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INTRODUCTION

“LET’S GO AROUND AND everyone tell us what you did before you became a mommy,” the principal said, smiling at our group, which was perched awkwardly in front of her on small yellow classroom chairs. We were all mothers—no fathers had come to this introductory session at our children’s school, a colorful space in a dense commercial district of Tokyo. I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, pregnant with my third child, and tried to conjure a vision of my pre-“mommy” life. 

Five years before, when I was pregnant with my first, I had moved to Tokyo from San Francisco. But sitting in that classroom, with its rows of hiragana characters on the wall and small school shoes lined up by the door, it was hard to remember the version of myself that had made the decision to do that: the one without children, who was steeped in the myth that work-life balance was relatively simple to achieve, and who was still easily drawn to adventure. Back then, I had told myself it was the sensible choice. My husband was spending one week a month in Tokyo to open the Japan office of a renewable energy company, and it was more practical for him to be there full-time. I traveled frequently too, as a journalist, but I wasn’t sure how feasible that would be with a new baby at home, and so I rationalized that an international move would at least make my maternity leave more interesting, and when the baby was a few months old, I would take advantage of the country’s quality public daycare and do freelance reporting. What could go wrong? 

I signed up with an experienced Japanese obstetrician who, importantly, spoke English. The interior of his clinic was pale pink, and he greeted patients there with grandfatherly kindness. But as I would find out, at night he sped across Tokyo behind the wheel of a ruby red convertible to deliver babies at the three different hospitals where he had admitting privileges, like some sort of fighter pilot in scrubs. 

A few days after he delivered mine, I shuffled past other women in loose-fitting clothes pushing their own plexiglass bassinets around the maternity ward with their similarly crinkly newborns in tiny, terry cloth yukatas. In the corner of the room a vending machine hummed, offering hot tea and adult diapers. The whole scene was comic and strange and so disconnected from the world waking up outside that I felt like I’d tumbled into a new reality, my own kind of rebirth. I navigated out to the hospital balcony, and as I looked across the endless cityscape that still felt so unfamiliar, it occurred to me that I might have made a terrible mistake. Thousands of miles from the comfort of my family and now with a new baby, I was filled with a deep longing for home. 

Mothering is thrilling and also confounding—even more so in a foreign country, where so many of the conventions are different. And in the months after my son was born, I felt completely overwhelmed by the endless micro-questions of new parenthood, whose answers vary by culture. Like whether to co-sleep, when to introduce solids, and even whether babies should wear socks. 

Still, despite the daily uncertainties, there were advantages to being in Japan. We had arrived at a time when support for young families was becoming a national priority. The country’s birthrate had been declining at such a precipitous rate that, in 2012, the government made raising it a centerpiece of its long-term economic plan, and enacted programs aimed at encouraging families to have more children. When we moved there in 2015, we became beneficiaries of many of them: The cost of childbirth was covered by a government-funded lump sum payment, as was the five-day stay in the hospital afterward. Then in the months that followed, a caring public health nurse made home visits to check on my son and me. Our follow-up medical care was covered by national health insurance, and we received a “blue book” in which doctors kept careful track of his growth, development, and inoculations—a highly effective national recordkeeping system. 

In addition to public interventions, there were longstanding cultural traditions that made the country remarkably family-friendly. At spotless community centers around the city, retirees read and sang to young children. Other grandparent-aged volunteers swept local parks with straw brooms, and smiled sweetly at children rushing past—the whole blissful scene an affirmation of the Japanese philosophy that one should “respect the aged and be gentle with children.” 

About six months after I had my son, I went back to work, covering Japanese news for American outlets. It was exciting to return to the professional world, where in many ways I still felt most comfortable. And as I reported on many of the social policies the government enacted, while simultaneously living out what they meant for families on the ground, I came to understand the contours of Japanese motherhood: a status upon which the country bestows a bevy of social services but demands significant personal sacrifice in return, particularly with respect to mothers’ professional ambition. It occurred to me that being “pronatal”—designing policy to increase the birthrate—is not the same as being pro-woman. Until just a few decades ago, the typical Japanese family survived on a single income—the father’s. Today, most families are dual income, but in many ways, the professional and domestic spheres have not caught up to that reality: Women still do almost all the household labor, and workplaces can be inhospitable to female employees, which helps explain why the country has one of the lowest rates of female managers in the world.

I was conscious that because I wasn’t raised in Japan—and neither were my parents or my partner—and I did not work for a Japanese company, my experience of motherhood there was not typical. The country’s policies and culture did not shape my life as much as they would have if I were Japanese. But I came to appreciate that being an outsider allowed me to question some of those conventions. Had I become a mother in the United States, I probably would have just accepted parenthood as it came to me, passed down from my own parents and steeped in my own cultural context, without any point of comparison.

As it was, when I attended that introductory meeting at our children’s school and the principal asked us to tell everyone, “what you did before you became a mommy,” something about the question bothered me. I was, admittedly, sensitive to perceived sexism because by that point I was pregnant again, and concerned with how being a parent would continue to affect my career and creative output. But the premise of her question seemed to confirm that even as women were pushing for professional equality, there was still a perception that careers were something they dabbled in before getting married and procreating. 

What I did before was the same thing I was still doing: working as a journalist. Except that now, I was also juggling the demands of domestic life. And, as was true for all the women in that room, that meant filling out daily school forms that chronicled what our children had eaten, when they’d used the potty, and a description of the results. There were exact specifications for the lunchboxes we should send, along with detailed instructions on how the food inside should be prepared. I was immensely happy to have children, and grateful to live in a place that cared so much about their welfare that adults kept track of every fleeting aspect of their development. But I resented the assumption that all of us assembled mothers had made the same choice to devote our days to the pleasure and mundanity of childrearing. It seemed to deprive us of any agency about how to inhabit the role of parent.

Perhaps the principal could have framed the question differently to ask: Who were you before you became a mother? Because I would have been the first to admit I was not the same person who had moved to Japan heavily pregnant, hoping for the best. That was made all the more clear when we later moved back to the US, after nearly seven years away. I had left the country without children and returned with three, and so much of American culture was now both familiar and strange. I approached motherhood back in the States with the same curiosity that I had in Japan. It was inspiring to be around so many professionally empowered women, but it also struck me that the sense of choice many American mothers had felt false. They were encouraged to succeed at work and at home with no commensurate support system; they had professional opportunity but lacked the public framework to make it reasonably attainable without significant wealth or full-time family support. 

It was the inverse of the problem Japanese mothers had. Here, mothers were expected to be professionals, but there was no universal daycare, no immaculate community centers where volunteer grandparents sang to small children—no real infrastructure for young families. After so many years abroad, I could see the negative space where those programs should have been and the suffering their absence caused. Many of my friends battled to stay relevant at work and cobble together childcare; some were pushed out of the workforce because daycare was too expensive, others were stuck at awful jobs because their families needed the health insurance. What real choice did these women have about how to be mothers, professionals, partners? They were just surviving.

As I had come to understand, the way societies support families is critical to how women experience motherhood. Because while parents might feel like they have the freedom and responsibility to raise their children as they want, the truth is that many of the big decisions, like how much time to spend with their children and how to divide the emotional and physical labor with their partner, are heavily determined by the social structures of the place they give birth. And often women are asked to sacrifice freedom for support, when what they should have is both. 

I became curious about whether there were other countries that were closer to getting it right, and what living there would be like. Could a system that was more responsive to parents’ needs improve their relationships, their children’s lives, even their sense of self? I began to report on that question and this book is the result: It follows four women—from the US, Japan, Kenya, and Finland, who all had babies around New Year 2022—through their first year of motherhood, to draw an intimate portrait of their lives and compare the support they received. 

I chose those four countries because they speak to broader trends. First the US, the country I know best, with its remarkable history of female professional achievement but an unusually weak social safety net. I wanted to understand whether they were connected or if it might be possible to have both gender equality and a strong benefits system at the same time. Of course, asking that question always leads one to Nordic countries. And so I went to Finland, where I was particularly interested in whether strong social programs could make up for difficult personal circumstances. And even if generous programs were effective in a small country like Finland, could they also work on a much larger scale? That took me back to Japan. It is one of the world’s largest economies, and Tokyo, with thirty-nine million people, is the biggest city on the planet. Yet the country still maintains one of the most generous social welfare systems anywhere. As I began to understand during my own time there though, its strict gender roles can undercut those benefits for both men and women. With lessons from these systems, I wondered if it would be possible to build an entirely new one. To answer that question, I went to Kenya to see how its recently implemented maternal support programs work with long-standing traditional community care. 

In each place, I found a mother whose story seemed to speak to those larger issues. My hope is that these character studies do more than a simple side-by-side policy comparison could to show how social programs shape parents’ relationships, career options, and deep anxieties. As the poet Muriel Rukeyser wrote, “What would happen if one woman told the truth about her life? The world would split open.” I was grateful these four remarkable women were willing to tell the truth about their lives. The first year of parenthood is a wild journey of transformation, and they let me ride along with them for all of it. They and their partners patiently answered all my questions and let me shadow them in their local communities. When I couldn’t be there in person, we spent countless hours on the phone and Zoom, and I worked with talented local reporters who were there for important events and helped chronicle their daily lives. 

At the start of the year, the women were all middle class and urban, to make comparisons easier, and also because that represents a growing majority of the world’s parents. But as the year unfolded, their circumstances changed and their lives took unpredictable turns, as all of ours do. 

Some patterns did emerge. Each woman seemed to exist at the center of three concentric spheres of support: first her close family and friends, then her wider local community, and finally her country, or in other words the social, cultural, and state safety net. The less support she had in those spheres overall, the less agency she felt in how to be a parent. 

I won’t pretend that these stories provide solutions to all the thorny challenges that make mothers’ lives harder than they should be. But hopefully they do show how much parenthood is shaped by the broad systems our societies have built over time. And in a moment of rapid technological and economic change, they might help us consider how to create new systems that preserve and build upon long-established ideas about community support and interdependence. 

As the women described to me their own experiences, I was surprised by how much it helped me make sense of my own. I saw many of my struggles reflected in theirs: the loneliness of new motherhood, the realignment of relationships with one’s family and one’s self. 

It also helped me realize I had missed something fundamental during my time in Japan: that motherhood there is venerated in a way that is so different from what I was used to seeing in the US, I had overlooked it. There was real value attached to raising the next generation, so being a mother was seen as its own kind of calling. Watching the extraordinary efforts of these four women reinforced the idea that motherhood deserves respect, even awe. And it helped me acknowledge all the work I had also done to care for my children.

I hope parents and non-parents alike find something meaningful in these women’s stories, and that it leads them to question the norms and implicit demands we all take for granted in our own families and countries. Like how much we give to our children, and how much we expect from our partners, our extended families, our social services, and our medical systems. Broadly speaking, we cannot choose our society any more than we can choose our parents, or our children for that matter. But we can seek to improve it. One place to start is with the understanding that mothers are full humans with needs and desires and differences among them, who through pandemic and war, sleep deprivation and pelvic pain, do the hard work of raising the next generation. Their labor—and the hard work of fathers and other caregivers—is worthy of policy that acknowledges that reality, and of respect. 
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