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Joys and Woes of Motherhood

Introduction

Everyone has a mother.  Rich or poor, in city or countryside, in the jungle or in the icefields, human reproduction proceeds in the same way: fertilization by the male, followed by conception, gestation, childbirth, lactation by the female, followed by a greater or shorter period of parental upbringing, which in most societies has fallen on the mothers.  Until recent times, women as wives and mothers did not control either their sexual activity or its reproductive consequences.  When women bore many children, under conditions of poor nutrition, poverty, etc., they often wore out and died young.  Women in some modernized societies have fought for and won control of their reproductive powers, but in many others such control remains difficult, if not impossible.  The theme that follows presents some women’s stories about the joys and woes of motherhood in earlier times.  Other themes introduce the social, economic, and political dimensions of motherhood.  Only from the early twentieth century, thanks to efforts of women social workers, female anthropologists, and women’s historians, do we possess more abundant documentation of women’s views on motherhood in their own words.  The Letters from Working-Women, below, was the very first effort to gather the testimony of working-class women about motherhood and their lives more generally. These quotes suggest in dramatic terms what has changed . . . in some privileged societies, and what has stayed the same.  It is no simple thing to experience the joys of motherhood when the woes multiply. [Karen Offen]
“Did You Know?”
1.  The La Leche League, of the United States and prior to the feminist movement of the 1960s and ‘70s, called for an end to institutionalized childbirth and child care, and validated motherhood as a career worthy of respect. The source of their strength as a movement is the joy they experience as mothers. They continue to work today internationally to teach women about maternal and child health, and about enjoying the motherhood experience. (SOURCE: Lynn Y. Weiner, “Reconstructing Motherhood: The La Leche League in Postwar America,”Journal of American History 1994).
Quotes

“But beware, oh Society!  The day will come – don’t doubt it – it has already come for some – when the eternal victim will become weary of carrying in her loins sons whom you will later teach to scorn their mothers, or daughters destined – alas! to the same life of sacrifice and humiliation!  The day when we will refuse to give you, ogres, your ration of cannon-fodder, of work-fodder, and fodder for suffering!  The day, at last, when we will become mothers only when we please, when we will have resolved, after careful reflection, that we ourselves have good reason to do so; and especially when we will be very certain that we can make of our children beings who are strong enough so that they will not become your victims, and revolted enough by you so that you will have no reason to take pride over our birthings.”
Nelly Roussel, speech given at the women’s meeting called to protest the centennial of the French Civil Code, 29 October 1904.  Published in La Fronde, 1 Nov. 1904.  As transl. by Karen Offen in Women, the Family, and Freedom, ed. Susan Groag Bell & Karen Offen, vol. 2 (1983), p. 136.

“No one but a mother knows the struggle and hardships we working women have to go through.  I do hope I shall never see the young women of to-day have to go through what I did.  I am a mother of eleven children – six girls and five boys.  I was only nineteen years old when my first baby was born.  My husband was one of the best and a good father.  His earnings was £1 a week; every penny was given to me, and after paying house rent, firing, and light, and clubs, that left me 11 s[hillings] to keep the house going on; and as my little ones began to come, they wanted providing for and saving up to pay a nurse, and instead of getting nourishment for myself which we need at those times, I was obliged to go without.”

Letter 1, in Maternity: Letters from Working-Women collected by the 

Women’s Co-Operative Guild, ed. Margaret Llewelyn Davies 

(England, 1915).
“It is my silver-wedding day to-morrow, and you will see something of what it has meant to me.  I was married young; my husband is five years older.  I had my first three children before I was twenty-four, nursing them all.  Then I had three miscarriages in the next eight years.  I had two more children later, in one and a half years.  Since then, eleven years ago, I have had a misplaced womb, and have had two more miscarriages since, one being of twins five months, and one three months.  I believe it was having children too fast that weakened my inside and brought on miscarriages.”
Letter 36, in Maternity: Letters from Working-Women collected by the Women’s Co-Operative Guild, ed. Margaret Llewelyn Davies (England, 1915)
“Many women have described their experiences of childbirth as being associated with a spiritual uplifting, the power of which they have never previously been aware ... To such a woman childbirth is a monument of joy within her memory. She turns to it in thought to seek again an ecstasy which passed too soon.” 

Grantly Dick-Read (England) 

“In Ayurvedic and Chinese medicine the microcosm of the body is thought to mirror the macrocosm of the natural universe…I can feel rhythms both outside and inside my body which have a time of their own in that they take place at a pace almost of their own choosing and although each particular rhythm is similar it also varies from cycle to cycle. Seeing the process of labour and birth in these terms is to see it as another natural cycle with its own time which will be unique for each woman. I feel sure that this is how traditional midwives see labour and birth and how time is perceived. It may be why breastfeeding, which needs the harmonization of the cycles of both mother and baby, is not perceived as an insuperable task but rather just another natural cycle that needs to be supported. Birth is…a journey for which the specifics cannot be projected…”

Priya Vincent (in Rediscovering Birth, 2000)
“Birth does not end with the delivery of a baby. It is part of a continuum that develops into the relationship between mother and her baby at the breast. Breastfeeding is not only a method of getting milk to a baby. It is a way of loving…Out of the interdependence between mother and baby a child’s independence grows. From this closeness comes a child’s ability to move out with confidence into the world.”

Sheila Kitzinger (Rediscovering Birth, 2000). 

“I also dedicate this book to my daughter. . . who has made motherhood a joyful experience for me.  I thank her for having to endure my absences, mental and physical, in the process of researching and writing this book.  She has had to live with it her entire life.  I thank her for making me drop everything to go get ice cream, because being with her in those moments – and all moments reminds me of my true priorities.”
Elinor Accampo, “Acknowledgements,” in Blessed Motherhood, Bitter Fruit: Nelly Roussel and the Politics of Female Pain in Third Republic France (United States, 2006).
Motherhood as Source of Power
Introduction
Throughout history many cultures have regarded motherhood as sacred and powerful with the potential to initiate change.  The goddesses of ancient Greece, Demeter and Artemis, were worshipped for their fertility and protection of women and children.  As time progressed, the power of motherhood made impressions in the political, labor, religious, and social realms.  Historically, motherhood is regarded as sacred and powerful with the potential to instigate change. (SOURCE: Nancy Evans, “Diotima and Demeter as Mystagogues in Plato’s Symposium,”Hypatia, 2006).

“Did You Know?”
1.  Many of the attributes of Greek goddess, Artemis, patron of women, children, and young maidens, were woven into the myth of St. Nicolas (Santa Claus) during the rise of Christianity.  As St. Nicolas became more revered, Artemis (the “Earth Mother”) was demonized for her femininity and paganism and eventually erased from the tale. (SOURCE: Bruce Curtis, “The Strange Birth of Santa Claus:From Artemis the Goddess and Nicolas the Saint,”Journal of American Culture, 1995).

2.  Bemata, the goddess of life force in India, is believed to live beneath the earth and “throw” the baby into a woman’s uterus, and she then sustains the unborn child in the woman’s womb. (SOURCE: Sheila Kitzinger, Rediscovering Birth, 2000).

3.  Plateau Native Americans from the Pacific Northwest region of the United States considered menstruation and pregnancy powerful. Both men and women believed it threatened the men’s strength during hunting and battles.  Women segregated themselves during menstruation, in the “Women’s Lodge,” and limited interaction with men while pregnant.  There are similar views and traditions present in Chinese culture as well. (SOURCE: Mary C Wright, "The Woman's Lodge," in Frontiers, 2003 and Charlotte Furth, "Concepts of Pregnancy, Childbirth and Infancy in Ch'ing Dynasty China,"Journal of Asian Studies, 1987).
4.  In the Ututu clan of Abia State in Nigeria, motherhood is woman’s primary role.  The traditional birth songs of the Ututu reflect the anxiety of childbirth and pressures for a “strong” mother and child (preferably a boy).  If a woman does not bear a child or dies during childbirth, it is considered a collective failure which causes grief and shame. (SOURCE: Grace Eche Okereke, “The Birth Song as a Medium for Communicating Woman’s Maternal Destiny in the Traditional Community,” Research in African Literatures 1994). 
5.  From the 1930s through the1950s, women working in Californian canneries, primarily of Mexican descent, unionized and struggled to create mother-specific benefits such as maternity leave without loss of seniority, day-care in some factories, and to end the gender-discriminating piece rate scale used to determine wages. (SOURCE: Vicki Ruiz, Cannery Women Cannery Lives, 1987). 
6.  During the post-WWII and Cold War era, activist groups emerged that focused on the power of mothers as protectors of the health of children and proliferators of peace.  Women Strike for Peace, and other such organizations, formed informal but effective groups who protested and boycotted under the dome of motherhood. (SOURCE: Lisa Yaszek, “Stories "That Only a Mother" Could Write: Midcentury Peace Activism, Maternalist Politics, and Judith Merril's Early Fiction,” NSWA Journal 2004).

7.  The Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo is an organization of women who faced torture and death when they began to protest the military dictatorship of Argentina (1976-1983) in 1977 about their missing children. They demanded information about their “disappeared” children, political dissidents taken and killed. They continue to protest and work to bring former members of the dictatorship to justice as well as search for missing grandchildren that may have survived. (SOURCE: Peter Winn, Americas: The Changing Face of Latin America and the Caribbean, 2006).
8.  In the 1950s, the black women of South Africa protested the Apartheid policies of the government.  A popular slogan: “When you strike the woman, you strike the rock,” was displayed on posters by women wearing green aprons with the phrase: “We are the future of our children.”  These protests and slogans inextricably linked motherhood with political activism for women living under Apartheid in South Africa. (SOURCE: Kimberly Miller, “The Philani Project: Women’s Art and Activism in Crossroads, South Africa,” in Feminist Studies, 2003).

Quotes
“To be a good mother—a woman must have sense, and that independence of mind which few women possess who are taught to depend entirely on their husbands.” 

Mary Wollstonecraft (France, 1792)

“The maternal ethic, developed into a concept of public motherhood, called into question the antithesis between public and private worlds that was fundamental to nineteenth-century culture.  This connection between home and world provided the basis of a claim to female power, which at first was conceived as primarily cultural and pedagogical and later as political.”

Ann Taylor Allen, Feminism and Motherhood in Germany, 1800-1914 (1991), p. 3.

"And so our mothers and grandmothers have, more often than not anonymously, handed on the creative spark, the seed of the flower they themselves never hoped to see -- or like a sealed letter they could not plainly read."

Alice Walker (United States)
“Men will not share equally in parenting until they are taught, ideally from childhood on, that fatherhood has the same meaning and significance as motherhood.” 
bell hooks (United States, 1984)
Maternal Health

Introduction
Historians have discovered that in pre-colonial America maternal mortality was often the result of malnutrition based on the availability of food in a particular region.  Furthermore, in the age before antibiotics, many mothers died following childbirth from puerperal fever, caused by infection of an unpassed placenta. Today maternal mortality is one of the leading causes of death for women of reproductive age causing 500,000-600,000 deaths per year.  In 1987, an international conference held in Nairobi, Kenya and sponsored by the WHO, UNFPA and the United Nations Development Program, launched a global initiative to address this problem.  As of 2004, however, there have been few changes in the rates of maternal mortality in developing countries. (SOURCE: Marie Elaine Danforth “Nutrition and Politics in Prehistory,” 1999 and Jeremy Shiffman, et al., “The Emergence of Political Priorityfor Safe Motherhood in Honduras,” Health and Policy Planning 2004).

“Did You Know?”

1.  Honduras is the only developing country to see a significant decline in maternal mortality (40% decline between 1990 and 1997). (SOURCE: Jeremy Shiffman, et al., “The Emergence of Political Priorityfor Safe Motherhood in Honduras,” Health and Policy Planning, 2004). 
2.  Government sponsored training in midwifery in 19th century France made women’s transition into medical professions relatively less difficult than in the United States, England, and later other parts of the world.  The midwives remained under the direction and control of the male doctors. (SOURCE: Erna Olafson Hellerstein, et al., Victorian Women: A Documentary Account of Women’s Lives in Nineteenth-Century England, France, and the United States, 1981).
3.  Poor urban women were the first to experience the affects of hospital-based childbirth techniques in the United States, England, and France.  Oftentimes they not only visited hospitals out of necessity, but were used as medical subjects. These experiments as well as the lack of antibiotics and unsanitary conditions frequently led to the death of both mother and baby. (SOURCE: Hellerstein, et al, Victorian Women, 1981).

4.  Monetary and education contributions of the Rockefeller Foundation to Mexico in the 1920s radically transformed childbirth and maternal/infant health care.  The Foundation taught rural women how to be midwives and nurses in order to institutionalize and medicalize childbirth and postpartum care, thereby reducing maternal and infant mortality. (SOURCE: Anne-Emanuelle Birn, “Skirting the Issue: Women and International Health in Historical Perspective,” American Journal of Public Health 1999).

5.  In various cultures it is common for the new mothers to receive massages after birth.  In Guatemala, midwives immediately massage the mothers to increase circulation.  In Thailand, mothers are massaged for an entire month after birth using yellow sap from the cumin tree. (SOURCE: Sheila Kitzinger, Rediscovering Birth, 2000).

6.  Years of war and economic sanctions, in Iraq, contributed to a decline in maternal health, more pregnant women entering the workforce, have resulted in an increase in premature, low birth weight babies, and infant mortality in Iraq. (SOURCE: Bushra I. Abdul Latif, et al., “Low Birth Rate and Prematurity in the Neonatal Unit of a Maternity and Pediatrics Hospital in Iraq,” in Journal of Tropical Pediatrics, 2006).
Quotes
"Health is not a medical artifact. Economics, politics, the social system in which we live, conditions in the work-place, poisons in the environment, and personal relationships are all elements in causing health and disease. Doctors treat illness; they do not make us healthy. For the vast majority of women physical health and a sense of well-being during pregnancy is nothing to do with how often they visit the doctor, but with the social conditions in which they live." 
Sheila Kitzinger, “Birth Over 35.”

“Along with high fertility rates, [in 1979] Afghanistan’s infant mortality, under-five mortality, and maternal mortality rates were . . . very high. There was only one doctor for every 3,000 people, with medical facilities available only in the capital and a number of other cities. . . .  Fifty percent of children died before the age of five. . . .  The estimated total fertility rate was seven births per woman.  The infant mortality rate was about 190 of 1,000 live births – that is, almost one in five.”

Valentine M. Moghadam, Modernizing Women: Gender and Social Change in the Middle East (1993), p. 223. 

Motherhood and the State
Introduction

Governments and organized religions from around the world have characteristically taken an interest in channeling and controlling the reproductive power of women, and the production of children, especially in times of falling birthrates. (SOURCE: Karen Offen, European Feminisms: 1700-1950, A Political History, 2000). 
“Did You Know?”
1.  In the 1850s, the civic value of reproduction increased in the United States.  Anti-abortion supporters in the United States claimed that “native-born” (non-immigrants of Anglo-Saxon descent) women who obtained abortions committed a crime against the state and violated their duty to the Republic. (SOURCE: Nicola Beisel and Tamara Kay, “Abortion, Race, and Gender in Nineteenth Century America,”American Sociological Review 2004).
2.  As with many Native Americans, the Cherokee Nation maintained matrilineal patterns of legitimacy, clan membership, and property rights.  Beginning in the 1820s, however, the Cherokee Nation began to circumscribe women’s power and social influence through laws that restricted the marital choices of women (under the New Echota and Tahlequah Constitutions), thereby protecting the creation of Cherokee citizenry. (SOURCE: Fay Yarbrough, “Legislating Women’s Sexuality: Cherokee Marriage Laws in the Nineteenth Century,” Journal of Social History 2004).
3.  In 1826, the Cherokee also passed legislation criminalizing infanticide and abortion by women and their accomplices. (SOURCE: Fay Yarbrough, “Legislating Women’s Sexuality: Cherokee Marriage Laws in the Nineteenth Century,” Journal of Social History 2004).

4.  In 1883, Germany established health insurance laws that defined pregnancy as a sickness when they created maternity leave benefits to women factory workers. (SOURCE: Gisela Bock and Pat Thane, “Introduction” to Maternity and Gender Policies: Women and the Rise of the European Welfare States, 1880s-1950s, 1991). 
5.  In the 1930s, the Soviet Union used images of mothers from Kazakhstan to proliferate a pronatalist agenda.  Kazahk culture was anti-abortion and the women tended to produce more women than their Russian counterparts. (SOURCE: Paula A. Michaels, “Motherhood, Patriotism, and Ethnicity: Soviet Kazakhstan and the 1936 Abortion Ban,” Feminist Studies, 2001).

6.  In 1981 the government of Zimbabwe banned the use of the long-lasting contraceptive Depo-Provera citing its use as an anti-colonial act in attempt to control the fertility of Zimbabwean women. (SOURCE: Amy Kaler, “A Threat to the Nation and a Threat to the Men: The Banning of Depo-Provera in Zimbabwe, 1981,” Journal of South African Studies 1998).
7.  In Sri Lanka, Buddha exemplifies the virtues of the good mother, and mothers are considered the Buddhas of the home.  This belief has shaped the political landscape as female leaders of Sri Lanka represent pious and virtuous mothers.  They are usually widows or obedient daughters who represent the ideal of motherhood as they sacrifice mothering a child in order to mother the state. (SOURCE: Tessa Bartholomeusz, “Mothers of Buddhas, Mothers of Nations: Kumaranatunga and her Meteoric Rise to Power in Sri Lanka,”Feminist Studies 1999).
8.  Under J. Howard the government of Australia maintains a policy of promoting the fertility of the “right” types of women, (i.e. non-immigrant, white women of a higher socioeconomic background).  He enacted policies that restricted the birth of immigrant children in the country by preventing pregnant women from entering the country and deporting others who became pregnant while residing there. (SOURCE Maryanne Dever, “Baby Talk: The Howard Government, Families, and the Politics of Difference,” Hecate 2005).

9.  Migrant mothers in Israel face numerous challenges from the national government (often including deportation and denial of citizenship to their children born in Israel).  Despite national obstacles, on the local level, these mothers receive subsidized and reasonable health care during pregnancy and for their infants.  Their case is an example of activists and advocates’ abilities to maneuver the political system to provide care for pregnant migrants. (SOURCE: Sarah Willen, “Birthing ‘Invisible’ Children: State Power, NGO Activism, and Reproductive Health Among ‘Illegal Migrant’ Workers in Tel Aviv, Israel,” Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies, 2005)
Quotes
“Unto the woman, he [the Lord God] said, I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and they conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children; and thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee.” 

Genesis 3:16 

“…it is especially this sacred function of mother, which some insist is incompatible with the exercise of a citizen's rights, that imposes on woman the duty of watching over the future of her children and confers on her the right to intervene in all the activities not only of civil life but of political life as well.” 
Jeanne Deroin (France, 1849)
“Forgive me. Some women bear children in strength,

      And bite back the cry of their pain in self-scorn;

But the birth-pangs of nations will wring us at length

       Into wail such as this—we sit forlorn

       When the man-child is born.”  
Elizabeth Barrett Browning (Italy, 1862)
 “The women, though they may not fight the enemy, are obliged (when their husband is torn away to the war or perhaps killed) to fight the economic battle of life for themselves and their children.  Their battle is made all the harder by the economic ruin that marches side by side with war.” 
Christabel Pankhurst (England, 1914) 

“At the end of 1989, the Afghan refugee population [in Pakistan] was estimated to comprise between 2.5 and 3 million people. . . .In the refugee camps, the average family size was 8.5 members, as against 6.2 in Afghanistan.  One reason for the large families was improved health care; another was pressure on women to reproduce more mujahdihen, the fetishization of reproduction.”

Valentine M. Moghadam, Modernizing Women: Gender and Social Change in the Middle East (1993), p. 242. 

“As women become excluded from productive activities, their role in human reproduction becomes exaggerated and fetishized.  The control of women’s fertility, sexuality, and even mobility becomes a matter of male honor.”

Valentine M. Moghadam, Modernizing Women: Gender and Social Change in the Middle East (1993), p. 245. 

Motherhood as Work
Introduction

Women have always worked, though not always for pay or outside the household.  When they have worked outside the home they have often faced balancing the dual occupations of motherhood and laborer.  
“Did You Know” 

1.  The wage gap between mothers and nonmothers is now larger than the gap between nonmothers and men. (SOURCE: Joan Blades and Kristin Rowe-Finkbeiner, “The Motherhood Manifesto,” The Nation 2006).
2.  163 countries provide some form of paid maternity leave and 45 countries offer some type of paternity leave as well. (SOURCE: Joan Blades and Kristin Rowe-Finkbeiner, “The Motherhood Manifesto,” The Nation 2006).

3.  Women experience low social status in Japan but “mothers” are valued and respected.  Most of the Maternal and Child Health initiatives are shaped on the premise that most mothers will not enter the labor force. (SOURCE: Naoke Miyali and Margaret Lock, “Monitoring Motherhood: Sociocultural and Historical Aspects of Maternal and Child Health in Japan,” Daedalus, 1994).

4.  Bulgaria is a “trail-blazer” in paid maternity leave policy.  The country allows two years paid leave with the first 45 days granted full pay and the rest with a set allowance. (SOURCE: Sarah Birke, “Female-friendly? How Countries Compare,” New Statesmen 2006).
Quotes
"Though motherhood is the most important of all the professions -- requiring more knowledge than any other department in human affairs -- there was no attention given to preparation for this office." 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton (United States) 
“…the toil of rearing from birth for the first six months, even one human creature, is one of the most exacting though ill-appreciated forms of human labour.”

Olive Schreiner, “The Woman Question” (1899)


“Motherhood, in our present social state, is the sign and seal as well as the means and method of a woman's bondage. It forges chains of her own flesh and blood; it weaves cords of her own love and instinct. . . . Motherhood . . . among civilized people, represents a prostitution of the reproductive powers, which precisely corresponds to that other abuse, which seems to most of us so infinitely more shocking.”

Mona Caird, Daughters of Danaus (1894), pp. 341, 343.

“Why do we idealise sacrifice in mothers? Who gave us this inhuman idea that mothers should negate their own wishes and desires? The acceptance of servitude has been handed down from mother to daughter for so many centuries that it is now a monstrous chain which fetters them. . . . What if mothers refused to deny their womanhood and gave their children instead an example of a life lived according to the needs of self-respect?”

Sibilla Aleramo, Una Donna (Italy,1906), transl. as A Woman by Rosalyn Delmar, pp. 193-94.

“The reduction of woman’s fruitless labour in the household is only one side of her emancipation.  Care of children and their upbringing was no less a burden, chaining her to the house, enslaving her in the family.  This burden is completely lifted from women’s shoulders by the Soviet government and its communist policy of safeguarding motherhood and of social upbringing and is placed on the social collective, on the working country.”
Aleksandra Kollontai, “The Labour of Women in the Evolution of the Economy,” tr. and reprinted in The Family in the U.S.S.R., ed Rudolf Schlesinger (1949).  [in WFF, vol. 2, 303]
“Alva Myrdal [of Sweden] reversed the view commonly held in the socialist movement—that married women should be permitted to remain in the labor force—by insisting that women workers should be aided, not penalized, if they married and bore children.”

Susan Groag Bell & Karen Offen, eds. Women, the Family, and Freedom: The Debate in Documents, (1983), p.391.

"At work, you think of the children you have left at home. At home, you think of the work you've left unfinished. Such a struggle is unleashed within yourself. Your heart is rent." 
Golda Meir (Israel)
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The Politics of Birth by Sheila Kitzinger (2005)
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