressure mothers to follow the authors’ personal rules or guidelines, because these are supposed to make motherhood easier. But how useful is a programme of rules? Mothers who try to follow such rules often react by complaining that looking after a baby is dreadfully boring. This is understandable. If one is following a set of rules, looking after a baby definitely gets boring. Each individual baby is sure to seem abnormal. He is unlikely to fit any particular set of rules – which were presumably based on the needs of a completely different baby. One can easily lose the joy of getting to know someone wholly unique.

After the birth of my daughter, I looked around to find other mothers who had made the same choices that I had. But of course no one else had. Instead, we had each made some important post-natal decisions. We had chosen whether to breastfeed or to use formula feeds; which nappies to use; whether to use a cot or to sleep with the baby; carry the baby in a sling or wheel him in a pushchair; sleep-train or not; cuddle a crying baby or leave him to cry; vaccinate the baby and, if so, which vaccines to use, in which combinations and when; use conventional or ‘alternative’ medicine; employ professional childcare and, if so, which kind … and more. It still alarms me to think about this list. Every choice opens up into many smaller choices. We live in a tolerant society, and choice is a valuable consequence of this. However, mothers often feel categorised by their choices, and cut off from other mothers who have chosen differently.

Understandably, mothers can then become defensive. I found that conversations with other mothers would often turn into competitions. One mother might say: ‘My baby eats more solids/sleeps longer/is more active than other babies of his age.’ ‘Top that!’ is the silent challenge to other mothers. In a different kind of competition, mothers vie with each other about who is the ‘expert’. ‘I’ll tell you what I used for colic,’ one mother tells another. There is a note of authoritative command in her voice. A third sort of conversation might sound more relaxed because it includes story-telling and laughter. But the tension runs just below the surface. The bottom line is: ‘I’m having a much more horrible time as a mother than you are.’ This sort of competition is for the jackpot of maximum sympathy from all the listening mothers.

Yet it doesn’t have to be like this. Motherhood is not a competition. There’s room for every one of us. Motherhood is huge. No one could ever fulfil all its possibilities. No one could ever make entirely good choices. All of us have times of failure. Surely no mother could ever be a total failure either. There is scope for every mother to be good at something. She can then respect other mothers, and feel she belongs with them, rather than feel in competition against them. Overall, being a mother is a humbling experience. There is always more to learn. Just when her child passes a particular stage, a mother is sure to hear about something much better and simpler that she could have done.

I didn’t realise how competitive my conversations with other mothers were. I used to come away feeling bruised, without understanding why. Slowly, I learned that each of us was unique. It was pointless to try to find another me. Instead, I began to listen to all the mothers I met in a more open-minded way. It was fascinating to see how we all differed. Most mothers had precise reasons for their choices. Their situations were unique. Paradoxically, it was when I listened to the details of mothers’ individual situations that I was able to see how much we all shared.

Below the surface of our individual choices, there are underlying themes that are common to most mothers. We share them no matter where we live, or when. Being a mother centres on the love a mother gives to her child. She gives it in all kinds of ways. Her style is unique. Yet our common experience of this love connects us. A mother today could read an anxious diary entry written by the mother of a feverish baby several centuries ago and immediately recognise that distant mother’s concerns. Mothering also seems to be portable and infinitely adaptable. It can flourish in very unlikely situations, when it is not at all convenient or practical. It can challenge the very core of materialist thinking, which is exactly what it often does today.

Many times, I have seen two mothers of small babies sit down opposite each other at a meeting. One may have given up her career to stay at home with her child. The other has chosen to continue in her job. Each may have made a difficult choice and, facing the other mother, may feel guilty for it. The at-home mother feels she is consuming without earning and wasting her education. The at-work mother is aware of how much time she is spending away from her child. Each mother probably starts by thinking that she couldn’t possibly do what the other mother is doing – though perhaps she should. Then, as they listen to each other, they realise how much they share. The at-home mother learns how intensely the at-work mother cares about her child. The at-work mother learns that the at-home one isn’t a super-human ‘earth mother’, but an ordinary woman who can get as frustrated at home as she herself does. Both feel warmed and strengthened by discovering that they can understand each other. It is moving to witness.

Motherhood can be a great leveller. Faced with a crying newborn, the usual social differences vanish. Wealth, power and success, and often race and ideology, suddenly seem unimportant. What counts is the sharing of motherly experience. This is the moment when one mother can give such invaluable support to another. When mothers value each other, they do not resort to competitive conversations, and their generosity to each other seems boundless.

All this seems perfectly straightforward, but I didn’t realise any of it when I became a mother myself. My husband and I had had unconventional childhoods, and both of us wanted to be traditional parents. This meant that his career continued along the same track, but with the added weight of him being the family breadwinner. My life, on the other hand, after I had left my job just before the birth of our first baby, seemed to roll across the points onto a completely new track that led me in an unforeseen direction.

At first, as a new mother I felt as if I had lost all my bearings in an unfamiliar world. The very street we lived in seemed longer than before, the cars larger and louder, the shops much further away. My daughter was a great help to me then. I discovered that she wasn’t expecting me to have turned overnight into a competent mother. She simply accepted me. Slowly we worked out a rhythm of being together. It became more like being two best friends than any ideas I had had about a mother with her baby. However, I felt out of step with other women of my generation.

The media featured inspirational stories about mothers who fitted their children around their careers. The implication seemed to be that being a mother wasn’t interesting. Before having children, I assumed this too. After my daughter’s birth, I found time spent with her was full of interest, but I didn’t know how to explain it, even to myself. We might have had a good morning together – but whatever had we been doing all that time? In the privacy of home, I would feel excited, as if I were discovering for myself how to be a mother. But what had I discovered? As soon as we went out, even if we were just standing in a queue at the supermarket, I felt unsure of myself. Facing the busy operators at the checkout tills, I felt a dizzying sense of my apparent triviality. Nothing I did as a mother fulfilled a precise social need like this. What I did at home seemed invisible and intangible. Perhaps my mothering was nothing after all.

I only began to get a sense of having achieved something when our children were older. Then I could see that, one by one, each vulnerable newborn had grown into a viable person. When our youngest child reached seven, a whole phase of intense mothering seemed to be over. I would walk into our kitchen and find the three of them sitting around the table, giggling over something they had just watched on television. I didn’t know what it was about, and they didn’t seem keen to tell me. This was their life, which was independent of me. Even the youngest no longer needed me, or included me in the old way. So this freed me. Now I could use some of my time and energy differently. There was work that I had thought I was looking forward to taking up again, but my thoughts kept returning to those amazing years of being a mother. I felt I had just come through a momentous experience. I wanted to go back and understand what it had all been about. I also admired my husband as a father, and wanted to discover more about fatherhood too.

I read books, but the understanding I was looking for didn’t seem to be in them. Then I discovered that I was already receiving some of the information I wanted in the way that one does when one is interested in something. I was a trained breastfeeding counsellor for the National Childbirth Trust. This meant that I was answering telephone calls and making home visits to a variety of mothers. I was also invited by Janet Balaskas to become the breastfeeding counsellor for the Active Birth Centre (called the Birth Centre when I joined in 1979).

Ten years later I discovered La Leche League and retrained in breastfeeding counselling. I started to take La Leche League GB meetings in central London, and for six years edited La Leche League GB News. I found that a typical question about breast-feeding would open out into much wider questions about family life. In 1990 Janet Balaskas, who had founded the Active Birth Centre, invited me to hold open mornings for mothers and babies. These turned into Mothers Talking, which are weekly discussion groups for mothers.

The way I run Mothers Talking groups has developed gradually. I must have made every mistake in the book. But, slowly, I have discovered how to help mothers to feel at ease with each other. I have finally learned to take into account and respect each mother’s right to her individual choices. I can now take a meeting at which several mothers have made very different choices from each other. Yet each mother feels safe, and we can have a civilised discussion. This allows mothers to be curious about each other’s differences without feeling threatened by them. Many mothers tell me they have formed long-lasting friendships with other mothers whom they met at these groups.

One day my husband asked me why I didn’t extend my experience as a breastfeeding counsellor and train to become a general counsellor. It was a good suggestion, as it enabled me to specialise in seeing mothers and sometimes couples who were parents. This deepened my understanding. It has been a privilege to help parents piece together their childhood experiences, and to gain a clearer awareness of how these influenced what they were doing with their own children. (It should go without saying that no data from my counselling practice have been included in this book.)

I now teach counselling and psychotherapy students at several London colleges. I have created a unique course called ‘The Psychology of Motherly Love’. I encourage students, many of whom are not parents, to question and discuss, and they have given me different perspectives on motherhood.

At one stage I thought I was being too easy-going. I decided to interview mothers with a consistent set of questions. I planned the questions, and tape-recorded several interviews. But I soon found this approach clumsy compared with spontaneous conversation. Mothers were talking to me anyway, not to answer my questions, but because they recognised my interest and wanted to tell me something. Neither they nor I thought that these conversations would provide material for a book. That idea came to me later. But I did take notes. Sometimes a mother would say something with great simplicity. Her view might not coincide with my own, but I would be impressed by how well she had expressed herself. I would make a note of what she had said, with a sense that it was too precious to lose. In this very piecemeal way, I found that I was gathering together the understanding that I was looking for.

At first, whenever a mother told me her story, the details sounded unique. Then I became more aware of larger patterns in what mothers were saying. This helped me to see beyond the details. Slowly the stories fell into a more recognisable shape. The shape was distinct, and the various parts interlocked. I could see a pattern in the way a woman changed when she became a mother. It has been difficult to separate out the various strands of this pattern to form the different chapters of this book. In essence, the experience is whole.

I have been wary of telling mothers that I had begun writing this book. This is partly because I didn’t want to bring a self-conscious element into our discussions. Only one mother ever asked me if I were writing anything (I said I was, and she immediately switched subject), so I am certain that no one could possibly have given me quotable statements ‘for your book’. But there was also another reason. I wasn’t confident of having much to say. I would start to write, yet it all seemed elusive. Eventually, I did put together some ideas about maternal tiredness and wrote a sample chapter. But when I sent it to publishers, they told me that it had all been said already.

For many years I wondered whether all this work would prove to be unpublishable. However, I kept talking to mothers. Every individual idea in this book has been shared in many discussions with many mothers. I don’t impose my ideas, but I certainly don’t hide them. As far as I am aware, mothers who talk to me are clear about what I think. Because I am so interested in mothering, mothers usually enjoy talking to me.

I don’t make notes while mothers are talking, though I sometimes jot down ‘key’ words to help me remember anything that seems important. Often, however, I haven’t used those ‘key’ ideas after all. As I am walking home, relaxed after a meeting, something that someone said will suddenly come back to me. At the time, I hardly noticed it. Even as I repeat the words to myself, I don’t necessarily know why they are important. I can’t see immediately how they fit into the whole subject of mothering. But I reach home, put down my bags and hurry to find a pen and paper.

I am fortunate that my university degrees were in history. I have been especially impressed by rereading the work of Thucydides (who gathered much of his information for The Peloponnesian War from conversation). From his disciplined writing, I learned to appreciate how important it is to listen to a variety of discordant voices – and to be especially careful not to distort them, not to reduce them to one uniform harmonious choir.

My conversations with mothers are confidential, and I am concerned to keep them so. My notes have no names or dates. I myself cannot usually remember who said what. I have used a system of quoting short statements by mothers as examples of the mothering pattern, and adding the sex and age of each mother’s baby (see page vii). My hope is that if a mother can identify her own words, she will feel protected by this anonymous setting. I have often been deeply moved by what mothers have said. Our conversations are sacred to me, and I hope to continue to have more such conversations long after this book has been published.

The mothers who talk to me usually live in London. Not all were born here. Most are white, some are black, others are of mixed race. They come from Britain and many other parts of Europe, north and south America, Israel, Egypt, Nigeria, South Africa, Madagascar, India, China, Japan, Australia and New Zealand. Most come from ‘nuclear’ families, but some are from traditional extended families. Some are married, some have partners, some are single mothers and some are in lesbian relationships. Their ages range from early twenties to middle-forties. Nearly all received good educations, and nearly all seem to have earned enough to live on before having children. This must make them a more financially independent generation than that of their grandmothers and perhaps their mothers too.

We shall see that almost all these mothers complain that they were not very well prepared for motherhood. In this respect they may be unique in the whole history of mothers. In the past, girls were prepared from a young age. They watched their mothers and learned from them, and were responsible for their siblings. The mothers quoted in this book may be more articulate, more self-conscious and more self-doubting than mothers who are better prepared.

It may not be comfortable to reinvent the mothering wheel, but mothers do manage it. It can be daunting, yet it is also exciting not to accept tradition but to think out so much afresh. So What Mothers Do explores some of the results of doing this. It also tries to show the overall shape of mothers’ experiences. The intention is to show what mothers have already done. It is description, not prescription. The longer I live, the more I dislike hearing someone telling a mother what she ‘ought’ to do. If you happen to notice in these pages that I have trespassed from giving a description to giving any ‘rules’, I should be grateful if you would write to tell me.

Although I have talked to a modest sample of all possible mothers, it has been enough to show me how vast is the terrain of the subject of mothering, and how little we know about it. Everything around me seems to confirm its importance – and how often it is denigrated. How could I ever have doubted that there was something to say? Looking through What Mothers Do now that I have finished writing, it seems to me that I have hardly begun to describe it. Although these pages contain so much of what I have learned, it must be a fraction of all that still remains, waiting to be discovered. I hope What Mothers Do can provide two things: much-needed encouragement to mothers, and a firm stepping stone to anyone trying to understand them.

CHAPTER ONE

Who understands?

When I say that I am writing a book for mothers, I receive pitying looks. ‘But don’t you think there are plenty of books already?’ people ask. ‘Hasn’t it all been said before?’

No, it hasn’t. Women such as myself, whose children are grown up now, know that it hasn’t. We know how much has been left unsaid. Mothers live in a universe that has not been accurately described. The right words have not been coined. Using habitual vocabulary sends us straight down the same old, much-trodden footpaths. But there are other areas to which these footpaths do not lead. There are whole stretches of motherhood that no one has explored.

Mothers complain about their physical isolation, but surely a more fundamental isolation is about not being understood. That kind of isolation arises when a person finds it difficult to communicate an important experience to other people. ‘Very little has been written on the subject of motherhood,’ observed Susan Griffin, the Californian writer. She recalled: ‘I was alone in a house with an infant most of the time.’ She wrote that, when she went out with her husband and child, ‘I was inarticulate. I imagined people thought me stupid. I felt stunned, dumb. But there was something I had wanted to tell. Something profound.’1 Rachel Cusk, the British novelist, wrote: ‘When I became a mother I found myself for the first time in my life without a language, without any way of translating the sounds I made into something other people would understand.’2 If two mothers whose profession was words found it so difficult to talk about motherhood, how much more difficult must it be for the rest of us? One mother commented:

I went to a dinner party on Thursday. And I had nothing to say. I was out of it. I couldn’t talk about the only things that mattered to me. And even if I had, no one would have understood me. [B, 6 months]



It is easy to fall in with the usual use of language. Another mother said:

My boss phoned and asked if I was working. I’m so annoyed with myself because I said: ‘No.’ [B, 9 months]



This mother meant that she wasn’t working in the way that her boss meant. But she certainly was working at being a mother. She felt exasperated with herself for losing her chance to make this clear. Mothers often catch themselves making self-deprecating comments like hers: ‘I haven’t been able to do any real work lately,’ or ‘I’m only looking after my baby these days.’ Looking after a baby may feel like ‘something’ at the time it is happening, but at other times mothers find it difficult to explain. It’s hard to find the words to communicate what ‘looking after my baby’ really means.

Unlike nearly everything else that we do, a woman can become a mother without any training, qualifications or supervision. Once her baby is born, a mother can find she has become one of the most influential people on earth. True, her influence may affect the lives of only one or two new people if she compares her influence to, say, that of a celebrity or perhaps a schoolteacher. But a mother’s influence is likely to be deeply felt, and to last for a lifetime. Collectively, mothers ensure the continuity of civilised life from one generation to the next.

There are many books prescribing what a mother should achieve. There are autobiographies by mothers bewailing the difficulties of being a good mother. But there isn’t much that explores what mothers do achieve. If there were, we should have more words or phrases to describe motherly achievements. The result is that many mothers do not recognise their own successes. A mother may feel exhausted and her home may look chaotic. Yet she can be doing wonderfully well as a mother.

Being a mother is more than a role or a job description. It doesn’t even describe behaviour. Mothers haven’t got a monopoly on motherly behaviour. Most people are capable of being motherly. However, there is a difference between being like a mother and being the mother herself.

The word ‘mother’ describes a relationship. It often has to be squeezed into all the relationships the woman has already. She usually is already a wife or partner, friend, colleague, neighbour, daughter and sister, and perhaps already a step-mother, godmother or aunt. Generally, a woman will have given birth to a baby before she can start to use the word ‘mother’ to describe herself. However, once she bears or adopts a child, the relationship between them is for ever. Perhaps either she or her child decides to reject the relationship. Yet to outsiders, this simply becomes part of the unfolding story of that relationship. In this external sense, it outlives the lives of the mother and child. It may continue through other people’s memories and statistics long after both of them are dead. It is possible for another person of either sex and of almost any age to be ‘just like a mother’ to someone else. But it is unlikely that those two people will be linked together for so long a time.

Mothers are all around us. We can walk past a mother and child in the street, seeing – and not seeing. How much of a relationship can we see? If the child appears to be ‘good’, people sometimes call the mother ‘lucky’ to have an ‘easy child’. But having a child is not easy. Mothers who say their babies are easy mean this in a relative sense. Many mothers go to exhausting lengths to mother their children, sometimes squeezing in time for a child amid many other commitments. To call them lucky might be kindly meant, but it can sound dismissive, bordering on insulting.

Yet, as with any relationship, one cannot clearly see it working. One can see a mother engaged in action, but what we see may not reveal very much.

I had to have a scan, so I was radioactive for four days, Friday to Monday. I was told immediately that the scan was negative, so that was a great relief. But I wasn’t allowed to hold G for those four days, and I felt bereft. I’d set myself some work to do, painting the outside of our house, so I just got on with it. On Tuesday, I held her again, and I thought I’d be in raptures, but it wasn’t like that. I just felt … complete. I’m so in love with G. [G, 2 months]



How much of this inner drama would an outsider see? A woman painting the outside of her house on Monday, and the same woman on Tuesday calmly holding her child – an outsider would see little of the powerful motherly relationship.

There doesn’t seem to be a phrase to convey the intensity of what a mother feels. If she has returned to work, she often finds it hard to explain to people at work that she still feels she is an active mother, responsible for her child. People at work often assume that ‘out of sight is out of mind’, but a child may frequently be on his mother’s mind. If a woman has chosen to stay at home with her baby, she may worry that she isn’t doing enough. People probably tell her: ‘You must be very busy, now you’re a mother.’ But, with a baby, the pace of her life has probably slowed down. She can feel demoralised and believe she is not achieving anything, just when her slow pace enables her to be in step with her child.

The essentials of mothering are invisible. It’s hard to explain them in words. Practical tasks are only part of it. They do not account for that strength of feeling that goes with bringing up one’s own child. A mother can discover this suddenly when she has been looking after her baby all through a long day. In the evening, her husband comes home, and at last she can exchange news with another adult. He is the one person, the father of their child, whom she can expect to understand her. Perhaps he asks her something generous like: ‘How’s your day been?’ It has been a difficult day. Now she can share it, hope for some sympathy and regain her energy. She tries to find something to tell, but this can be frustrating. The words she uses simply don’t match the experience. If she is a single mother and her childless friends ask the question, answering it can be even harder.


I’d been to the hospital with G that day, and I could tell F about it in about five minutes. I felt gutted. It had taken me all day to do it. [G, 2 months]

I tell F about my day – and there’s nothing to tell. B soiled three nappies and he stopped crying for half an hour. What’s important about that? [B, 3 months]

My husband gets in from work and asks me what sort of a day I’ve had, and I tell him I took G to a cafe with my friend and her baby. I can see from his face that he thinks I’ve had a pretty easy day. And I can’t explain that I haven’t. When I go to the cafe, yes, I know it was nice to talk to my friend. But I couldn’t relax and concentrate properly – and neither could she. We were both looking after our babies. [G, 3 months]

F comes home, and he’s full of his day. And what can I say about mine? B’s learned to open the oven door. It doesn’t sound like anything, though I was really excited when he did it. But I couldn’t expect F to be wild about it. [B, 10 months]




When a mother can’t explain her day, she is very unlikely to say to herself: ‘Maybe the right words are missing.’ Who has the energy to be insightful at the end of a demanding day? No, a mother who has little to relate usually assumes that this is because there really is very little worth telling. If it felt important at the time, if she feels tired now, she supposes that this is because she must have blown up little events out of proportion. She let herself get excited over nothing much. She is tired from doing very little. Exchanging stories at the end of a day seems a uniquely human activity. People use the narrative to make sense of the day’s events, and to state and solve problems. When a mother’s story seems to shrivel in her own eyes as she tells it, she cannot use the telling to make sense of her actions for herself – let alone help her partner to understand.

Motherly achievements often go unseen. If there aren’t words for them, how can we recognise them? For example, how could one explain what the mother was doing who took her twomonth-old daughter to hospital? Just planning the journey must have involved much thought. A mother of a two-month-old doesn’t plan one successful journey. She plans several, in which she tries to cover and solve the most obvious things that could go wrong. And what about keeping a two-month-old from crying during the unavoidable waiting times in a busy hospital? The mother was bringing her intimate relationship with her child into a public place, over which she had little control, and where social norms applied. How does one explain the complexity of all this?

Perhaps the lack of words accounts for a stark sentence that I found in an American book on mothering: ‘Yet being a mommy is boring.’ The writers continue: ‘Many women find themselves frustrated, anxious and uncomfortable in the role … They begin having doubts about themselves as persons and mothers.’3 It is easy to feel bored doing something that doesn’t make sense. People like to understand what they are doing and why. A mother might well feel ‘frustrated, anxious and uncomfortable’ if she doesn’t.

Let us suppose that you and I teamed up together to find out more about how mothers begin. We locate a new mother, and ask if we can talk to her about how she is getting along with her baby. We arrange to call round one Sunday evening, after she and her baby have spent some time together. When we arrive, she is holding her baby against her shoulder, and looking distraught. Suppose we ask her how she is getting on. Almost certainly we would run into a difficulty. The mother would reinterpret our question. She is most aware of what she is not doing. She is troubled by the basic looking after herself and housework she has not managed to do yet. She lists all the chores that lie ahead of her. Suppose we persevere and ask: ‘But if you didn’t manage to have your shower or get yourself some lunch, what were you and your baby doing before we came?’ Then our mother would be likely to say in reply: ‘Nothing,’ or ‘Nothing much,’ or even ‘I don’t know where all the time’s gone.’

Nothing? Has the time simply ‘gone’? Even now, as we look at her, you and I can clearly see that she is being present for her baby. She has given up her shower and her lunch. She is devoting her time and energy to him. We are looking at a baby who is being generously mothered. But most people would find it hard to explain this. Our language can be very clear and precise about anything practical. A person who has ‘tidied up’ has both the words and a tidy area to show for it. It is much harder to find a word that describes the giving-up-things mode of attention a mother is giving to her baby. Often there is no obvious visible change in the baby to confirm that she has made any difference.

We don’t seem to have a problem when it comes to finding fault. We have plenty of words to describe what mothers do when they relate badly to their children. We could pack a small glossary with a depressing list of words and expressions: negligent, selfish, heartless, narcissistic, cold, uncaring, rejecting, irresponsible, unnatural, hostile, cruel, abusive, punitive, seductive, castrating, possessive, over-protective, interfering, controlling, domineering, overbearing, demanding, smothering, unable to let go, over-involved, totally wrapped up in her baby, over-identified with her child, pushy, impervious, ambitious, over-anxious, neurotic, hysterical, immature, inadequate, withdrawn, apathetic, depressed, indulgent, pampering, permissive, idealistic … You could probably carry on with this list.

These words are specific. They indicate ways in which a mother is thought to have related wrongly to her child. Usually she is wrong for doing too much or too little of something. For example, one mother might be labelled ‘negligent’, while another is called ‘over-protective’. But mothers need to protect their children. Not every mother over- or under-does it. Those are two extremes. Logically, therefore, we need a third word that means ‘protecting her child the right amount’. We could then use this word for all those mothers who were protecting their children well. Of course we might argue among ourselves about who these mothers were – but we still need a word to argue about.

This doesn’t mean we shouldn’t have the negative words and expressions. We need them. They help to pinpoint where a mother may be going wrong. The trouble is that we seem to have only this kind of negative vocabulary for mothers. For example, take the term ‘abusive mother’: it doesn’t seem to have an opposite. I have asked many mothers on different occasions whether they can think of any word that means the opposite of ‘abusive mother’ to describe a mother who is relating very beneficially to her children. The response is usually a thoughtful silence.

No such word exists. Instead there is a much shorter collection of words that we use to indicate our approval of mothers. Examples are: warm, loving, wonderful, patient, understanding, kind, caring, nurturing, concerned, responsible, unselfish. Most of these words don’t indicate anything good that she might have done. They describe the state of a mother’s heart. The state of a mother’s heart is invisible – and she herself may not be conscious of it. This means that, when she does a number of motherly actions for her child, she has no word to describe the particular actions. We could walk into a room where a mother had just spent half an hour calming her distressed baby. We might apologise for disturbing her. She would probably reply: ‘It’s all right, I wasn’t doing anything special.’ But she was.

We live in an articulate society, continually questioning ourselves and each other. It is not fair to leave a new mother with a horrific collection of words to condemn her – and almost nothing in the way of praise for when she is doing something well. A whole vocabulary is missing to balance all the negative words and phrases.

The most motherly achievements are often written off as failures. ‘Worrying’ is a good example. Most mothers worry. But what is a mother actually doing when she is worrying? If, for instance, her baby won’t stop crying, she may do some energetic thinking. She can listen and watch him crying, putting aside her own assumptions. She can try to ‘enter into’ how he feels. She may try to match up his behaviour with explanations she has read. She may dredge up something she heard many years ago and had forgotten till this moment.

In other words, her thinking may be quick and wide ranging, and work on several levels. She may end up with a fairly clear idea of why her baby is crying. Then she checks out this idea with someone and they tell her that she ‘must stop worrying so much’, as if all that careful thinking had been stupid. It is only too easy to feel crushed and stupid by this kind of remark. But that is because the word ‘worry’ is normally used to suggest a pointless and repetitive way of thinking. A much more appreciative word is needed to honour intelligent motherly concern.

Mothers sometimes borrow words from the field of psychoanalysis, and perhaps they do this in an attempt to upgrade their experience. It’s easy to hear a mother label her own actions as ‘neurotic’ or ‘obsessional’, ‘compulsive’, ‘phobic’ or ‘paranoid’. For example, a mother may say she is being ‘paranoid’ because she doesn’t want her friend to visit her newborn, since her friend has just told her that she may be coming down with flu. Or she might call herself ‘obsessional’ because she keeps checking whether her baby is hungry. She might say she was ‘neurotic’ because when her baby sleeps for a long time she suddenly panics that he might be ill or dying.

All these examples describe situations when the mother is being careful because she hasn’t got enough experience to be able to assess risks accurately. She prefers the safer option. She may have read about Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS), or perhaps her baby was once ill when she thought he was asleep. Isn’t she justified in feeling anxious after that? Many mothers have particular anxieties, and frequently check that their fears have not become reality. This behaviour is logical, and is a good way for them to learn.


I was worried about so many things at first. I was quite neurotic, I see that now. [B, 6 weeks]

First mother: B stopped breathing and went floppy. I hung him upside down and patted him. I called and called to him. I dialled 999, and we went to hospital. It was so sudden. One minute he was fine, and then … Now I feel as though I’m going mad because I’m continually checking that B’s all right. I’m so afraid it will happen again. [B, 7 weeks]

Second mother: That happened to me, and I can remember being just the same. [9 months]

I felt really neurotic because I kept wanting to check B. As soon as I had left his cot and satisfied myself that he was peacefully sleeping, I started to worry again. At first I tried to stop worrying, but it didn’t work. Then, one evening, I told myself to stop fighting myself and to check as many times as I wanted to. I must have checked about thirty times, that first evening. I thought I was going crazy. But the evening after that, I noticed I was leaving longer gaps between checking. Now I’ve got the
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