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Preamble





What it looks like from the outside…


FROM THE OUTSIDE, the madness looks like something modern parents do to themselves. It looks like martyrdom, self-righteousness, old-fashioned showing-off. They make such a big deal of it, from the minute they conceive. Immediately, they are repudiating cat faeces and mercury, things the rest of us hardly ever eat anyway. They can’t just abstain from alcohol, they have to tell you endlessly how much they are abstaining, how important it is for the future of their progeny, how sacrificial it is of them, and yet, at the same time, incredibly easy, of course. Their buggies cost more than a second-hand car, and they huff and glare at you if you get in their way. It’s impossible not to be in their way, because these buggies are also the size of a second-hand car. The world is in their way. They can’t just breastfeed because they like it: it has to be a matter of life and death.


Everything is undertaken with this declamatory defiance, as though it is only their superiority, their learning, their altruism, their strength, standing between their baby and the infinite threat the world wilfully presents to it. Who died and made them the keeper of the species? How has humanity managed to keep itself alive this long without people being so preening and uptight about it?


And then it gets worse. When junior has graduated to eating food and sleeping normally, as all animals are wont, his or her every waking hour has to be filled with education and improvement. His or her progress must be chanted constantly; the boasting is shameless. All considerations of modesty and simple manners are instantly jettisoned, in favour of telling near strangers that you think your five-year-old might have an aptitude for Mandarin. Every hour must be distended to contain more opportunities for growth. It looks weirdly unnatural, lightless, this kind of parenting; I imagine it producing etiolated children, their knowledge incredibly long and thin.


How is it that parents managed perfectly well before – for centuries before – without this laboured intonation of ‘It’s the most important job in the world’? It has never been anything more or less important than it is right now. The sowing of your genetic seed in the soil of the future has never felt less vital than it does today. Excepting a bracket of the English upper class, nobody has ever wanted anything less than the best for their children; nobody has ever just shrugged their children off and not been that bothered. How do parents in the developing world today manage to raise children who, if they make it past cholera, become rounded adults without all that expertise? Why do today’s parents have to make such an almighty fuss about everything?


What it feels like from the inside…


Then you get pregnant, and the first thing you realise, before – long before – you have any concept of ‘baby’, is this: the perfectionism and neurosis don’t come from you. They come from outside.


I got pregnant with my first child in 2007. It wasn’t a planned pregnancy – you’re not allowed to say that when you have children; unfortunately, I already said it before he was born, so it’s a matter of public record now. That being the case, I think it bears a bit of discussion. You’re not allowed to say you didn’t plan your pregnancy because people assume that means you love your child less than someone who did plan theirs. Everybody who has ever had a baby knows this is rubbish. An unplanned pregnancy is not the same as an unwanted pregnancy anyway. But even an unwanted pregnancy will, uninterrupted, turn into a wanted child. That’s why adoption isn’t the easy alternative to abortion: your pregnancy may have been an accident, but your baby is as desperately loved as anybody else’s. Some people can conceptualise their baby before they meet it – and even love it before they meet it – but many people can’t. I know I never did.


Then you have your baby, and you love him so much that you basically think he’s the Messiah. Indeed, I think the whole nativity story – Jesus, the three kings, the donkeys, all of that – is just an extended metaphor for that moment of ‘dark magic’ (as the wonderful journalist Ariel Levy described it)1 when you’re hit by the force of maternity. I genuinely did think I’d just saved the world with my vagina. I was expecting the shepherds to arrive any minute.







1 ‘Thanksgiving in Mongolia’, Ariel Levy, New Yorker, 18 November 2013.
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Advice, groupthink and the evidence





THERE’S NOTHING INCOMPATIBLE about being an ambivalent pregnant person and a devoted mother. But because society is often daft – and people won’t tell the truth about themselves for fear of society’s off-beam, idiotic judgments – you don’t often hear people say that they were ambivalent during gestation, in case the world thinks less of their bond with their babies. You can think of it as the parent trap, like a Chinese finger trap: inescapable even if you don’t believe in it. You hear experts comment on maternal ambivalence, you hear a lot about it on Woman’s Hour and you read beautiful novels about it; but you rarely hear people say it of themselves. So the minute you get up the duff, in other words, you feel as though you’re being policed inside out – not just inside your body, but inside your mind. And this, like any unwanted intrusion, leads to a lot of feelings of inadequacy, vulnerability, dissemblance and anger as you try to be the pregnant person the world wants you to be, where previously you were your own person who didn’t care what the world wanted.


Oh yeah, also: I was horribly afflicted during pregnancy by something that I only read about last month with both my children now at school. How I wish I could go back in time and read about this before it happened. Pregnancy is, basically, a hyperinsulinic state,2 which is to say your body deliberately lays down fat for the process and for the breastfeeding afterwards. The hormonal mechanism is that insulin interrupts your perception of the hormone leptin, which is what tells your brain that it’s safe to stop eating and you can burn energy. Orexogenesis, the energy storage state, is sluggish; anorexogenesis, the energy burning state is, as you would expect, lively. This is true for all humans, but, naturally, we’re also individuals; some people are hungrier and more sluggish in orexogenesis than others. Adolescence is another hyperinsulinic state, as you lay down fat for menstruation – become fertile, basically.


Now, I remember from adolescence that I am basically bovine in orexogenesis: all I can think about is food and sitting down. I remember one journey home from school when I bought a bar of chocolate at every sweet-shop I passed between Hammersmith and Wandsworth. For those who don’t know London, this is 6 miles of prime retail real estate. I mean, sure, I was on a bus for some of them, but it was not pretty, this behaviour.


Anyway, I was exactly the same in pregnancy, famished and lazy from the word go. I couldn’t walk past a Greggs. Every day, I ended up in tears of frustration about the crap I’d just eaten. Every other day, I’d hear some doctor, often a man but not always, pontificating about how you don’t need extra calories until the third trimester because baby doesn’t. The last thing baby needs is three sausage rolls and a slab of Tottenham cake. I remember the burning indignation at being told what to eat by somebody who had never been pregnant and had no idea how it felt. Couple that with burning indigestion and you can get some picture of my mood. I was in a terrible slough of despond – both times – for nine months. I put on 4 stone with my first child, didn’t properly lose it afterwards, got pregnant again, put on another 4 stone. It was grimly hilarious with my second child, hearing midwives say how great it would be when the baby was born and I wouldn’t feel so heavy: I was carrying 5.5 extra stone, of which my daughter composed only 9 pounds.


The short version of this story is that I was just not in the mood. I was not in the mood for cosy misinformation. I was not in the mood for being told what to do. I was definitely not in the mood for the patriarchy.


When did the world become so hazardous?


Risks during pregnancy are so overstated now that the British Pregnancy Advisory Service reports women requesting unnecessary abortions, which they don’t want to have,3 because they’re so anxious about their alcohol intake in the period before they realised they were pregnant. The nutritional intake of pregnant women is fixated over, by everyone from new-agers to governments. (While I was pregnant, we were given £190 cash as a ‘health in pregnancy grant’ to spend on vegetables. It was canned by the coalition which, unusually, I agreed with. I don’t know about you, but I certainly didn’t spend it on vegetables.) There is some dispute about how close to starvation you can get while pregnant before your foetus is adversely affected; two studies of wartime famines in Russia and the Netherlands found, respectively, ‘almost no effect’ and ‘some later-life effects’.4 These were babies born from mothers who were on the point of starvation. The idea that you can harm your baby by not eating enough carrots is just preposterous.


The prohibitions have a slightly more medical foundation, but only slightly. Immediately, the midwife ran me through the list of things I couldn’t eat or drink, I smelt a rat. I actually said, ‘I smell a rat’, which she misheard for ‘what about rat?’ and, assuming that I was joking, said cheerfully: ‘Definitely not rat!’ It was sort of funny, except that I had actually had squirrel ballotine for lunch the day before, a slightly sadistic joke of the chef Richard Corrigan (not a joke on me, he didn’t know me; a joke on any idiot who ordered it).


Raw egg, raw fish, raw meat, raw anything, tuna (raw or not), any cheese of any distinction, alcohol (clearly), stress and, by some interpretations, any complicated conversation. Suddenly, everything was banned. ‘You get fat and you can’t drink. It’s the worst two things that can happen to a woman,’ as my best friend had described it when it happened to her. Well, getting fat I was battling on with in my own particular way, but the rest … a lot of it just didn’t make epidemiological sense. If, for instance, any alcohol at all would be toxic for a foetus, how is it that people of my generation, during whose gestations our mothers drank freely, are not marred by Foetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder? If toxoplasmosis lived in the faeces of every cat, why did cat lovers never get smote down with it?


When we, the midwife and I, had finally established that I was being sceptical and not just surreal, she said: ‘You can get listeriosis and not even know it until your baby has been born with a birth defect, you know.’ Now, this is way, way off. Listeriosis is an extremely serious illness, somewhere in the region of Legionnaires’ disease. If I’d got it, I would have been one of six pregnant women that year, one of four the next.5 Not only would I notice, but the Guinness Book of Incredibly Improbable Medical Events would be on the phone too.


That’s when I thought: there’s something up with all this. Something has happened around the language, perception and presentation of danger in the area of parenting. Gestation and, I was soon to realise, early years – nought to three – have become minefields. Any misstep will cost you your healthy child. Stay alert, keep abreast, these missteps are everywhere. If you work hard enough, put your own needs aside assiduously enough, you will be rewarded with the ultimate prize: a healthy baby. But one false move…


Doctors will always privately wave off these risks as possible but profoundly unlikely; and yet they will never come out and say so. That shot of real life, which has come to sound like unkempt nonchalance amidst the cacophony of drama queens, never makes it through to public debate. In fairness, what’s in it for them? If you come out and say listeriosis is no big deal, you’re the callous medic who doesn’t care about babies. Professionals who break the code of extreme risk come in for needless, groundless attack. And for what? So some expectant mothers get to eat more cheese. It’s just not worth the aggro.


But the result of this silence is that culture becomes more and more neurotic around pregnancy, to the extent that, by 2013, the Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists (RCOG) was advising women not to sit on new furniture or eat from a new frying pan.6 Again, the approach was weird: they had no evidence of what environmental chemicals did to a baby’s development. ‘For most environmental chemicals we do not know whether or not they really affect a baby’s development, and obtaining definitive guidance will take many years,’ the executive summary said. ‘This paper outlines a practical approach that pregnant women can take, if they are concerned.’


Now, there is so much wrong with that statement – either these things are harmful or they aren’t. If they are, they should be banned. If we don’t know but think they probably are, they should be banned while we find out. If we don’t know, but think they probably aren’t, then everyone should just stop worrying. Instead, this peels off a certain, superior kind of mother – the one who is ‘concerned’ – and offers her ‘practical tips’ that actually aren’t practical at all. (How on earth would you check whether your food had been cooked in a new frying pan? What if your existing frying pan breaks during pregnancy? I guess someone could start up a secondhand frying pan exchange, but still…)


The end result is that risk is removed from the public domain – an environmental chemical can only be dealt with at a legislative level – and re-cast as an individual responsibility. And all this, not just with the collusion, but at the active behest, of the most important obstetric body in the country. So, some pregnant women – probably most – ignore the advice and are cast as the less concerned, less responsible ones, whose babies’ birth defects, should they arise, could have been averted had they been more cautious. Other pregnant women, those who are ‘concerned’, arouse suspicion and hostility, with the watching world thinking (and often saying): ‘Jesus, these pregnant women, with their attention-seeking obsessions, their irrational dreads. How am I supposed to know how old the sofa is?’ If an equivalent statement were made in the non-pregnant world – ‘We do not know if nitrogen dioxide is carcinogenic, but those who are concerned should live away from bus routes’ – we would, quite rightly, rebel: ‘No, I will not live away from a bus route. Sort out your stupid buses.’


Anyway, I wrote all this in a column – in a nutshell: ‘Obstetric professionals, I do not believe your bullshit about cheese’ – and one doctor, wearing a metaphorical tin hat, came out to support it. His name was (is) Professor Eric Jauniaux, and, during my time milking him for medical back-up, he left his incredibly high-achieving career at UCL to teach basic midwifery skills in the developing world. I never did figure out whether the reason he broke ranks to say ‘this is all nonsense’ was because he had seen the coalface of what childbirth looks like when it really is dangerous, or just because he is French. Whatever. This is what he wrote (for clarity, PubMed7 is a collected source of peer-reviewed papers in medical journals):
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