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I remember, when my children were born, when I first held them and fed them and talked to them, feeling a great awareness of this new, foreign aspect of myself that was in me and yet did not seem to be of me … what I could do – this women’s work – had so much form of its own, yet I didn’t know where my knowledge of it had come from.


Rachel Cusk, Aftermath: On Marriage and Separation (2012)


We know more about the air we breathe, the seas we travel, than about the nature and meaning of motherhood.


Adrienne Rich, Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution (1976)


Women are mothers, aren’t they? So obvious.


Minnie Bruce Pratt, ‘All the Women Caught in Flaring Light’ (1990)





Introduction



Mothers make history. Without mothers, and people who mother, there would be no history. But so much of what it has felt like to be a mother, to give oneself – in body and mind – to tending, providing, protecting and loving has been neglected in our stories of the past.


The work of mothering is taken for granted as something women have always done and will always do. The capacity to bring new lives into being, to sustain generations, to secure the future, has long been diminished as a ‘normal’ function of the female body. The responsibility of nourishing and nurturing those new lives, keeping them alive and safe, shielding them with our bodies and our care, is assumed to be rooted in an inborn womanly instinct, a natural feminine tendency. Where is the value in preserving stories of what it has felt like for people who mother to do something so expected, so commonplace? But, as everyone who’s been a mother, done the work of mothering, or been mothered themselves knows, there’s nothing commonplace about these experiences. Just as pregnancy, birthing and caregiving permanently alter the skin and the cells and the self, the transformative, tentative and sometimes traumatic experiences of becoming a mother, and of mothering, are indelibly inscribed into history. Traces of what it has meant to mother shimmer beneath the surface, waiting to be unearthed.


In the industrialised Global North, the female capacity to gestate and give birth has always determined women’s lives. ‘Western’ civilisation developed according to the ideologies of the patriarchy, which means ‘the rule of the father’. Many societies were organised to consolidate male power and serve male interests. The bodily labours of bearing and birthing, and the caring practices that the continuation of life depend on, were assigned to women as their ordained social and biological duties. From around the eighth century BCE, in ancient Greece, when society organised around the male-ruled family, the division between the ‘productive’ realm of men and the ‘reproductive’ domain of women began to be enforced. Women were largely refused the right to participate in, and contribute to, the society they nurtured and sustained. Denied economic independence, many had no choice but to become dependent on men, through marriage, for safety and security. Enclosed in the private space of the family home, they were confined to domestic and maternal servitude.


Over the next centuries, the engines through which the patriarchy exercised its power – law, medicine, philosophy, mythology, theology – continually reinforced the notion that women’s subordination within the ‘separate sphere’, and the restriction of their lives and bodies to bearing and caring, was irrefutable. Insisting that motherhood was woman’s natural purpose was the ideological foundation upon which the building blocks of the patriarchy were laid. Sustained by passing power, vested in property, lands and wealth, from fathers to sons, patriarchal society couldn’t function without women’s reproductive and maternal labours. Control wasn’t exerted only by denying women civil rights, curtailing their freedoms and trapping them within the marital home. It was achieved through the denial that women’s everyday experiences, of maternity and mothering, were sources of knowledge and power.


In 1986, in her book The Creation of Patriarchy, the Austrian American pioneer of women’s history Gerda Lerner explained how one of the most insidious tactics in women’s subjugation has been the relegation of their specific experiences to the ‘realm of the “natural”’.1 Under patriarchy, mothering has been associated with instinct and intuition rather than intelligence and skill. Simply by possessing a womb, women were thought to automatically possess the ability to mother. The thought, creativity and ingenuity involved in nurturing and raising children was denied because, apparently, mothering was innately inscribed into female biology. Women, Lerner explained, were conditioned to believe that the details of their mothering lives were trivial and insignificant. ‘What source of knowledge [can there be] in the milk-filled breast?’, she wrote, ‘What food for abstraction in the daily routine of feeding and cleaning?’2


Even though mothering has been pushed to the historical margins, what it means to mother today is shaped by an array of beliefs, assumptions and myths about maternal bodies, minds and behaviours that have been ingrained over centuries. The biological and physiological processes of pregnancy and childbirth, and the acts of care that mothering encompasses, have remained more or less the same throughout the course of human existence. But people’s physical and emotional experiences of being pregnant, giving birth and caring for children have always been affected by shifting societal and cultural meanings around reproduction and motherhood. As Adrienne Rich, the American feminist writer and poet, pointed out in 1976 in her pathbreaking book Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution, these meanings were rarely made by the people who were doing the mothering. For centuries, women were shut away from the public realm where sanctioned knowledge was created and official history was made. Denied access to literacy, many were unable to describe their own lives on their own terms. So the vast proportion of what Rich called the ‘welter of image-making and thought spinning’3 around motherhood has been generated by men, in the service of male values and demands.


Since antiquity, the figure of the ideal mother has been modelled according to the reproductive ambitions of the patriarchy. The mother was the wellspring, the conduit, of male-ruled society. The responsibility of perpetuating future populations to serve that society fell squarely at her womb. So male-dominated culture constructed the institution of motherhood, within which women’s reproductive bodies and mothering lives were placed, as Rich wrote, ‘under male control’.4 To inculcate women into this institution, the moral, modest, virtuous mother who dedicated her body, mind and life, without question or complaint, to her children, and by extension her society, was venerated. This idealised ‘perfect mother’ – self-sacrificial, serene, submissive and silent – haunts our collective sense of what it means to be a good mother, to mother well. This mother doesn’t dwell on her own desires; her capacity to love and tend is ceaseless; she is emotionally satisfied by mothering; and, by being a mother, her existence as a woman is validated. But this figure is a myth, concocted to keep mothers striving to meet impossible standards, to make them feel guilty and ashamed, to keep them from speaking up about what they need and want.


The pressures of being pregnant and mothering during the COVID-19 pandemic have had a measurable impact on mothers’ and maternal caregivers’ mental health and psychological well-being. Maternal morbidity and mortality have also risen in the wake of COVID-19, with reductions and restrictions in maternity healthcare services and postnatal support to blame for many preventable deaths. In the UK, the mental and physical peripartum health of Black and Asian mothers was affected significantly more than that of white mothers. In the US, medical and societal inequities and discriminations meant that, in 2021, the number of maternal deaths rose to more than ten times the rate of other high-income countries. And Black women were, and still are, three times more likely than white women to die of pregnancy-related causes. The current crisis in maternal and reproductive healthcare reveals the extent to which mothers – especially those whose motherhood has historically been undermined and marginalised – continue to be devalued, ignored and silenced.


Today we are also reckoning with the ethics of bringing children into a world on the brink of climate collapse. We ask how it is even possible to mother, as crises in affordable childcare in the UK and US are forcing many women to make the choice between work outside the home and domestic motherhood. But while the patriarchy attempts to limit motherhood to the nuclear family, we know that people have always mothered in chosen kinship networks and communities. And, despite the emphasis often placed on biological motherhood, we know that mothering has never been limited to gestating, birthing and nurturing children. Even as the future feels unsustainable, unreachable, the work of mothering makes the world.


Adrienne Rich was one of the first feminist thinkers to explore how the state of modern motherhood had been impacted by centuries of patriarchal mythmaking. She began writing Of Woman Born during the second wave of feminist thought and activism that rose in the wake of the Women’s Liberation Movement (WLM), which began in earnest in the 1960s. By bringing the subject of motherhood into the ‘climate of ideas’ galvanised by 1960s feminist action, Rich introduced new ways of thinking about mothering which influenced decades of explorations of maternal experience, in all its complexity and diversity. By centring the knowledge generated from being a mother – in a study that encompassed history, anthropology, political debates and social theory – Rich showed how the experiences of mothering could be reclaimed from the institution of motherhood. And she wasn’t afraid to describe the complicated web of feelings that mothering elicited for her, to trace the threads of anger, sadness and apathy that are tangled into the lives of many people who mother, no matter how much they love their children.


While Rich was shining a light on the oppressions of institutionalised motherhood, she was also celebrating the empowering and liberatory potential of being a mother. The recognition of mothering as a source of creative, intellectual, social and political power was especially important to people whose motherhood, historically, had been marginalised. The ideal mother, under patriarchy, represented and served its racist, classist, capitalist, imperialist agenda. She was a birth mother who was married to the father of her children. She was middle class, not dependent on the state, and her social values and religious beliefs – which she would instil in her children – conformed to the status quo. She didn’t work outside the home, she was devoted to her children, whom she loved unconditionally, and she wasn’t a sexual being. And she was white. For centuries, mothers who don’t conform to the institutional ideal have been stigmatised, vilified and punished. ‘Unmarried’, single and disenfranchised mothers have been shamed and abandoned by society. Disabled, chronically ill and mentally unwell people have been robbed of their reproductive autonomy and refused the right to become parents. People who mother beyond gendered norms, who identify as queer, trans or gender non-conforming, as well as maternal caregivers in non-conventional family structures, have struggled to have their maternal identities and parental rights accepted by the law and society. Ethnically diverse mothers, especially those who are Black, Latine and Indigenous American, have been used and dehumanised as reproductive chattel, and denied the right to their own maternal cultures and their motherhood.


During the WLM, feminists and gender equality activists were not only reckoning with the state of motherhood in writing and research. They were working to overhaul the material and social conditions of mothering, by campaigning for free childcare, state support for working and single mothers, and an end to workplace discrimination against pregnant people. Women’s health activists were demystifying misogynistic medical culture by reclaiming their own knowledge about sexuality, pregnancy, birth and maternity. Feminist doctors and health practitioners were creating grassroots systems of gynaecological, reproductive and perinatal healthcare. Lesbian and queer parents were fighting back against centuries of restrictive beliefs about who gets to be a mother by forming their own networks of support and care. Black, Latine and Indigenous American mothers were showing how their mothering was a source of political and social power. The right to not be a mother, to embrace the personal freedoms and social possibilities of ‘voluntary childlessness’, was being championed and celebrated. For feminists and their allies, the empowering potential of motherhood – for individuals, communities and society as a whole – would be realised when childbearing and mothering were informed and supported choices, not coerced and enforced duties. Across the WLM, activists were united in their campaigns to reclaim mothering and childbearing from patriarchal control, and to attain for future generations the reproductive autonomy and maternal choice that so many people who mothered, for so much of Western history, had been denied. And with the gains achieved during the WLM – especially expanded access to contraception and legal, safe abortion care – it seemed as if women’s freedom to decide if, when and how to become pregnant, give birth and be mothers might be within reach.


Yet, as we are seeing today, the denial of women’s ability to mother on their own terms is fundamental to the continuation of male dominance and the preservation of male power. So in the wake of the attainment of some reproductive and maternal rights during the 1960s and 1970s, it was inevitable that patriarchal forces would push back. After the US Supreme Court resolved to protect women’s constitutional right to end pregnancies during the first trimester in the landmark 1973 Roe v. Wade ruling, the anti-abortion movement in the US intensified. Conservative and Republican governments in the UK and US responded to rising numbers of solo mothers by restricting their state support, demonising them as immoral welfare scroungers and blaming them for social problems. These prejudices disproportionately impacted the health, safety and well-being of Black and ethnically diverse solo mothers, who already faced discrimination because of ingrained racist biases against their maternal ‘fitness’. And while LGBTQIA+ mothers and parents had been forming their own unions of support and mutual aid since the 1950s, many were still viciously stigmatised in mainstream society. But even as the institution of motherhood was being retrenched, feminist activists and organisers had transformed many of the conditions of motherhood. And feminist theorists, philosophers and sociologists had inaugurated radical possibilities for thinking about what it meant to be a mother, and what motherhood could mean to society.


From the 1970s, following the path forged by Rich, many different feminists continued to reclaim narratives of motherhood and mothering in their writing and research. In 1975, the British sociologist Ann Oakley began interviewing women in London who were about to have or had recently had their first babies about what pregnancy, birth and the transition to becoming a mother had felt like, and meant, for them. Four years later, she published her findings in her influential book From Here to Maternity: Becoming a Mother, which centred the voices of pregnant and birthing women and new mothers at a time when, as Oakley wrote, there was ‘a strong need … to insist on the importance of women’s own knowledge about motherhood’.5 From the 1980s and ’90s, scholars and writers across different disciplines were bringing the multifaceted realities of mothering into the cultural and political conversation. Canadian professor of gender Andrea O’Reilly pioneered the feminist academic study of mothering and coined the term ‘Motherhood Studies’. Patricia Hill Collins, the social theorist who centred Black and working-class mothering in her intersectional feminism, used the term ‘motherwork’ to describe the social and political significance of Black women’s maternal labour.6 The feminist philosopher Sara Ruddick, in her remarkable book Maternal Thinking: Toward a Politics of Peace, explored the breadth of social and political thought that arises from close consideration of the work that all people who mother do.7


Feminist thinking that emerged in the wake of the WLM was, and still is, a tool for reclaiming the meanings of motherhood from the stranglehold of the patriarchy. For Rich, Oakley, O’Reilly, Collins and Ruddick this reclamation included acknowledging that mothers had been denied their place in history. These and many other feminist thinkers showed that the physical, emotional and social work of mothering was not, as patriarchal culture had long insisted, so ‘normal’ and ‘natural’ that it was ahistorical, apolitical. They affirmed that, in fact, mothering is deeply historical and profoundly political. Twentieth-century feminism empowered many different mothers to speak up and demand to be heard. But, over the centuries of thought, creativity, effort and activism that preceded the movement, mothers have never stayed silent. People who mother have always found ways to describe their intimate thoughts and feelings, express their desires and needs and articulate their fears and hopes. And they did this by amplifying exactly what patriarchal forces continue, to this day, to try to muffle – their voices as mothers, and the knowledge and power their voices held.


About thirty-seven weeks into my first pregnancy, I felt my baby roll over in my womb. I was in the bath, the only place I could make myself comfortable. Suddenly, my belly stretched from one side to the other, and I felt my baby spin and swirl inside me. There, for few seconds, was the curve of his skull, the ripple of his spine, the points of his elbows. The sight and sensation of my belly moving around above the water was so weird that I gasped. That evening, I phoned my mother and told her what had happened. ‘You did that!’ she said, laughing, ‘when I was pregnant with you, you rolled over, and I could see your little heel sticking out, and it looked like an alien was in there!’


The ways that pregnancy was remaking my sense of who I was, and my relationship to the world around me, felt seismic, elemental. It seemed extraordinary that only now I was pregnant myself was I bothering to learn what this had been like for my mother. Bearing, nurturing and raising children defined the lives of the women in my family. Their mothering shaped who I was. But I knew nothing about what they went through when they delivered their babies, how they related to their maternal bodies and coped with the flood of postpartum emotion, whether they articulated their pleasures and pains or dared confess their ambivalences and frustrations.


Like much of the body phenomena of my first pregnancy, it was tricky to describe the antics of my bath-time acrobat. The feeling was so private, so peculiar to my body and my baby. My renewed connection with my mother, after we shared our stories of in-utero somersaults, was just as difficult to wrap words around. In the attic at my childhood home were a few boxes of old photographs, notebooks and letters, jewellery and war medals, a partial archive of past generations of our family. But they held no traces of the inner lives of the women whose love and labour sustained those generations. Realising that I was so bonded to those women I never knew, but whose legacies were imprinted in my cells, felt like stringing up tiny lights in the darkness. By speaking about my pregnant body and exchanging its story with my mother’s, I had begun to illuminate a tiny fragment of an untold history, a history of maternal experience that, for centuries, women have been made to believe shouldn’t be told or isn’t worth telling.


When I started thinking about writing a history of motherhood, I began reflecting on the history of my own motherhood. From the moment in my pregnancy when I felt my baby move for the first time, when he communicated his presence in a secret code that only I could interpret, I thought I’d be able to mother on my terms, unaffected by the cultural noise and baggage around what it meant to be a ‘good’ mother. I was lucky enough to be free to choose to be a mother. I am part of the first generation of women who, more than ever before, have the right to meaningfully make this choice for themselves. But even after fifty years of thought and activism around mothering and motherhood, mothers today are still oppressed by the persistent assumption that we are not people in our own right, that our bodies are not our own. We are still told that bearing, nurturing and raising children is normal and natural for women, and that women are equipped with the only resources they need to do this work – their innate maternal instinct and capacity for love.


I was shocked, after giving birth for the first time, that the many health practitioners I’d seen throughout my pregnancy hadn’t talked openly about what it would be like to give my body over to such a monumental event. After attending birth preparation classes, I knew more about how many plug sockets I might find in an NHS birthing room than what it would feel like, and mean, to journey to this inner place where all that matters is survival. No one explained how those early days with my newborn could feel so surreal, so spun out of time, so beyond my control. But the cultural silence around the realities of giving birth, the postpartum period and early motherhood is a consequence of this pernicious belief that knowing how to mother, and feeling emotionally attuned to mothering, should come naturally. Even though we know more than ever before about the myriad ways motherhood impacts the body and mind, we are still made to labour under the illusion that people who mother possess the innate ability to do so. It is this ingrained ideology that permits governments to continue to deny mothers adequate economic support, affordable or free childcare, adequately funded and well-resourced maternity and birthcare, and mental and physical health support during and after pregnancy. And it is this ideology that denies the fact that mothering is work, the most valuable, affirmative work undertaken in our society. When we peel back the layers of patriarchal mythmaking around motherhood, we can see these ideologies for what they are – fallacies perpetuated over centuries to keep reproduction, and by extension women’s bodies and lives, under male control.


Today, these ideologies continue to threaten people’s rights to mother freely and in safety. So it felt vital, in this political moment, to bring to light the stories and experiences of mothers and mother figures who fought so hard in the past for our reproductive and maternal autonomy. Inspired by the feminist thinkers who reckoned with the state of mothering in the decades before I was born, A Woman’s Work is my attempt to trace a feminist history of motherhood, and to reveal how people who mother courageously reclaimed their maternal bodies, lives and rights. The patriarchy might try to silence mothers – but, across the centuries, mothers have never stayed silent. This history, as far as possible, is told through the voices and words of mothers and maternal caregivers whose experiences of, and relationships to, motherhood and mothering have been inscribed into the archives. This book gathers these inscriptions together to illuminate the history that people who mother have made for themselves. What it has felt like, and meant, to bear, birth and raise children centuries ago is revealed through surviving material objects, like a figurine made for a childbirth ritual over 3,000 years ago, and a life-manual composed lovingly for an absent son in ninth-century Europe. Women’s innermost fears, hopes and joys come to light in a mournful legacy written by a mother to her unborn daughter in seventeenth-century England, on the pages of maternal poems hidden in a house in early colonial America, and in love letters by a pregnant writer living in revolutionary France. The ambitions of activists, campaigners and early feminists to reform and revolutionise the meanings and conditions of motherhood are found in books, treatises, pamphlets and speeches from the beginnings of the movement for women’s rights in the mid-nineteenth century.


Journeying through those abundant, rich, vivid histories shows us how the pervasive ideologies that prevent mothers today from being respected, supported and validated as people were constructed to serve the ambitions and values of male-dominated, imperialist, capitalist societies. Beginning in ancient Greece, this book tells the story of how the patriarchal institution of motherhood was constructed and enforced – and reveals how the lives of women who bore children and mothered, across all classes and circumstances, were affected by male-serving ideologies of reproduction and childbearing. From antiquity we’ll journey to the Middle Ages, when women’s experiences of birthing, nurturing and raising children were impacted by derogatory religious beliefs and punitive moral expectations – and visionary writers and thinkers were beginning to push back against shaming and diminishing assumptions about female sexuality, physical maternity and motherly duty. In the early modern period, as women’s literacy increased, we’ll meet writers and poets including Anne Bradstreet and Elizabeth Jocelin who were expressing their feelings about motherhood, at a time when very few women’s voices were being heard. During the seventeenth century, in the streets of London and the courtrooms of the Old Bailey, we’ll encounter unmarried mothers struggling against stigma and shame, and the women who strove to help them. And in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as the social and cultural meanings of motherhood were shifting in a rapidly changing world, we’ll find out how pioneering women like Mary Wollstonecraft laid the intellectual foundations for the liberation of motherhood from male control. Meanwhile, as the abhorrent treatment of women as mothers in chattel slavery was brought to public attention by courageous activists like Sojourner Truth, we’ll see how hard marginalised and racialised women fought for their rights to mother. As women’s political consciousness around their bodies, lives and rights rose in the twentieth century – against the backdrop of two world wars – we’ll explore how feminists lobbied for mothers to be valued, respected and supported – not as reproductive vessels, but as people.


The institution of motherhood is monolithic, but mothers are not monoliths. In telling this history of motherhood, I want to centre the lives and experiences of mothers as people. This is not a book about raising children, although mothers’ bonds with their children are always part of the story. There are many more histories of motherhood and mothering waiting to be told. A Woman’s Work tells just one of these histories, of the ways in which the institution of patriarchal motherhood – which continues to diminish and endanger the lives, rights and freedoms of mothers today – has been constructed from antiquity to the present. But most of all, A Woman’s Work is a commemoration of the efforts of birth mothers, othermothers, maternal carers, maternity caregivers, midwives and birth companions, as well as activists, thinkers, writers and community leaders, to wrest back control over their reproduction, their maternal bodies and their mothering lives. Often in the face of unimaginable obstacles, they have reimagined motherhood on their own terms. They have reframed mothering as a force for social and political change. So this book also celebrates the spectrum of mothering beyond the biological, from the bonds of reimagined family structures and LGBTQIA+ parenthood to the maternal work of galvanising thought, initiating political movements and creating communities. As we think about the challenges of mothering in our uncertain future, this book asks how, as a society, we might reimagine the possibilities of motherhood. This is especially urgent as the rise in authoritarian, right-wing politics which led to the catastrophic reversal of Roe v. Wade in July 2022 is retrenching horrifying ideologies of motherhood as a duty to the state, and of women as reproductive vessels. Abortion is healthcare. No one should ever be forced to continue with a pregnancy against their will or be made to endanger their health or life because of antiquated myths that privilege the abstract ‘personhood’ of an embryo or foetus over an individual’s mental and physical well-being and human rights.


Today, as we reckon purposefully with the state of motherhood – the joys and agonies of it as an individual experience and a socio-political institution – it is crucial for us to understand how we got here, what we should continue to celebrate, and what we hope to dismantle. And we also need to honour those people who courageously challenged the oppressive and repressive attitudes that threatened women’s sexual freedom, reproductive rights, maternal bodies and mothering experiences. By exploring the history of motherhood as an institution and mothering as an experience, we can learn how those attitudes and myths have been constructed, whom they have served, and how hard people who mother have worked – and will continue to work – to call their bodies, and lives, their own.
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The Hidden Ones


A tiny clay model of a human foetus nestles in the hull of a small handmade ship. Long ago, a crew of women sailors, made from the same clay, were poised on the gunwales. Today only one remains. Her breasts are bare, and her arm is raised. Nothing is known about the person who made this curious object, but its meaning and purpose are not lost to history. The ship, its captain and its precious passenger were discovered in 1962, near the fishing village of Tsoutsouros on the southern coast of Crete, during an archaeological excavation of a cave that was once a shrine to a goddess of childbirth known as Eileithyia. In this sacred place, pregnant women and new mothers left offerings to invoke the goddess’s care during pregnancy, birth and the early days of newborn life. The ship was a votive, made around the ninth or eighth century BCE, as part of a ritual appeal for protection while bearing or birthing. Looking at the delicate features of the foetus, wide-eyed and curled like a shell, it’s easy to imagine that its maker was pregnant. When she took up a lump of raw terracotta, she sensed the pulsing in the swell beneath her skin. As she shaped the clay, softened in the warmth of her hands, she pictured her labour beginning, spilling waves of pain. As she modelled her sailors, she thought about the women who would be with her, to help steer her and her child into light, into life. Her ship was imbued with hope – for a swift birth, for a living child and for motherhood.1


There are no surviving written testaments by people who mothered from the time the ship was made. But embedded in every curve of its clay are traces of its maker’s feelings about her maternal body and mothering life. The ship is also a document of the cultural meanings and beliefs vested in motherhood all those centuries ago. The enduring image of the pregnant body as a seafaring vessel, and childbirth as a journey through unchartered waters, originated in a ritual childbirth tradition practised in Mesopotamia, the region of Western Asia that now encompasses Iran and Iraq, in the second millennium BCE. In birthing places, companions and caregivers recited therapeutic verses to help a woman’s labour progress, or to keep her and her infant safe if delivery was difficult. In these verses, labour was a sea voyage, foetuses floated in amniotic waters, and pregnant bodies transported valuable cargo.2 Pains unfurled like sails. The cervix and uterus were unlocked and unfettered, like boats after their mooring ropes were untied. Together, mother, caregiver and infant navigated towards the ‘quay of health’.3 If a birthing woman died, she was shipwrecked, storm-drowned. By evoking an ancient practice of birthcare, the ship maker was telling her own maternal story and sustaining the histories of those who had mothered long before her.


Many other maternal stories spilt forth from the Cretan cave. As the excavation team dug through the chambers and sifted the soil, they discovered numerous votives thought to have been dedicated to Eileithyia from as early as 1900 BCE, when the Minoan civilisation inhabited the island. Evidence that Eileithyia was honoured on Crete during this period of the Bronze Age was revealed on a leaf-shaped tablet, dated to around 1400 BCE, excavated from the ruins of the palace of Knossos in the early 1900s. Inscribed in Linear B, the earliest known form of Greek writing, is a note stating that one amphora of honey – which was believed to enhance fertility – was dispatched from the palace to a cave at Amnissos, the port on Crete’s north shore, as an offering to ‘Eleuthia’.4 Legend has it that a childbirth goddess had been honoured in that cave since Neolithic times. Worshippers, it is said, gathered round a grand stalagmite shaped like a pregnant figure to pour out libations and rub their bellies against the stone.5


It’s tantalising to imagine a time when hopeful mothers took part in ecstatic cave ceremonies and communities honoured deities of fertility and childbirth. The idea that some ancient European societies were ‘gynocentric’ and ‘matrifocal’ – meaning focused on women and mothers – has been a captivating one. For feminist thinkers and historians in the 1960s and 1970s, the possibility that women’s reproductive capacities were once the source of their power, not their oppression, was particularly appealing. Minoan culture is often thought to have been ‘gynocentric’ because of archaeological findings that suggested this society worshipped goddesses.6 After Sir Arthur Evans, the English archaeologist who led the excavation of the Knossos palace, unearthed figurines of bare-breasted snake-wrangling women in 1903, many assumed the Minoans worshipped versions of an ancient ‘Mother Goddess’. Some historians have speculated that Eileithyia was an iteration of this all-powerful feminine creator. The question of whether Minoan society and culture really was ‘gynocentric’ or ‘matrifocal’ – and if the practice of worshipping goddesses meant real women held genuine power – is still being debated.7 We can’t know for sure. But, if people on Bronze Age Crete did journey to a coastal cave to honour a protectress of birthing women and new mothers, then we can know that those people didn’t take the physical and emotional work of motherhood for granted. This was a time when the connection between mothering and the natural world was celebrated, when the openings of the earth offered spaces for maternal reverence, when ritual practices were devoted to mothers’ experiences. And this was a time when the act of telling maternal stories was vital to sustaining human life.


As bearers of those lives, women on Minoan Crete came right up close to death. The hazards of as yet unknown bacterial infections, passed to the foetus or contracted during labour, were ever present. Obstructed births and postpartum haemorrhages were common. The rates of maternal mortality on Bronze Age Crete are unknown, but the average age of death in women was between twenty and twenty-five, so childbirth was the most likely cause.8 Becoming a mother began with a fraught journey from body to world. Pregnant and birthing women had few ways to guard themselves and their infants against danger and uncertainty. Appealing to Eileithyia wasn’t blind devotion – they trusted that their prayers and offerings would persuade the goddess to come to their aid. Since around 2000 BCE, people on Crete had appealed for the care of their bodies by performing rituals to healing deities. At sanctuaries near mountain summits, they placed their hopes for cure and recovery in clay votives made in the shape of ailing organs or injured limbs. Women appealed for their gynaecological and reproductive health with models of hips, vulvas, breasts and bellies. And as they prepared to give birth, they left figurines of pregnant bodies, swaddled babies and splay-legged birthing women.9 It was from this tradition that the custom of honouring Eileithyia is thought to have evolved. Making and dedicating votives were intentional acts, ways to gain a sense of control when one’s body was so vulnerable. Shaping clay into the likeness of a foetus was a kind of medicine.


Eileithyia is a mythological figure, and her genesis is uncertain. But rather than being a manifestation of a ‘Mother Goddess’, it’s more likely that she was modelled on the real-life maternity caregiver, or, as they would be called today, the midwife.10 The word ‘midwife’, which first appeared in Middle English in the thirteenth century, means ‘with woman’. Many of the childbirth votives from the Tsoutsouros cave, like the ship, featured caregivers. In a basket-shaped terracotta vase called a kalathos, made around the same time as the ship, a pregnant female figure lies back against another who holds her close in her extra-long arms.11 The kalathos’ caregiver and the ship’s captain may have been meant to represent Eileithyia,12 the deified form of women who cultivated and transmitted knowledge about bearing and birthing. Midwifery was a mothering art, sustained by mothers and mother figures who were ‘with women’ when they delivered their babies, and who passed their skills on to their daughters and charges. When human generation and gestation were steeped in mystery, midwives were the privileged overseers of life’s beginnings. They traversed the delicate space of almost-existence and helped bring forth new human beings from the confines of women’s bodies. No wonder they were the source of divine inspiration. Of course, there was nothing mystical about midwifery – births happened because of women’s labour and midwives’ expertise. But at a time when the path to motherhood could be perilous, the belief that midwives had a goddess counterpart must have been comforting and reassuring.


The ship and the kalathos were made around the beginning of a period of sweeping change in the social and political organisation of mainland and ancient Greece. These changes, which laid the foundations of the institution of motherhood, would influence the course of women’s reproductive and mothering lives for centuries to come. From the eighth century BCE, during the historical period known as the Archaic Age, Greece was forming into city states called poleis, where communities lived, worked, honoured their gods and goddesses and governed themselves.13 Each polis consisted of individual households called oikoi, which comprised the home, its family members and enslaved people, as well as the land, animals and all material possessions.14 The poleis provided security and protection for their people – so, in return, people were obliged to provide male children who would defend their polis when they came of age. Women were biologically equipped to produce those future warriors, so their place in society was determined. Laws and customs decreed the polis was governed and controlled by men. Oikoi were headed by men, whose sons would inherit their lands and property and continue their name. As this patriarchal social order became entrenched over the coming centuries, women were exempted from the public realm of politics and production and power. To ensure their lives were restricted to reproductive, maternal and domestic labour they were denied democratic, civil and political rights, their economic independence was curtailed, and they were placed under the rule of men.


Religious beliefs and ritual practices were integral to the organisation of the poleis and the everyday lives of their people. The tradition of honouring a pantheon of deities, which influenced every aspect of human experience, became an established religion around the mid-eighth century BCE. After the mythological epics attributed to the legendary poet Homer appeared during the late eighth/early seventh century BCE, the fantastical tales of the gods and goddesses who reigned from the staggering heights of Mount Olympus, and the mortals they interacted with, were told and retold. As well as recounting the history of Greece and informing rituals, mythology helped people make sense of their place in the world, their motivations and desires, their very humanness. Motherhood, the state of being that sustained the poleis, was explored in all its complexity in the myths. As the mythological mothers grappled with what it meant to mother, often in the face of labyrinthine challenges, they enacted complex dramas of maternal emotion and experience. It is from Greek mythology that many enduring archetypes of mothering originated.


Demeter, goddess of harvest and fertility, didn’t rest, eat or bathe for nine days as she searched for Persephone, her beloved daughter. Persephone had been abducted and raped by her uncle Hades, the god of the underworld, at the behest of Zeus, her own father and king of the Olympic gods. Consumed with grief, Demeter abandoned her divine duties. No crops could grow, and a devastating famine ensued until Zeus made Hades agree to return Persephone to her mother. But Hades tricked Persephone into eating pomegranate seeds, the forbidden food that bound her to the underworld. So she had to remain with Hades, as his wife, for six months of the year – one month for each seed eaten. When Persephone and Demeter were together, flora and fauna flourished, and the world basked in spring and summer. But when mother and daughter were separated, Demeter’s despair caused the earth to lie dormant, ushering in autumn and winter.


Demeter’s myth explained the cycles of the seasons through the life-giving capacities of the earth and of mothers. But where Demeter represented the elemental, world-changing strength of mother love, her sister Hera, queen of the Olympic gods, goddess of women and Zeus’ wife – and sister – often epitomised the darker forces of maternal emotion. Hera was the goddess of lawful marriage, so, unlike her rapacious husband, she didn’t conceive any out-of-wedlock children.15 In the myths, her jealousy drove her to be fantastically cruel to some of the goddesses and mortal women he ‘seduced’ and the children they bore by him. But her fury wasn’t only invoked by the double standards and betrayals of her marriage. She envied Zeus’ ability to produce mighty offspring – not only by impregnating other women, but by himself.


Athena, goddess of wisdom and warfare, was said to have been born, fully grown and clad in armour, from Zeus’ forehead. In the Theogony, the eighth-/seventh-century epic by the poet Hesiod which recounts the origins of the Greek gods, Athena was birthed this way because Zeus swallowed her pregnant mother, the nymph Metis, after learning that their child would become more powerful than him. But in other accounts, Athena was created by Zeus through parthenogenesis – meaning he reproduced her entirely on his own, with no contribution from any ‘mother’. In the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, one of thirty-three hymns to the Olympic gods and goddesses, Hera, in her anger, prays to the primordial Titan gods that she too will bear a child by herself alone – a son, who will be stronger than Zeus. She slaps the earth and becomes pregnant. What she births, however, is neither a god nor a hero but Typhaon, an ungovernable monstrous serpent whom she gives away to be raised by the dragonesses. The same hymn tells of how Hera rejected her other parthenogenetically conceived son Hephaestus, god of craftsmen and artisans, fire and volcanoes, because he was born ‘weakly … and shrivelled of foot’. Hera’s ‘shame and disgrace’ at having produced a son with a disability led her to cast him from the heavens into the sea, where he was rescued and raised by the sea nymph Thetis – mother of the hero Achilles – and her sisters.16


While Hera was mythologised as a negligent and violent mother and stepmother, as a goddess she was honoured as a protectress of birthing women. In The Iliad, the Homeric epic of the Trojan war, Eileithyia was one of Hera’s three children with Zeus, and she was born in the cave at Amnissos where the amphora of honey was dedicated to her. Like real-life midwives, Eileithyia inherited her duty to be ‘with women’ from her mother. Her name means ‘she who comes; the coming one’. If she was appeased, she came to women when she heard their cries and enabled them to give birth – but if she was angry, she could stall delivery and prolong their agony.


In the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, Eileithyia serves as midwife to Leto, goddess of motherhood. Leto, the daughter of Titans, became pregnant, after being ‘seduced’ by Zeus, with the twin gods Apollo and Artemis. Enraged at another of Zeus’ infidelities, Hera issued a curse preventing Leto giving birth anywhere on land or water. Leto roamed the world in search of somewhere safe to give birth, but every city and island turned her away for fear of Hera’s wrath. Eventually she reached Delos, a remote and barren floating isle, untethered to earth or sea. After swearing an oath that Delos would become a paradise filled with trees and temples if it served as her birthplace, Leto was offered sanctuary. But Leto’s twins couldn’t be born without Eileithyia’s help, so Hera covered the world in a golden cloud and Leto’s cries went unheard. For nine days and nights Leto endured excruciating pains. The elder Titan goddesses dispatched the winged messenger Iris to offer Eileithyia a nine-foot-long gold-strung necklace if she came to Leto’s aid. Eileithyia agreed, and as soon as she set foot on Delos Leto, on her knees with her arms wrapped round a palm tree, finally gave birth. Artemis’ arrival isn’t mentioned in the Homeric Hymn, but in other versions of the myth she was born first. At only days old, Artemis served as her mother’s midwife and helped deliver her twin brother.


Leto’s myth is one of extraordinary maternal resilience. Unfortunately, she wasn’t renowned for being an intrepid traveller or expert negotiator. She was prized instead for her demure disposition – as well as the goddess of motherhood, she was the goddess of modesty. All her life she kept her beautiful face and flowing hair hidden behind the folds of her dark gown. Her glory lay not with her, but with the gods she bore as heirs to Zeus. Once she had served as divine childbearer she retreated into the background of the Olympic pantheon.17 Leto’s name, from the word lethô, means ‘concealed’, ‘obscured’, ‘secret’.


The myths of Leto, Demeter and Hera were shaped by learned male authors. The deeds and impulses of these and many other mythological mothers imparted patriarchal lessons about the nature of women as they performed their determined social role. Leto epitomised the ideal of a ‘good’ mother. She was virtuous, modest and, most importantly, self-sacrificing – who she was as a woman was eclipsed by her ability to ‘bear [Zeus] glorious children’.18 But Hera, driven by her vengeances and ambitions as a woman, came to represent the ‘anti-mother’. She was also punished when she thirsted for procreative power independent of her husband. Motherhood was a source of ingenuity and strength for mythological women, but it often drove them to destruction. Full of warnings about the dangers of unbound maternal emotion – not to mention untamed female desire – Greek mythology was replete with justifications for placing women and their reproductive capacities under the control of men.


During the classical era, from the fifth century BCE, bearing and mothering children was, for many women, a biological destiny and a social duty. When children were small, sons and daughters were brought up together. But when they turned seven, daughters were segregated to the women’s quarters of the oikos. While their brothers went to school, girls stayed at home with their mothers, female relatives, nurses and the enslaved women who worked for the family. Watching as the women spun wool, wove textiles, cooked, cleaned and tended to younger siblings, a girl learned the rhythms and routines of the life ordained for her.19 Meanwhile, her father was arranging her marriage. She was not consulted, and her consent was not required. At only fourteen, the age she was expected to start menstruating, a citizen daughter was presumed ready to become a wife. Once the finer points of her dowry were agreed, she was married to a man who was often little more than a stranger. Having spent years being educated, learning trades and doing military service, this man was aged about thirty. During the ceremony he agreed to receive his bride ‘for the purpose of ploughing legitimate children’.20 Leaving her mother, her family, her home and her name, she became a member of her husband’s oikos. Enclosed once again, this time in an alien household, she was expected soon to provide the family with children – ideally male heirs. Once her first child was born, a bride gained her recognised social status as a gyne or ‘woman-wife’.


To prevent women conceiving illegitimate children and corrupting the all-important paternal line, their sphere of existence was largely limited to their oikos. Wives and daughters of wealthier citizens spent most of their time at home, judiciously avoiding the eyes, and hands, of strange men. Those who remained silent and unseen showed utmost respect to their oikoi. As bearers of future warriors, landowners, lawmakers and thinkers – and the women who would replenish the society those men ruled over – they slipped into the shadows. Like Leto, the modest epitome of maternal and feminine virtue, idealised mothers were ‘the hidden ones’.


Women of all classes and circumstances birthed and raised children. But motherhood, as a recognised and revered institution, was only open to married women who bore the children of citizen men. Little is known about the experiences of women who mothered outside these boundaries. Enslaved women usually had no parental rights over their own children. Children born to ‘concubines’ – women kept by citizen men in extramarital arrangements – could be adopted by their fathers, but they were not granted legitimacy.21 For marginal mothers, whether they were enslaved women, sex workers, single freewomen or poorer women, mothering could be fraught with insecurity.22


For married women whose motherhood was validated, the work of mothering was highly respected.23 The successful perpetuation of society, after all, depended on women raising worthy wives and noble warriors. By devoting her life to tending her children and home, a woman was not only fulfilling her social purpose – she was obeying her god-granted nature. In the fourth century BCE, the philosopher Xenophon wrote a treatise on household management titled Oeconomicus, where a man named Ischomachus tells the legendary Socrates how he ‘trained’ his young wife. Women, Ischomachus insists, are not suited, in body or mind, to tolerate cold weather, deadly battles or long journeys. Rather, female nature is specially adapted to running the home and raising men’s progeny. ‘I believe that the god arranged that the work and supervision indoors are a woman’s task,’ declared Ischomachus. ‘With this in mind, the god made the nursing of young children instinctive for woman … and he allotted more affection for infants to her than to a man.’24


Alongside loving their children unconditionally and fulfilling their domestic duties, women were responsible for ensuring that their homes, families and husbands were always calm and contented. Around the fourth/third century BCE, in a rare text from this time to be attributed to a woman author, Perictione – a follower of philosopher Pythagoras’ moral teachings – offered guidance to wives about maintaining harmony in their marital and mothering lives. Husbands, Perictione advised, should be honoured unfailingly – even if they treated them badly, or pursued other women. There was no legal or moral prohibition against married men having relations with ‘concubines’ or sex workers. They were also permitted to exploit enslaved women, who were denied choice about what happened to their bodies, ‘for pleasure’.25 But if a wife committed adultery, or was even suspected of having done so, her husband was obliged to divorce her;26 ‘while this error is forgiven in men, it is never forgiven in women, and revenge is taken,’ Perictione warned.27


A married mother was duty-bound to refuse her own ‘desires and passions’ and never dwell on her ‘private concerns’.28 The smooth running of her household, the well-being of her relatives, and especially the happiness of her children hinged on her holding her marriage together. The expectation that women sacrifice their own ‘desires and passions’ for the good of their children is still an insidious part of the narrative around what it means to be a ‘good mother’. But for women who mothered 2,000 years ago, and under such punitive double standards, the pressure to mother ‘well’ was particularly intense.


Assigning women the domestic sphere as their proper ‘place’ was a means of social exclusion – but being excluded from public life didn’t exempt women from being skilled, industrious and creative people. A flourishing oikos was a bustling place, and the work women were assigned there, like wool-spinning and weaving, was economically essential and culturally valuable. The oikos was also a place of community. Here women cultivated their identities as mothers, in the company of the female relatives, older daughters, enslaved women and employed caregivers such as wet nurses who shared the work of mothering. In their seclusion, mothers, othermothers and maternal caregivers had the space to express their joys and hopes, ambivalences and resentments, frustrations and fears. To the rhythms of their spinning wheels, they spun stories of the mythological mothers, telling and retelling those tales that reflected and validated their emotions and experiences.


‘People say that we women lead a life without danger inside our homes, while men fight in war; but they are wrong. I would rather serve three times in battle than give birth once,’29 exclaimed Medea, one of the most notorious and complicated mythological mothers, in her famous speech in Euripides’ tragic play Medea. Medea grew up in Colchis, on the coast of the Black Sea. She was an outsider, othered for her ethnicity and her witchcraft.30 In Euripides’ play, first performed in 431 BCE, Medea’s dedication to helping her beloved Jason, captain of the Argonauts, find the Golden Fleece compels her to use her sorcery and her intelligence for the darkest purposes. Once Jason’s quest is over, the now-married couple escape to Corinth, where they live happily with their children. But Jason betrays Medea, leaving her traumatised. Her desperation drives her to seek revenge by committing the unspeakable act of killing her and Jason’s sons, whom she professed the strongest love for. In her speech ‘Medea’s Complaint’ she decries patriarchal marriage; because she transgresses gendered norms and violates the patrilineal order, she can give voice to the injustices that women are subject to as wives and mothers. For Medea, women’s sufferings were even greater than those of men on the battlefield. But unlike men wielding weapons in war, women’s endurance and sacrifice were expected, not glorified.31


Women in classical Athens became pregnant around five or six times in their lives. But pregnancy loss happened often, and giving birth didn’t guarantee a living child. For every hundred women who gave birth, between ten and twenty died.32 Women, as Medea lamented, laid their bodies on the line to serve the polis. But even ‘legitimate’ mothers had virtually no rights to call the children they bore and nourished and risked their lives for their own. Children were the property of their fathers, and in the event of divorce or a mother’s death fathers usually retained custody. Pregnancy would have been anxiety-inducing, but it was perhaps one of the few times when women experienced a sense of ownership over their physical selves. Only they felt their bodies making more space, more blood. And only they, in the company and care of other women, could influence the course of the journey to motherhood.


Most women in classical Greece were denied education and literacy, so they were unable to describe, in writing, their own lives on their own terms. Traces of their everyday experiences of mothering must largely be gleaned from the words of men. But there are some surviving literary and material sources which reveal how women inscribed their identities as mothers into the history from which they were often excluded. In the artefacts and epigrams of ritual culture, insights into their relationships to childbearing and mothering sing out from the silence.33


Women were required, as all citizens were, to perform rituals to appeal and give thanks for the gods’ and goddesses’ interventions in their lives. The philosopher Aristotle recommended that pregnant wives ‘make some daily excursion for the purpose of worshipping those gods who preside over childbirth’. Admittedly, he thought these outings were a great opportunity for would-be mothers to take ‘care of their bodies’ and avoid ‘getting lazy’.34 But ritual activity was much more than a sanctioned excuse for women to leave the oikos and stretch their legs. For citizen wives and mothers, ritual was a way to participate in public life, gather in community, and assert the maternal agency their society diminished.35


At the Thesmophoria, an annual festival that occurred across Greece, selected citizen wives and mothers spent three days and nights honouring Demeter and Persephone. This secrecy-steeped celebration of agricultural and human fertility took place in the autumn, just before harvest time. The presence of men was strictly forbidden; if any man was caught trying to spy on the rituals he could be put to death. Clad in white robes, devotees of Demeter’s cult honoured Persephone’s journey to and from the underworld with animal sacrifices, fasts and a day of praying for women’s fertility.36 The purpose of the Thesmophoria was to usher in an abundant harvest, and ensure the replenishment of human life for the polis. But as the women prayed, sang and made their offerings, they were also celebrating the world-shifting force of maternal emotion and the bonds between mothers and daughters that were central to Demeter and Persephone’s myth.


Artemis, Leto’s daughter, was the goddess of hunting, nature, wild animals and wild places. Having sworn never to marry, she was also the goddess of chastity, and her proficiency as her mother’s midwife meant she was associated with childbirth and the care of children. As a hunter, Artemis was destructive. But as a nurturer, she guided girls through puberty and helped them prepare for marriage and motherhood.37 When the time came for them to be married, young devotees dedicated their favourite toys and treasures at one of Artemis’ shrines. On the eve of her wedding, one such devotee, a girl named Timareta, gifted Artemis ‘her tambourine and her pretty ball, and … her dolls, too, and their dresses’. In the inscription accompanying his daughter’s offering, Timareta’s father expressed his hope that Artemis would ‘hold [her] hand over’ Timareta ‘and purely keep her in her pur­ity’.38 When Timareta prepared to give birth to her first child, she promised an offering – a piece of clothing, a lock of hair, or the girdle she would loosen when her labour began – if Artemis continued to ‘hold her hand’ over her and her baby. Artemis was protective, but she could also be punishing. If she wasn’t appeased, she could cause death with her arrows. When devotees of Artemis died in childbirth, their tunics and mantles were dedicated at the goddess’s temple.


Eileithyia continued to be honoured as a goddess of childbirth, and she was often identified with Artemis and prayed to alongside her. But for many devotees she remained a sovereign goddess, and pregnant women and new mothers appealed to her with offerings of clothing and jewellery. Amphareta vowed her ‘head-kerchief and water-blue veil’ when she prayed to Eileithyia to ‘keep dreadful death far away from her in her labour’.39 Tsis promised her ‘bridal brooch and the diadem from her glossy hair’ as the goddess’s ‘fee’ for delivering her ‘from her pangs’.40 Like the maker of the ship, Amphareta and Tsis looked to Eileithyia to protect them as they voyaged towards motherhood. When their midwives handed them their babies, slick and new and crying with life, they knew their prayers had been answered and their offerings accepted.


When pregnant and birthing women appealed to Eileithyia, they were fulfilling their obligations to their society’s religious culture – but they were also expressing their own feelings and intentions about their maternal bodies and mothering lives. With the remnants of rituals performed by women like Amphareta, Tsis and Timareta, what it felt like, and meant, to bear and raise children during the formative centuries of the institution of motherhood can be pieced together. While women were excluded from the public and very male realm where official history was made, these remnants reveal a tender, tactile history of hope and longing, of bodies and care. And in the earliest medical writings about the female body, which appeared during the fourth and fifth centuries BCE, more traces are found of women’s physical experiences of maternity and mothering. However, since women were largely barred from producing sanctioned forms of knowledge, it was male physicians who laid claim over this new understanding of reproductive, birthing and maternal bodies. But the insight, thought and expertise that women – as birthing people, mothers and maternity caregivers – had cultivated and sustained over centuries were not about to be erased.





2



What Women Knew


In the fifth century BCE, in Melite, a suburb of Athens, a physician and midwife named Phanostrate lived and died. Her life’s work was memorialised in a scene carved in relief on to the stone on her funerary monument. Phanostrate is seated on an ornate chair while a woman named Antiphile stands before her, clasping Phanostrate’s hands in hers. A young girl nestles close to Antiphile while a toddler clings to her skirts. Behind Phanostrate’s chair, a small child reaches out her arm and underneath the chair sits a baby. Nothing is known for certain about who Antiphile was, but she was probably one of Phanostrate’s clients. She may have commissioned the memorial herself, to honour the care she received from Phanostrate before, during and after the births of her children. ‘Midwife [maia] and doctor [iaotros] Phanostrate lies here,’ the inscription reads. ‘She caused pain to no one and having died, is missed by all.’1


Phanostrate was a highly respected maia in a society that prized and depended on abundant fertility and ‘successful’ childbearing. Midwifery was a motherly profession, described with a mothering word – as well as ‘midwife’ and ‘nurse’, maia meant ‘good mother’ and ‘foster mother’. Phanostrate was also an iaotros, a person trained in the theory and practice of medicine who knew how to treat and cure.2 To become an iaotros, she gained the expertise and knowledge that was typically available only to male physicians. Other women practised medicine during the classical era, but Phanostrate is the first known, and named, female iaotros. As a maia she supported women while they were pregnant, guided them through labours and cared for them and their newborns as they recovered after birth. As an iaotros she also diagnosed and treated the illnesses and health conditions women experienced throughout their lives, from puberty to menopause. Her skills, within the limits of time, were equal to those of an obstetrician-gynaecologist.3 Yet her gravestone is all that remains of her contribution to medicine’s history.


Women implored goddesses to bless them with healthy pregnancies and living children. But when their bodies needed to be tended, they turned to human caregivers. Some women were able to access, and afford, the services of a female iaotros like Phanostrate, but many looked to midwives for health advice and treatments. There was no official midwifery training system – midwives usually acquired their skills by assisting their own mothers or apprenticing with older midwives. Whether they dealt with gynaecological conditions and reproductive health needs, or only tended to women, and their infants, during and after births, midwives were continuing the long history of medical practice and knowledge cultivated and sustained by women, for women.


In classical Greece, childbirth, a private, ritual-steeped event that often happened in the women’s quarters of the oikos, was usually the province of women. When a birthing woman’s pains began and she made her prayers to Eileithyia or Artemis, her female relatives, friends or neighbours gathered to attend her. Often she was guided through each stage of her labour by a midwife. If her pains became too much to bear, or the infant was in a difficult position and delivery was arduous and slow, the midwife might prepare her a drink made with analgesic plants or sedative herbs. Positioned on her bed, on her knees, or in the arms of her companion, she hopefully delivered her living child into the midwife’s hands.


Sadly, much of what is known about the event of giving birth does not come from representations of the joy and relief of new life and new motherhood. Often it was only on the tragic occasion of a woman’s death that this event was inscribed into history. Several surviving funerary monuments for women who lost their lives to childbearing depict the scene of birth and the companions and caregivers in attendance. Deceased women appear slumped on beds or chairs, with their hair and clothes loosened – as ritual custom decreed. Some lie back in the arms of their companions while their midwives stand close by, holding their hands or stroking their arms. Memorial scenes like these – carved, like Phanostrate’s, in relief on to stone – commemorated the patriarchal ideal of a submissive wife and mother who gave her body and life to serve the state.4 They are poignant records of the perils of women’s principal biological and social duty. But they also honoured, as Phanostrate’s did, the bonds of trust between women and their midwives.


Midwives in classical Greece played a vital role in the birth and survival of valuable heirs, and they maintained women’s health so they could bear those heirs in the first place. But while their presence is preserved on funerary monuments, virtually no first-hand evidence of the scope of their knowledge exists today. Most of the hands-on care of women’s bodies in pregnancy, birth and beyond was provided by women. But midwives and other female health caregivers accrued their knowledge through the oral tradition. And since women were largely denied literacy, they were not usually able to commit this knowledge to writing – and if they did, these texts have not been preserved. Classical Greek writings about the medical care of the female body which have survived the centuries were not authored by a midwife, a female iaotros, or any other women who tended to women’s bodies and health. They were the work, instead, of a group of male physicians taught by the legendary physician Hippocrates of Cos. And being men, they had been granted the privilege of literacy and the opportunity to study. Under Hippocrates’ tutelage, these men wrote sixty tracts – known as the Hippocratic Corpus – of which ten focused on the diseases and disorders of women. The Hippocratic physicians demystified the causes of ill-health, which had previously been attributed to malign supernatural forces. They revolutionised the care of unwell people by introducing the first evidence-based, ethical approach to diagnosing, treating and curing. But as learned men in a gender-divided society, they upheld patriarchal beliefs about what women’s bodies were for and what they could do with them. In the Hippocratic Corpus, which laid the foundation for centuries of medical discourse, almost all aspects of women’s health were understood in relation to their biological capacity to bear, birth and nurture children.


The Corpus’s authors endorsed society’s insistence that daughters marry early, have marital sex frequently and procreate often. They considered the female body inferior because of its differences to the male ideal, and these differences were rooted in the physiological conditions that enabled women to menstruate, gestate, give birth and lactate. Female flesh was looser, damper and more blood-filled than male flesh. Where women’s porous insides were likened to ‘flocks of wool’, men’s were ‘densely woven carpets’.5 All this wetness was essential for growing a foetus – but it also meant that, from the moment they started menstruating, they hovered dangerously close to pathological crises. To stave off the horrendous physical and mental symptoms that could arise if excessive moisture accumulated in their bodies, unmarried ‘virgins’ were advised to marry and ‘cohabit’ with husbands at the earliest opportunity.6 Regular intercourse was thought to warm women’s blood and enable it to flow out of their uteruses with ease. It also prevented the uterus, or womb, becoming so dry and light that it moved out of its rightful place or turned on its side.7 The empty wombs of older women who were no longer having sex or getting pregnant were liable to wander around the body in search of moisture. If a wandering womb pressed against a woman’s liver, she was at risk of suffocation and death.


Pregnancy was the paradigmatic Hippocratic cure for many gynaecological disorders – ‘[If] they become pregnant, they recover.’8 It’s not surprising that in a society where the primary purpose of women was reproduction, the female body was thought to attain health equilibrium only when it was performing its ordained duties. The Hippocratics enshrined into medicine the enduring association between childbearing and women’s health. Their assumption that women were at a health deficit if they hadn’t been pregnant, given birth or breastfed persists to this day. The myth that pregnancy is a cure for the symptoms of endometriosis has been dispelled, but many people with uteruses who live with this chronic, and currently incurable, inflammatory disease are still being told to try for a baby as a treatment option. The possibility that giving birth before the age of thirty-five reduces a person’s risk of developing cancers of the breast, ovaries and uterus has been reported on for decades. But exactly how pregnancy-related hormonal changes, and ovulation cessation, might protect against certain cancers is still poorly understood.9 Overstating the preventative health effects of pregnancy – when many factors are known to increase the risk of breast and gynaecological cancers – perpetuates the misbelief that becoming a birth mother is the ‘normal’ condition of womanhood, and that not having given birth, voluntarily or involuntarily, is unhealthy or pathological. The ‘pregnancy cure’ myth also plays into the narrative of blame-and-shame surrounding women who choose to be child-free – and it can compound feelings of ‘brokenness’ and ‘deficiency’ that many women facing fertility challenges have about their bodies.


The Hippocratics also entrenched the medical myth that women are at the mercy of their reproductive organs. The belief that the urge to procreate lay beyond women’s conscious control was writ large in notions like the ‘wandering womb’. And this notion was not unique to medicine. The perception of the womb as an untamed animal was embedded in the culture – Plato described the womb, and by extension female sexual desire, as ‘an indwelling creature, desirous of childbearing’.10 But even though women possessed an organ that supposedly hungered for pregnancy, the contribution of female biology to conception had been undermined for centuries. In ancient explanations of life’s creation, the female body was a vessel to be impregnated rather than an active procreative participant. Women were seen as passive providers of the space and sustenance that enabled men’s ‘seed’ to grow into a child. This belief was still subscribed to in the classical era. In Eumenides, the tragic play written by Aeschylus in the fifth century BCE, Apollo proclaims that the ‘mother of a child / is not the parent, just a nurse to the seed’. It is the man – ‘the one who mounts’ – who is the ‘source of life’. The mother, ‘like a stranger for a stranger’, ‘keeps the shoot alive unless the god hurts the roots’.11


In the third century BCE, Aristotle claimed that men transmitted the ‘form’ of an embryo in their seed, while women provided the ‘nutritive matter’ – menstrual blood – which enabled the embryo to develop.12 For Aristotle, male seed and female blood were essential, but by no means equal, procreative substances. Women were too weak and cold to transform their blood into fertile form. But men were robust and hot enough to ensure their seed contained those essential enlivening traits – movement, soul and maleness. Aristotle’s theories, which diminished mothers’ contributions to the formation of their children and fuelled the pernicious perception of the maternal body as a container, influenced centuries of medical and cultural ideas not only about women’s role in reproduction but their rights as mothers.


Despite the patriarchal nature of their theories, the Hippocratics, writing more than a century before Aristotle, took a more woman-positive view of the biological processes of conception. The tract Generation, which explained how embryos were generated and pregnancy progressed, countered the long-standing myth that a pregnant body was basically a human greenhouse. Conception happened, the author explained, when both man and woman ejaculated seed during intercourse. Ejaculation, in women and men, was triggered when sexual pleasure heated up the body’s moisture. ‘Now in women, I assert that as their vagina is rubbed and their uterus moved during intercourse, a kind of tickling sensation … gives rise to pleasure and warmth in the rest of the body.’13 The author was sure women’s enjoyment was less intense than men’s, but they at least granted that it lasted longer. Disappointingly, the ‘tickling sensation’ vanished the instant either he or she ejaculated. If a woman’s uterus contracted and held fast to her and her partner’s seed, then hopefully she had conceived.14


While the Hippocratics insisted that women’s physical pleasure was necessary for conception, they paid no attention to how they felt about having sex. Most women had no choice about who they were married to, and marital sex was their duty. By no means did all women’s pregnancies result from satisfying or even consensual intercourse. The assumption that conception depended on the female orgasm persisted for centuries in theories about human generation. While this seems sex-positive, to borrow from modern parlance, it set a precedent for the misbelief that women can only become pregnant if they ‘enjoy’, and have therefore consented to, a sexual encounter. And this idea has been exploited in arguments against people’s rights to reproductive choice and care.


When the Missouri Republican Todd Akin stated in a television interview during his 2012 senatorial campaign that pregnancies resulting from what he termed ‘legitimate rape’ were rare, he invoked this troubling falsehood. Aikin claimed to understand ‘from doctors’ that ‘the female body has ways to try to shut the whole thing down’15 – implying that if pregnancy occurred, a woman’s claims of rape were not ‘legitimate’ and her need for an abortion was not justified. Akin later stated that he had misspoken and professed to have ‘deep empathy’ for women who had been raped and abused. But he didn’t waver in his anti-abortion stance.


The Hippocratics did believe that women’s emittance of ‘seed’ was essential for the creation of an embryo. Male and female seed mixed in the uterus because women shuddered and shook after they orgasmed. This combined seed, thickened by the warmth of the uterus, fertilised into an embryo by taking in ‘breath as the mother breathes’.16 After seven days it began to receive nourishment by drawing in the blood she usually purged as menstruation. From her blood and breath, the embryo began to swell and form flesh. Both partners were thought to emit seed that produced female and male characteristics, so the sex of a child was determined by both parents. But the Hippocratics were not egalitarian in their theories of parental agency. Generative seed, they claimed, was drawn from the weaker and stronger elements of male and female bodies, so daughters – who were less valuable – were produced when the weakest seed dominated. The stronger male embryo developed into a foetus in a swift thirty days, but a female took a more languid forty-two. According to an ancient belief, the left side of the body was associated with maleness and the right with femaleness. If a husband was particularly keen on having a son, he could always try tying up his right testicle tightly with string.


Once a woman had given birth and had a healthy lochia flow – the postpartum discharge of blood, mucus and tissue from the lining of the uterus – she was far less likely, the Hippocratics believed, to suffer suppressed menstruation or womb wandering. ‘I assert that a woman who has not borne children becomes ill from her menses more seriously and sooner than one who had borne children.’17 But childbearing didn’t only guard the female body against diseases and disorders. The experiences of conceiving, bearing and birthing granted women life-saving knowledge about their bodies and health. The Hippocratics maintained that young unmarried women were more susceptible to life-threatening gynaecological conditions because they lacked this experiential bodily knowledge. Girls and women who were ‘inexperienced’ and ‘ignorant’ were either unaware of what was happening in their bodies, or too ashamed to speak up if their illnesses involved their reproductive organs. To make sure a young woman’s condition didn’t become incurable, male physicians were to ask her many probing questions. In a society where chasteness and modesty were demanded of women, the prospect of confessing an intimate health concern to a man was no doubt shame-inducing. But while younger women needed to be interrogated by a male physician, women of experience were valuable sources of insider knowledge. ‘You should not distrust women about their giving birth,’ wrote the author of the tract Eight Months’ Child, ‘for … they say what they know; they are not to be persuaded … to believe anything contrary to what is going on inside their own bodies.’18


In the tract Barrenness, about the causes of and cures for female ‘infertility’, the author gave some suggestions for how to ‘diagnose’ a pregnancy. If a woman had spots on her face, hollow eyes that had lost their whiteness and no desire to drink wine, she had probably conceived. If she was very spotty, she was carrying a girl. But if her nipples turned upwards, this was a sure sign of a boy. Her periods had probably stopped, but menstrual suppression was also an illness symptom, so it wasn’t automatically seen as an indicator of pregnancy. By far the most reliable test was an experienced woman’s reports of her physical sensations: ‘at once she feels a chill; heat, shivering and tension sets in, and she feels sluggishness in her joints, whole body, and her uterus … It is to the extent that women have instructed me that I know these things.’19

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
SHORN






OEBPS/images/WN_Logo.jpg
WCEN

WEIDENFELD && NICOLSON






OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Dedication



		Title Page



		Contents





		Epigraph



		Introduction





		1 Traces and Rituals: The Ninth Century BCE to the Fourth Century CE

		1 The Hidden Ones



		2 What Women Knew



		3 Bring It to Birth



		4 Blessed Among Women







		2 Faith and Fortitude: The Ninth Century to the Sixteenth Century

		5 Fragile Labour



		6 Lying-in



		7 Unnatural







		3 Care and Conviction: The Seventeenth Century to the Eighteenth Century

		8 Tender Regard



		9 Quickening Spirit



		10 Want of Care







		4 Resistance and Reclamation: The Eighteenth Century to the Present

		11 Twist to a Knot



		12 None but a Mother



		13 Enlightened



		14 Women’s Work



		15 An Intimate History









		Conclusion: Mothering Through It



		Acknowledgements



		Note on Source Material



		Bibliography



		Notes



		About the Author



		Copyright











Page List





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308











Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading









