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For Sanne & Arjen – I would go through an infinitude
of identity changes for you – and for all mothers
everywhere, especially my own.
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INTRODUCTION

My introduction to the anatomy of sex started earlier than it should have for the mid-1990s, when I was about ten. A boy in my class, in the centre of the drab and grey ‘Granite City’, Aberdeen, had found some pages from an old-fashioned porn magazine, which I can recall images from even now, over two decades later – they were pretty graphic. Of course, none of us had any real idea of what sex was then or what these images meant, we just knew they were naughty, alien-like and therefore a little confusing. I also don’t recall knowing how babies were made, but I do remember that we all pretended to know far more than we did. ‘So, does the guy just put his thing in and out really quickly?’ I asked my childhood friend. ‘No, he wiggles it about a bit as well,’ she said convincingly. I remember wondering if he also peed inside, or how he would stop himself doing this. Unsurprisingly, our very naive lunchtime accidental porn exploration was leaked to one of the parents and I imagine an urgent memo was passed round to the rest. We were, after all, still children and sex education was not taught as early then as it is now.

A few days later, my mum beckoned my brother and me to the sofa and handed us a book called Let’s Talk About Sex. It was full of annotations of our growing bodies and a detailed guide to what happens during puberty and beyond. That’s the benefit of having a GP for a mum, I suppose.

I remember feeling empowered by this very adult knowledge and telling all my friends, secretly proud to be so in the know. Looking back, this went some way to marking the end of childhood and the start of adolescence, albeit earlier than my mother expected. It was also the most clearly defining moment when the differences between grown men and women were firmly cemented in my mind. An early insight into how much we change physically but also how socially acceptable, or not, these changes are deemed to be.

The book was welcomed at the time. However, a few years later, after I got my first period, it was not quite as welcomed when my mum explained the ins and outs of cervical mucus. My family are Dutch, and we are known for our Dutch directness for good reason. Nothing about the body is out of bounds, it’s just biology.

‘Have you noticed that your discharge “down there” changes throughout the month?’ my mother asked me, probably over breakfast or on the way to school. I don’t recall if I pretended not to know, or if I really had no idea, but, ever since, I have noticed that throughout the month, there’s a small window of time when our cervical mucus does indeed become thicker, and is of clear egg white consistency. To the uninitiated, this is our fertile window and it occurs about 14 days after our period begins, or 14 days before the next one starts. This depends on the length of your cycle, of course, which is why the mucus itself can be a better indicator of our ‘fertile window’ than checking the calendar alone. This, I told my husband romantically when we tried for our first baby many years later, is when we would need to have sex.

I’ve been surprised by how few of my friends knew about this fertile window. I’ve since told many who are thinking of starting families – and most of them had no idea. Although this is an unscientific sample of just over a dozen, I now know there’s another reason why so few are aware of this window: the prevalence of the pill, which has other, hidden effects on our physical bodies and our mental sense of self, not just preventing pregnancy alone.

The truth is that we are influenced by our monthly cycle as soon as we get our first periods. It is a stark reminder of our biological identity, one which we don’t have to fulfil but society often expects us to (it’s improving, but, for the most part, dolls are marketed to girls, not boys, almost from birth). Aside from these very real social pressures, this cycle manifests in physical symptoms, hormonal changes and even how attractive we appear to the opposite sex differs during our fertile versus non-fertile stages. Heterosexual women also feel most attracted to men around the time of ovulation.

In the chapters ahead I will reveal how, long before we even contemplate having children, biology and society are already pushing us to shape our identity as a prospective mother, whether we go through with it or not. And, secondly, I will explore the conflict between these two identities – as a mother and how we were before children – and the importance of understanding these changes for our physical and emotional health.

Along the way, I will share how my experience teams with the evidence and research on motherhood, to make the science more relatable as well as get to the heart of our new maternal identity and what it means for us all. Understanding the science certainly helped me see motherhood from new perspectives, which I hope will help other mothers too.

Ultimately, I will show how we need not have what I call a ‘motherhood complex’, but in many ways our society has made it inevitable because of the culture we inhabit and the expected pressures we face during the change to motherhood.

This book will therefore address several questions, namely why motherhood brings with it such a dramatic identity shift that affects so many areas of our lives, from the misconceptions about our ‘pregnancy brain’ (Chapter 1) to how labour impacts our sense of self (Chapter 2) to how our body changes (Chapter 3), going on to consider how motherhood affects our relationships and careers (Chapters 4–6). For better or worse, humanity has always been tribal, we identify with many in-groups, from the teams we support, to our sex, race, culture and now, for me, as a mother. But I’m a journalist too, a psychology graduate, a runner, a karate black belt (a long time ago), a daughter, a friend. However, the reality is that motherhood can be all-consuming, there can be little time left for our previous passions. Even our careers can take a back seat when there is so much pressure on mothers to be perfect. There simply is not enough time, meaning we have little choice but to lose aspects of our previous lives. In some ways this is expected, but it doesn’t make it easy. These are important topics to address precisely because they will allow us to better understand ourselves during a time when abrupt change becomes an everyday reality. I will also uncover why some of the changes we feel are a consequence of a world striving towards greater gender equality – and how we are defined by our gender even from birth (Chapter 7).

To appreciate why motherhood brings with it such an immediate identity change, it might help to explain the basics behind social identity theory. Our social identity is a powerful force that both defines how others see us and how we see ourselves. Our identities relate to what groups we belong to, including our individual attributes and our personal value judgements or beliefs. Some we are born with, such as our nationality and sex, and some we acquire, like our hobbies or our faith. These are extremely potent; many studies have shown that we will instinctively align with those from our own groups over others. It’s why many large companies now ask their staff to take part in implicit bias training to avoid picking candidates who are most like them.

When we become mothers, most of us have already built up many identities to align with, and in some cases we freely ‘choose’ how we identify, such as our fashion choices or political beliefs (though even within these free choices, there are subtle forces at play moulding our preferences or decisions). Although we may choose motherhood, it is a sudden change and, as we will see, the reality can be quite far from the perception of it, which is one of the reasons why it can feel so challenging. Additionally, although motherhood could be categorised as a new personal identity, the fact that society has many expectations of what this means can make it quickly leak into a societal identity as well, which brings with it its own problems, namely a mismatch between how we are perceived as mothers and the reality of the day to day.

Many struggle with this change along the way. The writer Rachel Cusk poetically described this in her memoir A Life’s Work:


‘I appear to have soldered together my past and present, to be both myself and a mother.’



Shortly after, when her baby started to howl uncontrollably, she realised that this was only a momentary vision, and wrote:


‘The fact is that I know neither what it is to be myself nor to be a mother … I am surprised to discover how easily I have split in two. I worry; I console. Like a divided stream, the person and the mother pay each other no heed, although moments earlier they were indistinguishable …’



Her prior perception of motherhood was a far cry from her own reality or how she was before, leaving her to question ‘what a mother, in fact, is’. This same question has been at the forefront of my mind too. The facts of life, as we learn them when we are young, seem so simple: an egg, a sperm and, hey presto, a baby. The reality is not that straightforward; motherhood is messy, mutable and still so understudied precisely because our experiences are so dependent upon cultural pressures and expectations.

That there are many different ways to define motherhood shows how confusing our new identity can be. For instance, ‘stay at home mothers’ or ‘working mothers’, as if we must define the sort of mothers we plan to be from the outset, each with their own expectations and stereotypes. The assumption generally is that ‘motherhood is intrinsic to adult female identity’, as one psychoanalyst called Mardy Ireland wrote in 1993, with the idea that there is a glaring ‘absence’ even if a woman chooses not to become a mother. Childlessness, whether voluntary or involuntary, carries many subtle and overt stigmas. It is ‘only when the assumption that all girls must become mothers to fulfil female adulthood is challenged will a woman’s destiny truly be her own’, writes Ireland.

In the chapters ahead I will argue that our society – and its gendered perceptions of mothers – is the major reason why the shift to motherhood so heavily impacts our sense of self. This comes during a time of significant biological and mental change and has the potential to make us ‘fail’ – both in the workplace and in the pursuit of perfect parenting (Chapter 8) and how guilty it makes us feel if we don’t reach these unrealistic ideals (Chapter 9). In fact, understanding the science behind why and, in turn, embracing these changes, may even be key to our own happiness – which I will look at by identifying why some countries score so high on happiness indexes (Chapter 10). I will consider these cultural differences to happiness and self-identity through the lens of motherhood to explain why happier children could make for happier parents and vice versa and how technology could impede this (Chapter 11).

Finally, in the last chapter I will examine that the idea of a ‘good mother’ who does the majority of childcare without much outside help can be largely attributed as a societal, Western construct. Although this idea appears dated, its influence is still felt and the many ways we think about motherhood stem from our somewhat individualistic ‘Weird’ culture, that is, we are western, educated, industrialised, rich and democratic.

In fact, the pursuit of equality in many ways disguises the fact that gendered norms persist below the surface, even in households that aim for it. And if this is a challenge for middle-class mothers, remember that the most marginalised groups, especially those who face race and class biases, have even more challenges, making equality even harder to reach.

*

It’s why at work we might talk about our children less, while fathers do so more with little consequence, or we purposely fail to mention that we are parents in job interviews – even being recently married is often viewed as a ‘warning signal’ of impending motherhood, with the documented discrimination that goes along with it. For similar reasons, the age women become mothers is shifting, we are delaying it – especially so among higher-educated women, while at the same time reproductive issues are on the rise. Why? Because women can feel they have no choice but to put their careers on hold, especially if they are to provide adequate resources, a stable home, or, worse, pursue the illusion of being ‘a perfect mother’. We feel pressured to have it all when having it all is not within our control.

I felt conflicted at the very idea of becoming a mother because on some level I worried that I would be taken less seriously in my career. Though this hasn’t unfolded (and I’m not just writing this because some colleagues may read this), in many workplaces this happens – numerous studies show there is pervasive, implicit and explicit discrimination against pregnant women and mothers.

The resulting discomfort goes so deep that, when I was first pregnant, I initially secretly hoped I would have a boy because I didn’t want my daughter to have to deal with the long list of biases that women have to face. This was out of love. I wanted to protect her from the inevitable forms of the micro-sexism and biological hassle all women I know have experienced – the wolfwhistles, periods, childbirth. However, I’m now so thrilled to have brought a girl into a world where change is becoming possible and where we can continue to challenge the status quo, to help make vital change a reality.

First, these issues need to be brought into the open. Society in general is still on the wrong side. This has created a paradox where general attitudes are shifting in the right direction, but gendered norms are still holding women back, as the prevailing gender pay gap exemplifies. I will argue that this both needs to and can change. We live in a world built by men yet most of these men have been mothered by women. As Jane Austen’s character Anne Elliot famously put it: ‘Men have had every advantage of us in telling their own story. Education has been theirs in so much higher a degree; the pen has been in their hands.’

To change one, we have to target both. This brings me to the main reasons I decided to write this book: the reality of our experience as parents is far from simple, weighs heaviest on mothers and, at the same time, the parenting and baby book market tends to focus predominantly on many of the day-to-day decisions we make for our babies, covering various methods from sleep tricks to colic to potty training. What I rarely see is how to consider the intense changes to all aspects of our emotional selves that come with motherhood. That’s why in the rest of this book I will continue to share with you the science behind why our time as new mothers can feel like such a momentous, but also joyful, struggle.

This book is for mothers but about humanity, about how our species has divided our sex into a gendered and unequal lens. Our hunter–gatherer ancestors would perhaps be perplexed by the gendered divisions we have today. To discount women, albeit subtly, is to ignore or lose out on the talented, complex minds of half the world’s population. This book will explain why, and how understanding this can empower us to move forward.
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