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Author’s note

The identities of the mothers quoted in What Mothers Learn are confidential, so I have adopted the following system of referring to them and their families:


B indicates the name of a boy child.

G indicates the name of a girl child.

F indicates the father’s name.

M indicates the mother’s name.



The term ‘mother’ usually means the person who bears the baby, gives birth to him, and takes care of him afterwards. But today 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 non-professional person stands in for the mother in this way, or takes turns with her, descriptions of what mothers learn may apply to this person also.

And the pronoun ‘he’ is used for general statements about a baby or child. This is to avoid confusion with the ‘she’ of the mother. So my apologies to girls to whom all general statements apply equally.

Mothers’ words are usually quoted in order of the babies’ ages. When a mother has two or more babies, the quotation usually uses the age of the youngest baby.


Introduction

There’s plenty of information on what a mother should learn. But what do mothers really learn? Having a child isn’t as easy as it looks. It can be disorientating. We soon realise how little we know and, for many of us, being a mother is a learning experience.

So What Mothers Learn isn’t about what a mother ‘should’ learn. It’s an account of what mothers have said they did learn. Mothers deserve to be heard. They discover aspects of themselves and their babies that are new and interesting.

Part of what mothers learn can be taught, such as how to bathe a baby. Topics like that could be summed up in a list, so that you could get the gist of it quickly. But what mothers learn without being taught comes to them gradually, and needs to be read gradually too. It’s to broaden our understanding. It’s not meant as a programme to tell another mother what she ‘should’ learn.

‘It’s a learning curve,’ new mothers tell themselves. They realise that being a mother is hard at first, but that slowly they will get better at it.

So what do mothers learn on their ‘learning curve’? They usually start by following received advice. Then, as they get to know their babies and talk to other mothers, they slowly venture forward with ideas of their own.

Some of what mothers learn is practical. But some of it is mysterious. We can sum it up as ‘mothering’. Mothering is universal and ancient, and centres on the way that mothers relate to their children. Mothers discover how to relate. But these relationships often develop quietly with little to show for them. As the American writer Sara Ruddick said: ‘The work at the centre of mothering, the work that children demand and that mothers do, remains elusive.’1 In a materialistic culture like ours, people prefer to talk about quantifiable actions. These can be named and explained. If they aren’t – and mothering isn’t – it’s easy to brush these relationships aside and assume that learning to relate isn’t important.

Yet babies and children need mothering – plenty of it. And though, as mothers, we find that mothering requires a lot from us, we get back a lot too. Babies remind us of the wonder of being alive. It’s eye-opening, and helps us to see one another from a gentler perspective. We often become more thoughtful members of the society we live in. Few societies acknowledge how much they owe to their mothers.

Mothering is often confused with childcare. But it’s much more than that. Childcare can be paid for. When mothers say that they feel bored and frustrated, they’re usually talking about childcare. Mothering is exciting and challenging, rather than boring.

Fathers learn a lot too. So does the mother’s partner, if this is a man or woman other than the father. Shouldn’t we look into what parents learn?

That would be a good idea for a different book. The roles aren’t always interchangeable. When mothers, fathers and step-parents are all merged together as ‘parents’, the special experiences of each are lost.

Many women today can’t afford to give much time to being mothers, and some don’t see the point of it either. The qualities that enable a woman to get ahead in her career are different from those that enable a mother to connect to her child. Yet these motherly qualities add a whole new dimension to our way of being. Many women don’t realise how much they benefit. What Mothers Learn is written to show, first, how learning to be a mother takes time, and then what a wonderful experience it can be. It also makes the case that, if enough of us agree that mothering is necessary, we must find a way to support those mothers financially who want to devote enough time to it – or simply time to try it.

For most of us, being a mother feels daunting at first. But just as ‘morning’ sickness shows how well the mother’s body is adapting to pregnancy, so postnatal exhaustion and bewilderment are much more positive signs than they seem. They show that the new mother is realising how little she knows. Most learning starts like this.

A newborn already knows his mother’s heartbeat, her voice and perhaps her moods. He may know more about her than she about him. Yet she is usually the first adult to create a relationship with him. He will learn what he can expect from other people by the way she connects to him. But it’s not only he who learns from their relationship. Many of us completely revise our views on relating from being with our newborns.

It’s odd that this whole area isn’t taken more seriously because it can help us to understand what happens later. Children and adults describe the wonderful joy of intimate friendships – surely among the best experiences of our lives. Unfortunately, too many people today of all age groups grieve that their lives are lonely. They say they would like to ‘find a soulmate’ and ‘be in a personal relationship’. Or, if they already are with someone, that they are anxious to ‘make the relationship work’. But how is it, they ask themselves, that something they really want seems so difficult to achieve? Asking mothers what they have learned from their intimate moments with their newborns, and also their toddlers, growing children and teens might help to explain this.

Building relationships is a vital part of mothering. It’s what distinguishes the mother from the father, other relatives and everyone else. The mother has carried the baby through pregnancy and given birth to him. After the birth, mothers describe feeling overwhelmed by strong emotions: ‘Most mothers either fall in love with their babies, or want to, or wish they could, or regret that they have not,’ wrote the paediatrician Daniel Stern towards the end of a lifetime’s study of mothers.2 Some mothers say they feel more protective than loving. Others feel numb at first, and their strong motherly feelings emerge months later.

Parents are legally responsible for their children. But, within the law, a mother is free to treat her child how she chooses. Cultures vary, and some are more restrictive than others. But mothering can’t be handed down unchanged, even from mother to daughter. There are always times when the new mother has to decide what she believes is best. She may act on impulse, and only discover afterwards why she reacted as she did. Perhaps she tells her visitors: ‘Shh! The baby’s just fallen asleep.’ So she has put her newborn’s need for sleep above the excited chatter of her visitors. She may surprise herself by how sharply her words come out. She is learning what her priorities are.

Luckily, mothers aren’t lumbered with a set of ‘relationship milestones’. There are no supervisors to impress, tests to pass, or diplomas to be awarded on this. Instead, mothers are free to make choices, free to make mistakes, recover and learn. There is a lot to find out about relationships, and mothers often turn into lifelong learners.

And yet, however much a mother learns from mothering, she will find that she gets little social recognition for it. Mothers rarely publish anything about their insights, so people dismiss their achievements as ‘babycare’ or ‘childcare’, which means the practical management – the visible side of mothering. The relational side tends to go unseen.

However, by the time mothers resume their paid work, they find they have learned so much. It’s probably fair to say that each mother understands more than she did before having children. She has faced ethical questions, and countless temptations arising from being a more experienced person making decisions about a less experienced one. She understands more about vulnerability and pain. She feels much closer to creation than to destruction. Usually getting to know her baby means that a mother has learned to recognise some of the basics of human nature, and how far it is influenced by family patterns. Also, because a young baby can’t talk, she has become perceptive at reading not just facial but subtle whole-body signals. On a practical level, she has learned how to save time, how to focus and how to plan ahead. Her baby may want her attention as suddenly as any employer, so she has learned to prepare for contingencies.

All this and more can be adapted for her workplace. So no mother should have to apologise for having taken ‘time out’ from her paid work to be with her children. Employers should head-hunt returning mothers and be thankful to have them on their payroll.

As mothers learn so much, you might think that what they learn has been the subject of many research studies. So it’s odd to find that it has hardly been researched at all. There are some general results from studies which focus on other questions. For example, in 1954, a team of anthropologists, psychologists and sociologists set up a large project to visit and interview mothers in six cultures from Orchard Town, New England; Mixtecan mothers of Juxtlahuaca in Mexico; mothers of Tarong, the Philippines; mothers of Taira, Okinawa, Japan; Rajput mothers of Khalapur, India; and Gusii mothers of Nyansongo, Kenya. They coded and analysed their results, and published them in Mothers of Six Cultures in 1964. One conclusion they reached was that, in each culture, mothers were pragmatic and learned what to do, not from theories, but by solving problems resulting, for example, from family size, the composition of the household and the mother’s workload.3

This is a significant result. It challenges researchers who believe that mothers are influenced by theories of childcare.4 But one drawback of a large study is how unwieldy it can become. For example, researchers have to keep to the same set of questions for each group of mothers that they interview. It must narrow what they can find. An Indian researcher on a similar project wrote: ‘Therefore the tone of the interview [between herself and mothers or caregivers] was conversational and informal, though I knew when to … guide the conversation to make sure that all the topics in my agenda were covered.’5

Having an agenda makes a difference. One German researcher who was interviewing Gujarati mothers wrote: ‘We were often confronted with questions like: “Why do you want to talk about babies for two hours? They have to be bathed, breastfed and cleaned. What else is there to talk about?”’6

Mothers don’t always realise how much they have learned. If they start talking without a particular agenda, a discussion of bathing a baby can soon go beyond the practicalities. Mothers describe their feelings – their pleasure in the tenderness of the baby’s skin; the realisation that he is also strong, and could wriggle so they might drop him; the terror that his wet body could suddenly slide from their hands and so easily drown – and then the whole experience of mothering deepens. Mothers realise that many of their individual experiences are shared. They often leave this kind of conversation saying: ‘I thought I was crazy to feel things so intensely. Listening to the others, I realise I’m normal.’

I myself used to feel lonely as a mother. One afternoon, my friend and neighbour Janet Balaskas, founder of the Active Birth Centre, invited me to set up open mornings for mothers and babies. I started Mothers Talking on 30 January 1991. My children were already at school then, and the mothers who came had young babies. So I was at a different stage of mothering. And yet, right from the start, I noticed that there were essentials I shared, even with very new mothers. I recognise their questions and dilemmas, not just from my past but in my life today too.

It’s wonderful to sit and listen to mothers without a structured agenda and without ‘guiding the conversation’. I ask questions, but these are usually to clarify what a mother is saying. One mother may confess: ‘I’m not the kind of mother I thought I would be.’ Then I ask: ‘Can you explain?’ I discovered that most mothers think a lot and find it helpful to talk. They spend long hours observing their babies and have plenty to share. When a mother worries that she has ‘nothing to say’ this is usually because she is afraid the others wouldn’t like to hear how she really feels. But becoming a mother is a humbling experience and most mothers are grateful to hear about one another’s honest feelings.

My original plan was to use these meetings as ‘background’ for more structured research. But I soon wondered whether I would learn any more from using a formal methodology. True, I wasn’t meeting a particular sample of mothers. The mothers who talk to me are self-selected, from many countries and from different family backgrounds. Some I see only once, while others I see weekly for several years because they return with second babies. Yet, from our informal conversations over several decades, I began to see patterns in what mothers were learning.

I am still finding fragments of what mothers learn. Each detail is important and has a place in the whole. I’ve tried to show how I think the details link up in the coming chapters. There is a lot to say, so I’ve had to cut and trim. There is much more that could be said by focusing on adoptive, single, immigrant and many other particular groups of mothers. And you may think of many more topics and examples that haven’t occurred to me.

I think it’s important to keep to the exact words that people use. I discovered I could train my ear to listen properly by chance at school. It was lunch break and raining hard, so we had to stay indoors. We all had rough notebooks, and I thought I’d write a story in mine. While I was sitting at my desk, wondering how to start, I heard a girl near by call out: ‘O, O, O, where has my little dog gone?’ I thought this sounded quite strange, so I wrote it down. And that started me scribbling down what the others in my classroom were saying. I noted everything I could hear. There were long silences when no one said anything, and then a rush of voices from different parts of the room. Soon I had pages of writing. It looked curiously alive, more than the stories I used to write. After that, I would often jot down what I could hear people saying. This taught me about the musical way they speak, their speech rhythms and how they often don’t respond to one another directly. Now I am grateful because all this helps me to remember.

Later, at another school, and as part of A-level English, I studied the General Prologue to Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales. Here Chaucer introduces all the pilgrims who are going to tell stories on the long walk from London to Canterbury. When each pilgrim has been introduced, Chaucer suddenly speaks directly to us, his readers. He explains the importance of being faithful to the exact words the storytellers will use.


Whoso shal telle a tale after a man,

He moot reherce as ny as evere he kan

Everich a word, if it be in his charge,

Al speke he never so rudeliche and large,

Or ellis he moot telle his tale untrewe,

Or feyne thyng, or fynde wordes newe.

He may nat spare, althogh he were his brother;

He moot as wel seye o word as another.7



Although Chaucer’s tales are fictional, there is wisdom in his words.

At Mothers Talking meetings, we sit in a circle with mugs of drinks, while babies and toddlers watch one another and explore. They are obviously learning as much as we are.

Their energy is amazing. Where did they come from, these active young people with their reverence for life, their great hearts, their logic and intelligence? How have they been entrusted to us, with all our faults and weaknesses? We know what stupid things we do. How can we be good enough to look after them? It’s this recognition of our responsibility and our fallibility that gives us a shared mothering base.

So as the Gujarati mothers asked: ‘What else is there to talk about’ every week? The themes are in the chapters that follow. There is some repetition because the subjects of some chapters overlap, and some themes have also been discussed in my two earlier books.8 But one idea can belong to several contexts and can grow in meaning when discussed for a second and third time.

The more we talk about what mothers learn, the more its importance becomes obvious. And mothers learn so much that the rest of society needs to hear.


CHAPTER ONE

Intelligent work

Women who become mothers often feel as though they have crossed an invisible line. On the side where they used to be, they saw themselves as respected members of the working community. They only discover the unfamiliar other side as mothers. There, they find they have to work very hard to look after their babies. Yet they have lost their social standing as people who are seen as ‘working’.


My friends don’t understand what I do at home all day. They say: ‘You could take up a hobby.’ [G, 2 months]



New mothers on maternity leave are surprised by how often they are asked: ‘When are you going back to work?’ People tend to put this question in a slightly impatient tone. They sound as if they consider looking after a baby an avoidance of ‘real’ work. It’s true that mothers may also be told: ‘Being a mother is the hardest job in the world!’ But do people really believe this?

Some people are frank about what they think.


I went into work and my boss asked me how I was. I said: ‘Well, you know, it’s quite hard work with two small kids.’ And he said: ‘Oh, come on! It’s not work. All you have to do is change a few nappies.’ [G, 3 years; B, 8 months]



The mother and her boss both spoke about ‘work’. But the boss confidently claimed the word, challenging the mother to admit that she was wrong to have used it. Many people would share his reaction, though they might not have put it so bluntly.

Mothers can feel discouraged by this way of looking at themselves.


I feel so unimportant being at home with my girls all day. What have I got to talk about? My husband comes home and he’s been involved in moving millions of dollars around. I’ve just been looking after two children. [1G, 3 years; 2G, 2 months]



This mother’s view is understandable. Anyone who wants to know about the current view of mothers has only to look at our language. A mother, when she is employed for a job other than mothering her child, is called a ‘working mother’. But when she is with her child (sometimes after a long day’s employed work, and with the prospect of broken sleep if the child needs her at night), she is said to be free or on leisure time. She’s not working. Or she may be on ‘maternity leave’, which sounds like a normal holiday with a baby thrown in. Then she is classified as ‘inactive’, ‘unoccupied’ or ‘a non-producer’. In this crude way, our language conveys the message that only ‘working mothers’ are pulling their weight – and then, only in their ‘working’ hours. It means that when full- and part-time mothers are with their children, they aren’t perceived as doing valuable work.

People hurrying to their workplaces sometimes catch sight of a group of mothers sitting around a table in a café. Most have babies with them, and some have taken older siblings to school. One journalist voiced a common resentment towards them:


Moments after the morning school drop-off, groups of women [i.e. mothers] flutter to the nearest skinny latte … To use the fact of having once upon a time given birth as an excuse to hang around doing nothing else productive for the rest of your life does not mean you are a full-time mother … it means you are a lazy mare.’9



You could defend mothers by arguing that they, like office workers, are entitled to a coffee break. But what do they need a break from? What have they produced?

Usually, if you ask, mothers will give you a list of their practical tasks. These lists do partly explain mothering, but they also belittle it. ‘Churning out pasta and wiping noses,’ wrote one mother.10 ‘Cleaning and cooking cupcakes and breastfeeding all the time,’ wrote another.11 Even Allison Pearson, mother, author and an outspoken journalist-defender of mothers, describes a mother’s work as ‘often numbing’ and task-focused. Her list includes: ‘… the unsung and largely unacknowledged loving and often numbing work which millions of mothers do every day because it is the woman who carries the puzzle of family life in her head: that great 3-D jigsaw of birthdays, shoe sizes, packed lunches, nutritious meals, carol concerts and chickenpox.’12

Seen in this way, a mother’s work sounds like one long succession of daily practical tasks. As Pearson says, they go ‘largely unacknowledged’. Adrienne Rich sums it up in her pioneering book, Of Woman Born: ‘… the woman at home with children [i.e. their mother] is not believed to be doing serious work.’13 The mother’s work seems limited to doing menial tasks for her child. So it sounds necessary but not very exciting. A career suggests serious work that earns payment and respect.

This was the conclusion of Rebecca Asher, author of Shattered: Modern Motherhood and the Illusion of Equality. She argues that parenting should be shared equally between willing parent-couples. She contrasts this with her own unshared experience of mothering, which she describes as ‘gruelling, unacknowledged servitude’14 on behalf of ‘our infant deities’.15 She writes: ‘I took my baby swimming, swishing him about in the pool as if washing a precious piece of cloth, while he blinked the water from his eyes and stared straight ahead.’16

Looked at this way, here is an intelligent woman, plunged into the apparently dull world of childcare where there simply isn’t enough to interest or engage her. But looked at differently, surely this is an opportunity lost. Here she is with her baby, yet she doesn’t seem to treat him like a person. It seems odd to compare him to ‘a precious piece of cloth’. She describes taking him swimming as if it were one more act of servitude. If he ‘stared straight ahead’, it’s possible that she wasn’t making eye contact with him.

She sums up her time as a new mother:


Having had a busy and purposeful life, I now occupied a universe where, apart from the grindingly repetitive tasks centred on feeding and cleaning my child, activity existed in the main simply to fill the time. I vacillated between a desperate hunger for tips on encouraging my child to sleep and a head-pounding boredom with this narrow entirely baby-centric world.17



Is this, then, the only possible reality of motherhood? Does being a mother mean entering a ‘narrow’ world? And does it have to be ‘entirely baby-centric’? Couldn’t it turn into a life that mothers and babies share? In a shared world, the whole work of being a mother could be the opposite of ‘head-pounding boredom’. Asher’s head might pound instead with all the challenging questions it puts to her.

Mary Wollstonecraft, the dynamic eighteenth-century writer, often called Britain’s first feminist, was passionately in favour of women developing themselves and using their talents. But she believed this included becoming a mother. In her words, ‘To be a good mother a woman must have sense, and … independence of mind’.18

What has ‘independence of mind’ to do with changing nappies and all the other ‘grindingly repetitive’ routine chores of baby care? ‘We think differently,’ concluded Sara Ruddick, the feminist philosopher who wrote and lectured on maternal thinking.19 She explained: ‘Maternal work itself demands that mothers think; out of this need for thoughtfulness, a distinctive discipline emerges.’20 Other women have made similar observations. ‘Becoming mothers had given us more to think about,’ wrote Camille Peri and Kate Moses in Mothers Who Think, the anthology they edited.21 ‘Children continually make you flex your brains,’ observed Katherine Ellison who wrote The Mommy Brain.22

Nor is thinking a luxury confined to modern, well-educated mothers. ‘I think a lot,’ wrote an unnamed mother, more than a century ago, ‘but cannot express it, as I had to leave school at the age of ten years to go into farm service.’23 And in 2008, three American researchers published the results of a study in which they’d observed a sample of mothers and children at home. The title of their paper reveals their conclusion: ‘Mothering: Thinking is Part of the Job Description’. ‘Mothers’, they wrote, ‘were busy thinking as they accomplished their job.’24


My academic friends say to me: ‘Some of us would rather use our brains. We enjoy thinking.’ It’s hard to explain. I am thinking. [G, 23 months]

I see red when people tell me they couldn’t be a full-time mother because they like thinking. I feel like answering: ‘Well, you swap with me, then, and have my kids for a morning, and see how much it gets you thinking!’ [1G, 5 years; 2G, 2 years; B, 10 months]



The most challenging work usually requires a good deal of intelligent thought. But thought is not often associated with mothers. Indeed, many mothers complain that motherhood has changed them, and that now they can’t think. The change starts in pregnancy when many have moments of being forgetful and dreamy. ‘My brain has turned to mush,’ they say. They feel shocked that they can no longer think in their usual problem-solving way. They fear that they have permanently lost the brainpower to manage their paid work.

Expectant mothers may have moments when they look as if they are daydreaming. Then, if someone asks what they are thinking about, they look startled and reply: ‘Nothing.’ But is it really nothing, or just hard to explain?

If mothers ‘think differently’, as Sara Ruddick argues, what (if anything) do they think about?


I walked down the high street by myself, a week ago, and it felt weird. What did I used to think about before I had B? [B, 2 months]

I’m never not thinking of B. He’s always on my mind. But it’s hard to put it into words. [She was holding B and busy showing him a hanging mobile while she talked.] It’s the hardest work I’ve ever done. B keeps changing. All the time. I have such admiration for mothers now. What mothers do is silent. No one talks about it. [B, 3 months]

G needs a special kind of attention, mental and physical. I’m always thinking of her. When I’m at work, I might feel tired, but I could always pull out one more stop. G switches on a special something in my brain. By the end of the day, there’s nothing more I can pull out. I’m exhausted. [G, 16 months]



A lot of motherly thinking takes the form of questions. ‘Question posing’, wrote the American psychologist Mary Field Belenky, ‘is central to maternal practice in its most evolved form.’25


I have all these questions going round my head that I never had before having a baby. Like: what is a person? How do I do my best for G? [G, 15 months]

Whatever mothering choices you make, there are always times when you doubt yourself and wonder if you’re doing the right thing. [G, 3 years; B, 19 months]

Me: What about you, M? You have three children. Do you still ask yourself questions, or do you know the answers by now?

Mother: I keep asking myself questions. Every minute of the day. There is so much to question. [G, 5 years; 1B, 3 years; 2B, 11 months]



Everyone says that mothers ‘know best’. How they get so much knowledge is not explained. Most mothers wish they knew more. They have many questions with no obvious answers.


It used to help me to say: ‘I don’t know what to do.’ I’d say it to the children, and it saved me from having to be an expert. And it’s still like that. You still worry with the older ones only over different things. My youngest won’t study. He just won’t. I don’t know what to do about that. [G, 21 years; 1B, 18 years; 2B, 15 years]



Mothers are often accused of being too insular and of thinking only about themselves and their families. But this can’t be right as their questions quickly broaden out into universal ones.


I look at older boys and think: B will be one of those. And it’s made me look at gangs of teenage boys differently. Each one was a baby once. [B, 3 months]

You hear about people doing terrible things and you think: They were babies once. How did they get to that state? What happened in between? [B, 5 months]

When do you take risks for the future of the world that your child will inherit [she was a journalist referring to politically dangerous areas that might be life-threatening for her]? And when do you keep safe for your child’s sake? I have no answer to that. [B, 21 months]



Mothers are usually sleep-deprived. They rarely have the energy to follow their questions through with clear analysis and research. They say they just have to ‘get on with it’. But many of their questions do need answers. Often, answers emerge in stages, as mothers try something and see if it works.

A baby looks both wise and vulnerable, and his mother longs to do her best for him. But what is her best? She may have read a lot about what is ‘good for babies’. But her baby usually has his own ideas – about, for example, whether he wants to be put down for a nap that he is supposed to need. When she lays him down and he cries in distress, her heart goes out to him and all her theories can seem irrelevant.


I’m a health professional. I’ve got a lot of experience in child health and I thought I was well prepared. But when B is upset, I forget all my knowledge. It’s gone to another part of my brain. Last week, I decided I knew nothing and I’d have to start all over again. So I’m starting by looking at B and trying to understand what he’s trying to tell me. [B, 3 months]



There’s a great difference between a professional understanding of child health and a mother’s immediate emotional response. She may react quicker than thought. She may be deep in planning when her baby gives a loud cry. She picks him up at once. The cry startled her and she acted before thinking. But then she will wonder about what she did. Was it the right thing to do? Would her mother have done the same? Should a mother always react to her baby every time he cries? Mothering can feel like a cascade of questions without answers.

Do all mothers question in such depth? It’s hard to know. However, it can be difficult for a mother to think about her baby if she is too worried about ‘failing’ as a mother. That kind of worry focuses her attention on herself. In an interesting essay, ‘Learning to think’, the educationalist Professor W. D. Wall identified anxiety as a major blockage to learning, especially anxiety about failure.26 Many mothers describe exactly this kind of anxiety.


I don’t listen to B’s voice. I am too busy with my own voice. I’m thinking: why is B crying? What do I do now? I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what he wants. But I have to learn to stop my voice and listen to what he is telling me. [B, 3 months]



So how do mothers listen to their babies? Can they learn, even if they are anxious? How do they start?

Here is a mother with her newborn. She has just fed him. Now his eyeballs roll up and his eyelids half-close. He gives a tiny sigh. He seems ready for sleep. She rocks him gently. But suddenly he’s wide awake, mouth open, turning his head and urgently wanting to feed. But I’ve just fed him, she thinks. He can’t be hungry again so soon. I wouldn’t be hungry after a big meal. Well, I suppose I’m not a baby. Perhaps a baby could be hungry again.

This represents quite a jump in her thinking. She is an adult; it’s a long time since she was a baby herself – yet she has made the shift from thinking how she would feel to imagining how her baby might. It’s guesswork and she may have got it wrong, but she’s trying. Professor Wall observed that learning begins when a person sees a problem that they want to solve. This mother saw her baby looking hungry as a problem. Another mother might think: ‘It’s the wrong time for my baby’s feed,’ by which she means that, in this situation, she has an answer, so she doesn’t see a problem to solve or anything to learn.

This first mother started to solve her problem by asking herself how her baby might be feeling. It might not sound very much, but it’s a big step forward as a mother. She is learning that her relationship to her child is not only based on their sameness. It depends on her realising that he will sometimes be different.

So now the mother is ready to accept that, yes, maybe her baby wants to feed. What should she do about it? Should she feed him right away? She was planning for them both to go out. Should she teach him to wait? She might not have time to question herself in words, but her actions will reflect a decision, and her baby will learn from her. The two of them are starting a ‘conversation’ together.

It might sound a very simple kind of conversation, but the baby depends on it. He is unlikely to have connected a painful bodily sensation with his desire for food. He needs his mother to guess what he wants and then decide if he should have it. And even if he isn’t hungry, his mother can’t sit back and forget about him. He needs her to keep observing and thinking about him while he is awake.

Eventually, this will bring the mother autonomy – not the autonomy of her previous way of life, but a new sort. The more she learns about her child, the less she will need to consult childcare manuals to tell her how to run her everyday life, or worry because her mother friends are making decisions that are different from hers. As she discovers more about her baby and her baby about her, the two of them can work things out together.


When G was one month old, my husband went back to work and I found she wouldn’t let me put her down. At first, I found that difficult. And then I thought to myself that I didn’t need to put her down. I just thought that I did. But when I really thought about it, nothing seemed worth putting her down for. If she was happy, I could be happy. And holding her was an easy way to keep her happy. Nothing else seemed important. I mean, I didn’t think it as clearly as I’ve just said it. But that’s what I meant. [G, 15 months]



For the first few weeks, the baby will barely be able to raise his head. Yet he dislikes being bored and is eager to learn about everything. I have seen a mother reach into a toy box and pick out a silver bell or some bright beads – guessing with precision what her child would enjoy. He needs his mother to hold the object at exactly the right distance for him to study, because he can’t do this for himself. When she does, his eyes grow round, and he kicks in excitement. Then his whole body goes still with interest.

In time, the mother is able to make observations like: ‘I expect he’s hungry,’ or ‘He’s probably bored.’ Her phrasing may be tentative, but she is almost sure. His needs and moods are starting to be familiar. She is beginning to understand him and to distinguish his signs of hunger from tiredness, or need for stimulation, and more. So they emerge from chaos into some kind of order.


F was driving; it was a long journey and B was strapped in his child seat behind us, making a lot of noise. F and I both found the long journey difficult. And I suddenly realised that B did too. Then I could stop hearing what he was doing as making a horrible noise, and see from his point of view, that he found the journey as difficult as we did. [B, 6 months]



Each time she thinks about her baby and makes more sense of his behaviour, the mother experiences a burst of excited ‘Oh-I-see!’ energy. This energy, in turn, enables her to recognise him as a reasonable person like herself.

While thinking about him, she often has to put aside thoughts about herself. These can be basic, such as: ‘I need a drink of water and I need to pee.’ Or, ‘Is there anything clean I can wear today?’ These thoughts must wait until she has time for them. Then they can sound reassuring. They remind her of her own separate self.


My friend rang and asked about coming to my [university] graduation. It’s a good thing she reminded me. It was the very next day, but the date had completely gone out of my head. [B, 6 weeks]



Thinking about her baby in this intense way goes against the current belief that a woman should focus on her own interests, which requires her to keep her own perspective. But at first mothers seem to be doing the opposite, focusing so much on their babies that they almost forget about themselves.


F keeps asking me how I am. And my answer is all about how B is. My head is full of B. I forget about myself. [B, 8 months]



All the while, as the mother focuses intently on her child, he is studying her and learning about her world. From his point of view, his thinking is very much about her. Making sense of her must be puzzling at first. On one occasion, he cries and finds he receives a good deal of sympathetic motherly attention. On another, he cries in exactly the same way, but is told to hush. At one moment, there seems a frantic need for them both to hurry. Then, a bit later, his mother stops hurrying and, for no obvious reason, he has to wait. Babies have to spend long stretches of time waiting, for reasons that they cannot understand. At these moments, mothers have focused their attention back on to their other responsibilities.

Not everyone chooses to be sensitive to a baby’s feelings. When a baby cries, some people will dismiss him as ‘only crying for attention’. By chance, one mother found herself in what might be similar to a baby’s situation. It helped her to realise what a great difference personal attention can make.


When I was in hospital last week [with a painful gallstone], I was left in a kind of cot-thing with all the staff hurrying past. I learned afterwards that they were doing everything necessary and that I was being well looked after. But I suddenly realised what a baby must feel when nobody has time for it. I could have done with someone stopping by to ask how I was. [B, 7 months]



It sounds a useful recognition. Babies, like adults, want to be in touch with the people looking after them.

A mother can usually give more personal attention than the staff of a busy hospital. When she thinks intensely about her baby, he seems to feel it. So why isn’t this better recognised? Why isn’t there a proper job description that includes thinking with the lists of tasks? The answer seems to be that thinking is invisible. Although many mothers learn to use their intelligence to make sense of their babies, they don’t seem to notice what they have achieved.


When G was one week old, my in-laws came to visit. They were all over G the whole time. After a bit, G started crying. I could hear that her crying had a desperate sound that I’d never heard before. Everyone was saying to her: ‘Have you got wind?’ ‘Have you got a sore tummy?’ I wanted to shout: ‘No, it’s you!’ That’s one thing I wish I’d done differently. [G, 7 months]



In other words, after just one week, this mother had already learned so much about her little daughter that she knew immediately that her baby couldn’t be uncomfortable from wind or from a stomachache but from too much exposure to her visitors. Yet she didn’t stop to appreciate her new understanding. Her overriding feeling was shame that she had lacked the courage to act on it to protect her daughter. She didn’t recognise that she had acquired such intimate knowledge in the first place.

This knowledge has to be updated all the time. Babies develop in spurts that surprise everyone. Mothers often discover by chance that their children have taken a developmental leap, so they have to update their ideas. New questions arise at every change.


I’ve moved to a new stage of being a mother. Now B can crawl, it’s my job to keep him safe. I used to leave him to explore, because that was the way he would learn. But now he can reach more dangerous things. My dilemma is now that every time I rescue him and save him from hurting himself, I am depriving him of the chance to learn. [B, 9 months]



Because babies change, mothers learn to be adaptable. They find they may have to change plans at any moment, and that it’s pointless to fill the day with ambitious ones. And how do mothers adapt to several children simultaneously?


Me: How do you keep track of three children and yourself?

Mother: I don’t. I don’t know what ‘keeping track’ means. I am empathic to each. I can feel what each one would like. But whatever we do it never works for all of us. [G, 5 years; 1B, 3 years; 2B, 15 months]



And focusing on each child can mean having so much to think about that the mother is in a constant rush. Many describe chaotic moments when thinking about their children has got too much.


Going out is such an operation. There isn’t even time to think about a coat for myself. Have I packed everything for B? Have I got everything G will need? Then I open my bag on the stairs to check I’ve got my bus pass and all the sandwiches I’d made for our lunch tip out over the floor. [G, 22 months; B, 4 months]



Going out means that a mother has to consider social values too. After all, she has a public role as well as a private one. The private role concerns her growing relationship with her child. But she also has to act as a kind of two-way shock absorber between her child and other people. She tries to pre-empt situations when her child might inadvertently annoy others, and she also tries to make sure other people will not overly distress her child.


G is quite loud. I noticed it on the bus. To me, it’s a happy sound because G is enjoying herself. But I’m aware that, to people on the bus, it might seem just a noise. So should I shush her? [G, 7 months]

I was telling B off at the playgroup, when I suddenly realised I wasn’t doing it for him at all. It was to impress the other mothers. B couldn’t understand any of it. It was to show the mothers that I was taking B’s bad behaviour seriously. [B, 3 years; G, 9 months]



In some situations, a mother who knows her child well may find herself taking a lone stand for what she believes is best for him. It’s not always a matter of fitting in with social norms at the child’s expense.


This week [the start of her son’s first term at school], I’ve had the whole school, it seems, putting pressure on me to say goodbye to 1B and leave him while he was crying. I’ve never ever left him like that. So I stood my ground. I’ve never stood my ground like that in my whole life. I told them: ‘I’m trying to build 1B’s confidence and make sure he loves school. I don’t want him to develop a school phobia.’ [1B, 4 years; 2B, 13 months]



Because she insisted, and put her concerns so well, she got the school staff to listen to her and give her time to calm her son every morning before she left him. Sure enough, just as she intended, he quickly came to love being at school.

All these actions – observing her newborn, learning to understand him, starting a ‘conversation’ with him, updating her ‘risk list’ to keep him safe, solving issues about how other people react to him – are part of mothering. They require constant intelligent thought.

However, is all this thought really necessary? Can it really be worth the time and energy of millions of individual mothers who delay their return to the workforce? Won’t children turn out perfectly well with a quarter as much motherly care?

It’s difficult to answer these questions, though researchers have tried. We can’t key in a set of maternal actions and add them up to show that they produce a precise result – children are sensitive and respond to all kinds of influences. But neither can we discount all that mothers do.

Mothers have their own doubts about the value of their work.


B is lovely. But I never know if I have helped, or if it’s his nature and he’d be as lovely as this anyway. [B, 10 months]



This brings us back to our earlier question about the mothers in a café: if they are on a coffee break, what are they on a break from? What exactly is their work? What are they producing?

Unlike many workers, mothers can’t point to a precise outcome. There is no such thing as a ‘finished child’. Yet mothers are continually working. They are in a position of great power over a dependent person. How they use this power is crucial. Each mother makes her own choices, whether consciously or not. These choices, which can seem trivial and hurried at the time, really matter.

With each child, the mother confronts the basics of human nature. Every baby is born with the potential to be both kind and cruel. A newborn is at his most sensitive, most inexperienced and most impressionable. If his mother treats him cruelly, he is likely to withdraw in self-defence and to put up a protective shield towards her and other people. (Though he may also withdraw because of other circumstances not connected with her.) If she is kind to him, learns to understand him and enjoys being with him, he will respond to her with all the passionate warmth of a new person.

Together, mother and baby build up a pre-verbal conversation. The baby is learning to understand his mother, and feels understood by her. This gives him the confidence to ‘talk’ to the rest of us. It’s not a final outcome, because the baby will continue to develop. Still, his ability to communicate is an achievement. And yet there is no word we could use to show that his mother has helped him.

The mother has shared her child’s history and thinks about his future. Through her, he has changed from being an unknown newborn into a person with a unique past and an unfolding life story. Her thinking has helped him to feel connected to her, yet separate, whole and real. And this helps him relate to others.


I can remember what I was like when I was three. B is quite different. He is far more confident than I ever was. So at last I can see where all that mothering went. B is very sociable and outgoing. He talks to everyone. [B, 3 years; 37 weeks pregnant]

I’ve had my head down for five years. Suddenly I can lift it up and see where it’s all going. G can relate to other people. To me, it looks very intense. But I think: No! It’s normal. G can relate to people normally. I still can’t do that myself. But that’s what all that mothering was about. [G, 5 years; 1B, 3 years; 2B, 14 months]



Children like these are warm and friendly. They can do for us what their mothers did for them: they can think about us. They can see how we are individual, yet connected. They can relate to us as people.

Long before he can talk, a baby can relate, sometimes to people who are complete strangers. ‘Hello!’ calls a passer-by. ‘Excuse me, I couldn’t help saying “Hello” to your baby. She gave me a very friendly look.’ Or: ‘Hi there, cheeky! What’s that grin for?’ Even a grumpy child still seems to give out social signals. ‘Cheer up!’ people say. ‘You don’t want a long face like that, do you, at your age?’ Independently from his mother and from a very young age, her child has started his own relationships with other members of the human community.

At the same time, many mothers start to see themselves differently. Their perspective changes. Looking at their babies, they see how, for all our surface differences, we are akin. We share a ‘common humanity’ that connects us. This is what mothers discover for themselves. But it’s rarely noticed. The journalist Lucy Cavendish quotes an angry full-time mother: ‘No one pays us any attention. Working women look down upon us as though we are stupid and unfulfilled, chained to the sink. Well, we non-beings are the ones doing the hard job, bringing up the next generation with real values, manners and a sense of humanity.’27

Fortunately, there seem to be enough mothers who do bring up their children to recognise our shared humanity. These mothers are making an immense difference. The safety of our entire human civilisation, our politics and peacemaking, depends on enough people being able to think about others in situations different from their own, and to see that they are human too. It can be very difficult to bring up a child in a politically tense situation when the opposite side is portrayed as terrifying and subhuman. Some mothers in this predicament teach their children to demonise the opposite side. But enemy behaviour needs to be understood because it’s not always what it seems. Aggressive threats may be no more than sabre-rattling. Submissive behaviour can be a form of passive aggression. Many of our crimes and wars are the result of people not understanding one another, misreading signals and reacting with hostility because they feel threatened and frightened.28

If we recognise what a good job these mothers are doing, and if we realise that we ourselves will benefit from a new generation of humane and sensible adults, we will have to accept that their work takes time. Of course, from an employer’s or a colleague’s point of view, it can be very inconvenient when a mother takes maternity leave; or only works for half the week; or suddenly decides to resign from her job.

So this leads to another issue: if mothering has true value, shouldn’t mothers be entitled to financial grants for doing it? Shouldn’t they be able to apply for funding? Not all mothers will want to. Some love their children, but feel mothering is not for them.29 Others enjoy being with their children, provided they can combine it with paid employment. A minority can afford to look after their children without extra funding. But an uncounted number of mothers are distraught that they can’t afford to look after them for as long as they want to. It’s difficult for a mother to save enough money beforehand because, before her child is born, she can’t predict how she will feel. Some mothers think they will get cabin fever looking after their children for six months, and then discover that even a year won’t be enough; others can’t wait to return to their paid work. A flexible system is urgently needed. It can’t be right that so many willing mothers are prevented from doing this essential work for lack of money alone.

Mothering may look like an extravagance. Children want a lot of it at the beginning of their lives. But if we, as a society, can see that this will prove worthwhile, we should be calculating for the long term.

This can’t be too difficult, so why has no one addressed the finances of mothers? At the moment, mothers are hampered from improving their situation because their work is misunderstood. It is perceived as a respite from ‘real work’, and a soft, playful, undemanding option. The amount of intelligent thinking needed for mothering has never been recognised. ‘What is a great sorrow’, wrote Sara Ruddick, ‘is to find the task [of mothering] itself misdescribed, sentimentalised, and devalued.’30 She published her paper back in 1983, but her conclusion is still true today.

Nancy Folbre, the American feminist economist, argued that ‘primary caregivers’ (by which she means mostly mothers) were doing necessary work and should receive economic support. ‘Once [children] are brought into this word,’ she said, ‘we all have something to gain from fully developing their capabilities.’31 However, Marilyn Waring, the New Zealand feminist, makes a sobering comment in her book with the significant title Counting for Nothing: What Men Value and What Women are Worth. Mothers, she says, ‘are not even in the economic cycle in the first place’.32

If we want to change this, the first step must be to establish recognition for the true value of mothering. It should count for something and deserves the dignity of being classed as challenging work. It also needs to be distinguished from the work of professional child carers. From them, a child can learn important lessons – but different ones. What mothers learn to give, and what children learn from them, as we shall see in the next chapters, is distinct.

It’s interesting that a person’s work project may be called her or his ‘baby’. People tend to be much more respectful and understanding when someone has a symbolic baby. They seem to accept that plenty of thought, emotional energy and time will be needed for it and that this will result in a valuable end product.

But a person’s symbolic baby can’t happen without mothers’ work with real babies. All our transactions are founded on shared understandings and trust. They depend on enough mothers learning to communicate with their children. If too few mothers do this work, the hiatus may lead to a generation of adults who feel confused and suspicious of one another, impatient at listening to someone else’s point of view and barely trusting any decisions but their own.

For a start, we could change our language. The expression ‘on maternity leave’ could be called ‘doing maternal work’. And if – or more often when – the mother is doing paid work as well, whether part- or full-time, this could be acknowledged by a term such as ‘dual-work mother’.
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