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Acclaim for MATERNAL DESIRE

“Maternal Desire contains flashes of insight and expressions of deep sympathy, as when Ms. de Marneffe notes that our values inevitably determine what we consider to be our needs. She captures the exquisite conflicts that weigh on women, and . . . she writes movingly of the transfiguring effects of motherhood.”

—Patricia Cohen, The New York Times

“De Marneffe’s book isn’t so much about the desire to have children as the desire to spend time caring for them once they’re yours. . . . Her radical move is to urge women to think hard about what they themselves want or need from mothering, not just what their children want or need, and not what women’s rights activists or psychological experts or right-wing politicians demand that they want or need. . . . Maternal Desire interweaves feminist history, psychoanalytic theory, subtle analyses of abortion and day care debates, and rich vignettes from de Marneffe’s own mothering life.”

—Elle

“One of the complexities of thinking about motherhood is that it’s so hard to decide what—or, really, whose—criteria to apply. Maternal Desire . . . speaks to something real about the way that many mothers feel these days, which is that they are failing to measure up, personally or professionally.”

—Elizabeth Kolbert, The New Yorker

“In joining motherhood with desire and pleasure rather than obligation, Maternal Desire is a subversive book. It undercuts the opposition of self-development and emotional connectedness, and affirms a woman’s right to choose to spend time with her children. That this right is currently restricted to the economically advantaged is one of the scandals in our society. Maternal Desire demonstrates why women in our society will not really be free until all women have more power to shape their maternal lives.”

—Carol Gilligan

“This is no sparkly-rainbow-and-dewdrop vision of mothering. De Marneffe, a mother of three, is clear-eyed about the demands of caring for small children. But as a clinical psychologist, she sees many women struggling to suppress a visceral ache to spend more time actively mothering. . . . Maternal Desire is an important addition to the literary canon on motherhood.”

—Stephanie Wilkinson, The Washington Post

“Daphne de Marneffe has tapped into something powerful and true about motherhood. Rigorously intellectual, passionately researched, and above all enormously generous and inclusive of all mothers—this is a book that deserves to be a classic.”

—Dani Shapiro

“Maternal Desire places mothering just where it seems to a father to belong: neither as a woman’s natural destiny nor as her inculcated duty, but as one of the chief desires of her life—a pleasure as real (and as problematic) as all her other pleasures.”

—Adam Gopnik

“One of the most extraordinary books I have ever read . . . a brilliant, radical, and deeply poignant look at mothering and particularly women’s desire to care for their children that should be required reading for all women. This beautifully nuanced, textured, and deeply accessible book helps put into words why it is sometimes so painful and difficult not to be at home, but never succumbs to any suggestion that this complexity can be remedied by a simple, functional solution.”

—Arietta Slade, PhD, Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry

“De Marneffe has a unique voice with an unusual capacity to hold the complexity of multiple perspectives. Recognizing the authenticity of different choices, she masterfully draws on current developmental theory to argue that women’s subjectivity and sense of recognition can be found not only within the workplace but also within the mother-child experience. This remarkable, moving, and provocative book is about the passion of that experience.”

—Susan Coates, PhD, Columbia University Center of Psychoanalytic Training and Research
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Preface to the Second Edition

When preparing this updated edition of Maternal Desire, I asked my twenty-six-year-old daughter and her friends to read the book’s first edition. Much had changed societally in the fifteen years since Maternal Desire had first been published, and I wanted to find out what parts of the book spoke to them and what parts seemed irrelevant or dated. I was particularly curious whether the fear that motherhood spells the end of identity and agency was as alive and well in their peer group as it had been in mine. I’d gathered from previous conversations that my daughter and her friends don’t yet imagine having children, though most think that someday they will. They pass mothers with babies and little children on the street and undergo a mix of emotions common to ambitious young women in twenty-first-century America. They flinch from the notion of losing control over their bodies and emotions and time and feel a bit sorry for the harried moms (“stroller-tethered people,” as one called them). Yet they also experience a flicker of fascination that feels indulgent to bask in and disorienting to explore. Would the idea of maternal desire strike them as a remote abstraction, immersed as they were in fleshing out their adult identities in professional, creative, and sexual realms?

I was intrigued to discover that for this group of women in their midtwenties, Maternal Desire was gripping. They felt invited to engage and consider, rather than avoid or deflect, the complex questions for self and society that motherhood raises. It also spurred a subtle shift in their perspective on those stroller-tethered people. “When I see mothers with their little kids now,” one said, “I am amazed at the nature of the labor. I feel more admiration and compassion for them and for my potential future self.” Given that one of the book’s overarching goals was to bring about this shift in perspective, I was gratified to learn that it could still serve that purpose for a new generation of readers.

The second edition of Maternal Desire draws upon the feedback of these young women, as well as my own personal, professional, and parental development. Since the first edition, I raised three children to adulthood, which I discuss at points throughout these pages. I have seen scores of patients in psychotherapy, both couples and individuals, and these experiences have honed my thinking on parenthood and intimate relationships. They have also provided material for the illustrative vignettes that I’ve added to this edition. (Where I offer clinical case examples, the persons described are composites.)

Since the book’s 2004 publication, the culture-at-large has changed in many significant ways. The financial crisis of 2008, the omnipresent menace of climate change, the worldwide refugee and immigration crises (producing daily images of traumatized families), the opioid epidemic (producing images of same), and the upsurge of capricious and demagogic leadership across the globe all contribute to a collective sense of threat and insecurity. In such anxious times, many people respond by turning inward, looking to their family relationships for solace and safety. Yet, in the familial domain, mothers encounter, alongside professional, economic, and relationship stress, the contradictory pulls of technology-driven distraction on the one hand and the demanding edicts of “helicopter parenting” on the other. Perhaps more than ever, these conditions call for books, like Maternal Desire, that offer a thoughtful approach to negotiating the conflicting forces that animate mothers’ inner lives.

There have been positive developments in society since the book’s initial publication, too. Gay marriage has been legalized, gender fluidity has become a mainstream concept, and single motherhood is widely accepted. Alternative family forms have proliferated, and they have helped move our understanding of the desire to care for children even further from the essentialist views of “woman’s nature” or “maternal instinct” that my book rejected. This new edition takes account of changes in gender norms and family arrangements, and it also puts to rest the tired trope of the “mommy wars,” which pitted “working” and “stay-at-home” mothers against each other. In the 1990s and early 2000s, the conflict was on the tip of everyone’s tongue, but even at the time it was recognized as a hyped-up distraction from the stubborn structural problems our society had—and continues to have—in integrating paid work with family life. Predictably—and depressingly—genuine issues of social, economic, and gender inequality were fobbed off as infighting among women.

Unfortunately, my book played a part in this polarized debate. My goal was to discuss the mother’s desire to ‘‘be there’’ for her child in terms of the desire’s significance and value to her, the mother. I also aimed to help make the emotional experience of wanting to “be there” more accessible to more mothers. The book thus had two purposes: to describe maternal desire and to make a case for the emotional, relational, and social value of time with children. As a result, there was an occasional tension between description and prescription. Some readers felt I skated too close to arguing for stay-at-home motherhood, insufficiently emphasizing the many different ways in which universal needs for attachment and autonomy are constructively managed. Some felt I implied an optimal mothering context, which could be construed to ignore variations in economic necessity, paternal involvement, ethnicity and social class, couple dynamics, and a host of other factors affecting the lived reality of any given mother. I wrote the first edition of this book when I was deeply involved in raising young children, and that personal context led to both its bias and its conviction. It was my fervent belief that someone had to write from that state of immersion and make an intellectual argument that encompassed the importance of spending time caring for children for the mother. At the same time, there is no such thing as ‘‘the mother”; there are only individual mothers. In this new edition I take special care to differentiate the subjective experience of maternal desire from mothers’ choices and to recognize and describe the variable and complex ways they interact.

Although the ideas I explore in Maternal Desire were originally sparked by personal experience, my larger aim was to bring scholarly rigor and seriousness to a category of experience that had often been deemed, even in feminist circles, retrograde, self-sacrificial, and trivial. At the time of its publication, the book’s argument that mothers seek self-realization through caring for children was a radical proposition to many readers. In fact, part of its purpose was to try to understand why naming this widely felt reality was such a destabilizing and challenging act. Encouragingly, over the intervening fifteen years, Maternal Desire’s core concerns have been discussed with greater visibility and urgency. In academic research and psychological theory, as well as in literature and cultural commentary, the subjective experience of motherhood in the twenty-first century—its meaning, value, and variability across different social locations—has become one of our society’s most avidly explored topics.

Researchers in fields as diverse as sociology, anthropology, history, film studies, career development, and public health have turned to the concept of maternal desire as a framework for rethinking issues about women, motherhood, and identity. Feminist scholars have identified maternal desire as a new theoretical direction in the study of motherhood, “one that begins from women’s desires and pleasures, and from their own sense of the value and meaning of what they do.” In writing Maternal Desire, I drew inspiration from Adrienne Rich’s conviction “that only the willingness to share private and sometimes painful experience can enable women to create a collective description of the world which will truly be ours.” That project continues to claim more cultural terrain, in the form of novels, memoirs, essays, short stories, and movies. In the context of this canon, the arguments for women’s “responsibility” not to center their lives on children have come to seem increasingly simplistic, if not tone-deaf, to the chorus of creative voices that are giving our understanding of mothers’ experience greater specificity, texture, and depth.

Finally, contrary to the subtle misogynistic tendency to dismiss maternal desire as the preoccupation of a privileged few, research and clinical practice are teaching us about its role in psychological health across different populations. In interviews with Rwandan genocide rape survivors, anthropologists found that the women’s emotional experience of maternal desire influenced and enhanced their modes of resilience in the face of trauma. Therapy groups offered to stressed mothers at a London counseling center helped participants bear their ambivalence and self-judgment, which in turn enabled them to feel more effective as parents and take more pleasure in mothering. Current psychoanalytic writers have turned attention to mothers’ “unique desires and developmental sequence, her own voice and subjectivity.” They also investigate the relevance of maternal desire to the optimal stance of the therapist. Like a mother in a responsive relationship with her child, a therapist must meet the patient with “a willingness to wonder, an expectation to engage” and “manage forces as best she can without attempting, in a desperate way, to control them.”

Passionate engagement as the basis of self-actualization, resilience, and growth—for both mother and child—was, and is, the key human insight at the heart of the book. Audre Lorde wrote, “The sharing of joy, whether physical, emotional, psychic, or intellectual, forms a bridge between sharers which can be the basis for understanding much of what is not shared between them, and lessens the threat of the difference.” Between any two people, including mother and child, the sharing of feelings is essential to understanding and respect for difference. My goal was to use pleasure and joy as the starting point for exploring mothering’s potential for fulfillment, empowerment, and freedom.

Maternal Desire offers an argument, but also a sensibility—an attention to nuance, complexity, and diversity, as well as a tolerance of ambiguity. This sensibility is always in danger of breakdown when it comes to highly emotional issues at the core of identity, such as sex and parenthood, perhaps particularly when quick fixes, catchphrases, and war cries are the order of the day. I want the book to serve its readers by providing room to reflect and permission to turn their experience over in their minds without any pressure to act or react, but with a receptivity to feelings (including difficult ones), an acceptance of uncertainty, and an excitement at exploration. Just as a child needs first to be seen before he can see himself, so too does a mother. I hope this book gives its readers the experience of being seen.
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The “Problem” of Maternal Desire

It would seem that everything it is possible to say about motherhood in America has already been said. Beckoning us from every online platform, beaming out from every news satellite is a solution or a revelation or a confession about mothering. Yet in the midst of all the media chatter about staying on track, staying in shape, time crunches, time-savers, and time-outs, there’s something that remains unexamined about the experience of motherhood itself. It sways our choices and haunt our dreams, yet we shy away from giving it our full attention. Treated both as an illusion and as a foregone conclusion, it is at once obvious and invisible: the desire to mother.

The desire to mother is not only the desire to have children, but also the desire to care for them. It is not the duty to mother, or the compulsion to mother, or the concession to mothering when other options are not available. It is not the acquiescence to prescribed roles or the result of brainwashing. It is the longing felt by a mother to nurture her children; the wish to participate in their mutual relationship; and the choice, insofar as it is possible, to put that desire into practice.

Maternal desire is at once obvious and invisible partly because it is so easily confused with other things. Those fighting for women’s progress have too often misconstrued it as a throwback or excuse, a self-curtailment of potential. Those who champion women’s maternal role have too often defined it narrowly as service to one’s child, husband, or God. Each view eclipses the authentic desire to mother felt by a woman herself—a desire not derived from a child’s need, though responsive to it; a desire not created by a social role, though potentially supported by it; rather, a desire anchored in her experience of herself as an agent, an autonomous individual, a person.

I juxtapose maternal and desire to emphasize what we still feel uncomfortable focusing on: that wanting to care for children, even with its difficulties, is an important source of meaning and identity for many women. We resist reflecting on its implications because we fear becoming mired in clichés about women’s nature, which will then be used to justify gender inequality. But when we avoid thinking about maternal desire or treat it as a marginal detail, we lose an opportunity to understand ourselves and the broader situation of women. Clearly, not every woman wants a child and not every mother finds meaning in caring for children. But for those who do, or wonder if they do, it’s time to have a deeper conversation.

*  *  *

LIKE SOME WOMEN and unlike others, I had always imagined being a mother. When we were young, my sister and I whiled away our afternoons in an ongoing saga of siblings with four kids apiece, each with a set of twins. In our imaginings, we withstood car crashes, camping disasters, hurricanes—this was Motherhood as Adventure. Despite our awareness of the upheaval in contemporary thought about women’s roles in the sixties and seventies when we grew up, we enjoyed this game, in part because our own mother made it clear that she loved raising children, and we happily modeled ourselves on her example.

If my childhood fantasies bore out later in my life, they didn’t predetermine my path toward motherhood. I don’t believe that early maternal feeling is a prerequisite for becoming a mother or being a good one. Rather, I now see these early feelings as a kind of seed of potential, one that gradually developed into a physically involving, emotionally complex, and psychologically transformative desire to care for children. The realization of that desire began with the birth of our first child, when I was several months shy of completing my PhD. Overnight, motherhood became thrillingly and dauntingly real, filled with our newborn daughter’s suckling, her startle, her drunken contentment after nursing, her nocturnal waking, her nerve-jangling cries.

As I moved from the abstractions of expecting a baby to the absorbed bodiliness of infant care, I still loved my work as a psychologist. While pregnant I’d been committed to building a psychotherapy practice for children and adults, and I looked forward to continuing my research projects on childhood trauma and gender development. Yet, something about taking care of my child changed me. As a new mother, devoting long hours in the library or at my therapy office didn’t feel good, and I held my work in abeyance. I was fortunate to have a profession in which I could make my own schedule, but the more hours I spent with my baby, the better I felt, in myself and with her. Whenever I was out of the house for more than a few of hours, I felt an invisible tether drawing me home, and then, when I was with our baby, I couldn’t imagine a worthwhile reason for leaving her.

Yet, when I took account of my values and my enduring sense of social responsibility to continue my work, I experienced an inner conflict, questioning whether these new feelings were something that I could fully endorse and embrace. During feedings at 4:00 a.m., an hour ripe for morbid rumination, I would wonder if my reluctance to leave my daughter revealed some sort of weakness that I couldn’t quite acknowledge or pin down. I’d probe the nature of my seeming lack of willpower, but despite my background in thinking through psychological issues, I couldn’t find clarity or even a satisfactory vocabulary for describing how I felt. This led to some vaguely disorienting conversations with friends, each of us struggling to explain our different choices and different constraints, each of us finding ourselves both defensive and exposed. Yet what was the nature of this defensive posture? Where did it come from, and why couldn’t we talk about how motherhood had changed us, or hadn’t, without getting bogged down in the kind of stock generalities (“work’s so much easier than home,” “kids need their moms”) that so often stymied such conversations?

As my desire to spend time mothering gathered force within me, I kept noticing how hard it was to talk about. Usually comfortable expressing myself in words, I found myself strangely inarticulate on this topic. The only time distress ever drove me to shop was after a respected mentor bemoaned over lunch my post-motherhood lack of professional productivity. Rather than find a way to explain to her my shifting priorities, I responded, as if in a trance, by purchasing a hideous mauve suit as a sop to my vanished professionalism. I never wore it. A few weeks later, my obstetrician genially asked what I was up to, and I muttered something about having turned into a fifties housewife. It was as if the moment words began to form in my mouth, they instantaneously tumbled into the well-worn groove of cliché.

I was aware that my conflicts and fear of judgment bore the stamp of my own idiosyncratic psychology, and eventually I stopped expecting this complex of feelings to dissipate; I simply learned to live around it. Over the next five years, it sat in the background of my thoughts, familiar enough to be regarded as an uneasy companion, flaring up when I faced a difficult choice about how to allocate my time. Things took a turn, though, when I became pregnant with our third child five years later. I remember taking a walk in the first few weeks of pregnancy along a bike path near our house and feeling a surprising sense of lightness. It surprised me because I’d imagined that, though the child was very much wanted and planned, my spirit of welcome would be weighed down by an array of practical worries and the old familiar psychological concerns. Instead, though mindful of the challenges that lay ahead, I felt an almost giddy sense of freedom.

Poised as I was in that sliver of time between becoming pregnant and the descent into nausea and bone-tiredness, I knew that soon even thinking would exhaust me, so I was impatient to figure out what was making me feel so light. Suddenly, a childhood sense-memory of learning to ride a bike came to mind—in particular, the feeling of being at the final stage of not knowing how to do something and tipping overnight and without conscious effort into the most elementary stage of knowing. It captured a transition I sensed within myself, from a model in which children were fitted into the mold of my previous life to a new sense in which mothering was the center from which my other priorities flowed.

My feeling of freedom didn’t diminish the real economic, emotional, and practical demands of having another child. Still, I found it compelling, in part because its source—my shift of emphasis toward mothering—felt so transgressive. How was it that at the dawn of the twenty-first century, the ancient imperative that women mother their children felt somehow liberating and new? Those thoughts led me to reflect on the complexities of women’s experiences of mothering young children in America today. They stimulated me to reconsider questions I had long pondered about the place of motherhood in the psychology of women. Eventually, they drove me to use my training as a psychologist, my practice as a psychotherapist, my sympathies as a feminist, and my ongoing experience as a mother to try to understand how we evaluate and live out, socially and individually, the desire to care for children. And ultimately, that exploration became this book.

*  *  *

NO MATTER WHAT our differences may be, every mother I’ve ever known has grappled with her own version of similar questions: Where should caring for children fit into one’s life? How should one understand, think about, or talk about the feelings involved? What are we to make of our desires, our ambivalence, our guilt? No one expects to have easy answers. But it seems that so often our culture’s response is framed as a matter of figuring out the minimum amount of time one can spend with one’s children without doing them any real damage. Rarely does public discussion take account of the embodied, aching desire to be with their children that many mothers feel. What’s more, the vocabulary for this desire seems so limited, the language available for exploring it so constricted, that it is hard to grasp what part the desire should play in one’s decisions and in one’s assessment of oneself.

There is a complicated blend of emotions at the heart of these issues, as well as a complicated overlay of social messages. On this minefield we step gingerly around our own feelings and those of others, balancing self-revelation and self-concealment in an effort to respect others’ choices, maintain friendships, avoid giving offense. Women’s desire to have children is now fully respectable and in public view. Remote are the days when the radical feminist Shulamith Firestone identified childbearing as the root of women’s oppression, and the ubiquity of fertility treatments attests to the lengths people are willing to go to have children when they want to. But the territory that remains occluded, dogged by contention and strangely unspeakable, is the subject of caring for children—of spending one’s hours and days with them, of “quantity time,” and of its meaning and value to children and mothers alike.

The historical reasons for this silence are abundantly clear. For most of human history and in many parts of the world today, women have had little choice in being mothers. “A woman can hardly ever choose,” wrote the novelist George Eliot (born Mary Ann Evans) in 1866. “She must take the meaner things because only meaner things are within her reach.” Motherhood has always meant sacrifice—of economic power, of personal freedom, and sometimes of life itself. In the fight for gender equality, women have correctly understood that a chosen and desired motherhood is essential to our rights and freedoms. We have recognized the strategic risk of emphasizing women’s maternal role, the very role that for millennia defined our existence. It has therefore been crucial to put front and center women’s equal access to social roles and rewards other than motherhood, such as professional opportunity, economic justice, and sexual autonomy.

Today, women are mindful of how precarious our rights and freedoms continue to be. Yet during the socially transformative decades that saw motherhood conceptualized as disempowering, important aspects of what makes maternal desire so compelling to many women were misinterpreted or lost. Mothers continue to recognize the impediments to earning power and professional accomplishment that caring for children presents, but the problem remains that caring for their children matters deeply to them. What if we take this mattering seriously, put it at the core of our exploration? Even to pose the question is to invite almost instant misconstrual. It’s as if this would recommend to women to live through others, forsake equality, or relax into the joys of subsidized homemaking. But that reflexive misinterpretation is itself evidence of how difficult it is to think about maternal desire as a positive aspect of selfhood.

Consider, for example, the view that caring for one’s children amounts to self-sacrifice. When it comes to their economic well-being, it is all too true that women sacrifice themselves when they become mothers. But in terms of emotional well-being, a mother often sees her desire to nurture her children as an intrinsically valuable impulse. This tension presents contemporary women with one of the key paradoxes of their lives as mothers: that some of what they find meaningful about mothering can also be construed, from some vantage points, as self-sacrificing. At moments in the day-to-day life of every mother, the deferral of her own gratifications or aims is experienced as oppressive. Managing one’s rage, quelling one’s desire to walk out the door on squalling children and dirty dishes, and feeling one is going to faint of boredom at the sheer repetitiveness of it all are some of the real emotional and moral challenges that caring for children routinely presents.

Yet when a mother relinquishes control over her time, forgoes the satisfaction of an impulse, or surrenders to playful engagement with her child, the surface quality of capitulation in these decisions can also obscure their role in satisfying deeper motives and goals. These deeper goals have to do, ultimately, with the creation of meaning. In the seemingly mundane give-and-take of parenting—playing, sharing, connecting, relaxing, enduring boredom, getting mad, cajoling, compromising, and sacrificing—a mother communicates with her child about the possibilities and limits of intimate relationships.

This process can be extraordinarily pleasurable. It can also be filled with difficulty. In motherhood, we consent to make space for a child, in our emotions and our body. We accept responsibility for a completely dependent being, and at times the responsibility feels like an encroachment, an imposition, even an invasion. It takes great strength to find the necessary resources within ourselves. We accept and desire a relationship defined by responding, being affected, being needed, and enabling the other to come into him- or herself. We relinquish control, we are touched, we change. This desired relationship benefits children, mothers, and humanity itself, but seen through the wrong lens or experienced in frustration, it can be swallowed up by the hotly contested political waters surrounding the idea of mothering activity as “disempowerment” or “submission.” When this occurs, we risk losing sight of the deeply-held personal and social values about responsiveness and responsibility that this relationship expresses.

*  *  *

FUNDAMENTALLY, OUR RELATIONSHIPS with our children and our desire to care for them have to do with time: time is an essential ingredient of every satisfying emotional relationship, and the tough choices we make between our children and our other commitments are a product of our limits as temporal beings. Yet spending time with children is culturally devalued and personally conflicted. Mothers today worry that their power, their prestige, and their very identities are at stake. They’ve absorbed views that hang in the cultural air: mothering is a sacrifice for the sake of the child; mothering is of lesser value by not being paid work; careers enhance personal growth, while caring for children produces stagnation. Those who are partnered sometimes seek to circumvent the problem by carefully monitoring their division of labor. They fear a scenario in which their duties diverge and conceive of pre-parenting life as the norm and the ideal. As one prospective mother said of her husband, “I’ll resent it if he can still do everything we used to do, and I can’t.”

In the shrinking American middle class, time with children is also a “luxury” many parents feel they can’t afford. If current statistics are correct, American women are having fewer children than they would like. Like so many basic necessities of life—health care, good schools, fresh air—motherhood has turned into something of a privilege. Mothers at all socioeconomic levels face difficult decisions regarding spending time with children, and the devaluation of maternal desire operates at various levels of social and economic reality and in many intersecting ways. If we opened our eyes to the commonalities in mothers’ experiences, it could generate some political consciousness, even solidarity, about the larger-scale problems that the social devaluation of caring for children inflicts upon everyone.

This social devaluation brings with it missed opportunities that can never be recaptured or regained. In the popular American mind-set, there’s always a second chance. So it comes as a shock to realize how fast children grow up and how quickly they no longer crave your company or respond to your influence in the ways they once did. The time-limited nature of mothering small children, the uniqueness of it, seems almost like an affront to women’s opportunity, demanding that mothers respond at distinct, unrepeatable moments with decisions about how to spend their time. Unfair as it may seem, the fleetingness is real. That should point us toward prizing, personally and socially, this brief period of our lives.

With respect to the well-being of children, psychological research unambiguously demonstrates that responsive, sensitive, and secure relationships with caregivers are at the heart of every aspect of healthy development—from brain maturation, to stress response and resilience, to the capacity for emotional intimacy. With respect to the well-being of parents, adult development researchers advise that we spread our professional and personal obligations evenly over the course of our lives, providing ourselves more flexibility throughout and reducing the emotional stress of parenthood in particular. These findings are linked: providing children sensitive and responsive care depends on and amplifies parents’ pleasurable, desired engagement. As a society, we need policies concerning work and family that recognize the value of shared time together—for the sake of children and parents alike.

*  *  *

MOTHERHOOD CALLS FOR a transformed individuality, an integration of a new relationship and a new role into one’s sense of self. This is a practical and a psychological transformation. It is clear that as a society we are grudging and cramped about the practical adjustments required by motherhood, continually treating them as incidental and inconvenient. Like an irritated bus passenger who is asked to move over and make room, we appear affronted by the sheer existence of mothers’ needs. But the practical difficulties have far-reaching psychological effects. They shape how we appraise and experience the whole issue of inner maternal transformation, the “space” we allow motherhood to occupy in our psyches.

We are at a promising cultural moment for expressing and describing female desire. Yet to inhabit our desires and bodily experience fully and without apology, we need new narratives about both sexuality and motherhood. Historically, mother and desire do not belong in the same phrase. Desire is about sex, and motherhood is about practically everything but sex. In Victorian times, blooming young women contracted odd symptoms—paralyzed arms, lost voices—because social mores inhibited women’s awareness or expression of their sexual desires. By contrast, their roles as mothers were sanitized and idealized. Today, young women’s free expression of their sexual desire is central to identity and empowerment. It’s maternal desire that gives rise to more troubling questions of self. For a certain class of contemporary woman, it’s almost as if the desire for sex and the desire to mother have switched places in terms of taboo.

My goal for this book is to provide a framework for thinking about women’s desire to care for their children in a way that is consistent with feminist ideals and free from sentimentality and cliché. This task necessarily means evaluating the most significant ideological approaches, scientific research, political issues, cultural norms, and social practices that relate to mothering today. Specifically, it involves the following, as the book’s chapters will respectively elaborate: a critical appraisal of twentieth-century feminism in an effort to formulate how maternal desire can offer opportunity, rather than simply oppression; an exploration of the resources that psychology and psychoanalysis can provide women who need help thinking through their perspectives on (potential) motherhood and childcare; a frank, nuanced account of what it means to encounter both the pleasurable highs and ambivalent lows of maternal experience; a dispassionate survey of contemporary policies and the ethical standards that our society applies to the hot-button issues of childcare, fertility technologies, and abortion; a comparative look at how our society prepares (and doesn’t prepare) young women and men for the prospect of parenthood; and an honest discussion of what our culture truly values and how we strive to spend our time.

The sense we make of motherhood has a powerful impact on women living their day-to-day lives, so my goal is ultimately therapeutic. The creation and nurture of children transforms men and women alike. These activities also provide a unique opportunity for reconsidering the premises of one’s life. We live in a culture that enshrines acquisition but profanes care. When a person, still most likely a mother, feels the desire to care for her children, our tired cultural scripts shed little light on the profundity of her situation. This book offers a new view of maternal desire, including its qualities, its effects, and its pervasive devaluation and misinterpretation in our individualistic culture. I hope it proves useful to women reflecting upon their lives. More than that, I hope it frees them to tap into their own sources of human happiness.



2

Feminism

Every woman’s feminism is a love letter to her mother. “For my mother” is the most usual dedication of a feminist book. The author offers her own reading of her mother’s life, and if the book is about motherhood, she grapples with her mother’s choices and constraints in light of her own. This effort takes as many forms as there are feminists. For some, it’s about taking the measure of her mother’s thwarting at the hands of male power. For others, the impulse is to repair and redeem the limits of her mother’s life through achievement in her own. Even when a book grieves maternal absence or betrayal, it is often a cry of pain about what could have been were it not for the mother’s suffering in a sexist world.

Whatever else feminist discussions about motherhood may be, they are passionate. The disagreements about children and work, the appropriate role of day care, and the needs of mothers, children, and families are not just glib debates or about superficial differences. They cut to the core of the values and goals we cherish. Because our beliefs arise from the wordless observations and lessons we take from own families, we often experience our convictions as gut reactions (“I don’t know how I know it, I just do”); they can feel as close as our breath.

Historically, second-wave feminism focused on loosening the grip of women’s conventionally defined roles, working to secure the right not to have children (birth control, abortion) and the choice not to stay home caring for them (employment opportunity, universal day care). Third- and fourth-wave feminism have focused more extensively on the body and sexual expression, while also attending more closely to the intersectionality of gender (and its fluidity) with race, class, culture, and sexuality. Regardless of era, though, feminism’s consistent goal has been to address problems that affect women as a class, to free them from unjust incursions into their bodies and psyches, and to lift restrictions on their opportunities. Obviously, mothers’ desire to care for their children belongs on this agenda.

Too often, though, this topic has elicited feminist suspicion as a retrograde deferral to patriarchally defined gender roles or has been presented as a self-annihilating contrast to self-actualizing desires like the pursuit of sexual freedom. We need a fresh feminist look at maternal desire, both in light of the practical conditions of women’s current lives and the powerful cultural ideas that contribute to women’s perceptions of themselves. We need to develop a more satisfying, more complex understanding of what women get from mothering—not only the rewards of being responsive to children, but also the ways in which mothering is responsive to self.

A Feminist History of Middle-Class Mothers

I once talked to a graduate student who described to me her thesis on women’s sexuality, a sophisticated analysis of the subtle interplay of psychological and social forces in women’s perceptions of their own agency and desire. But when we began to talk about motherhood, she promptly recited a series of platitudes condemning it as a mind-numbing, self-sacrificing trap. Despite the ever-increasing diversity of writings on motherhood, belief in the inherent contradiction between motherhood and self-actualization remains alive and well. Even for this woman, who prized careful thinking, it was acceptable to hold an extraordinarily simplistic opinion of motherhood. Stubborn assumptions about the profound incompatibility of motherhood and selfhood continue to resurface, even when social conditions have vastly changed.

This odd opposition also shows up in the divergence between historical research on the roles of American women and the uses to which this scholarship has been put by popular feminism. The past few decades have seen an emergence of feminist historical scholarship devoted to understanding the lives of middle-class American women in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and to tracing the ideas of “domesticity” from that period that continue to influence us today. The Industrial Revolution in the early 1800s—about which the feminist writers Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English remark, “ ‘Revolution’ is too pallid a word”—transformed the social conditions and dominant ideas that governed ordinary people’s lives. Rapid economic growth, urbanization, a shift from subsistence to commercial farming, the replacement of home-based with factory production, not to mention developments in politics, education, and religion, all wrought profound changes in family life and the lives of women.

For married women and mothers, daily life came to revolve less around the production of goods such as food, cloth, and soap and began to focus more on the care of children and the upkeep of the home. Married men increasingly assumed the role of provider by making their way in the “cold world” of the capitalist economy. Out of these changes arose a new ideology of domesticity, which idealized the caregiving and homemaking roles of women and lent a naturalistic and ethical air to the separation of male and female spheres, as if this rapidly evolving, socially constructed phenomenon had a basis in nature and the moral good.

The ideology of domesticity, though powerful, was also contradicted by some of the actual material conditions of the era. For one, single women were gaining unprecedented access to employment (albeit at wages far scanter than men’s). Married women threw themselves into civic and religious causes such as temperance and abolitionism, which gave them a public voice and confirmed their Christian (and domestic) values of love, nurturance, and good works. Wherever women devoted their energy, though, the general perception of motherhood was one of special esteem, as the civic and spiritual importance of this practice was continually acknowledged and amplified. The development of women’s “separate spheres,” especially for middle-class whites, at once emphasized the paramount importance of the roles women played in the household and created a community of activist mothers committed to advocating for social betterment. This community was the precursor to the first-wave feminist movement for suffrage and women’s rights; ironically, then, the foremothers of modern feminism also helped build precisely the domestic structures that their intellectual and political heirs later critiqued. Grasping this mixed historical picture can help us better understand the complex dynamics of the present.

Though historians underscore women’s gains and losses during this period, the interpretation of their scholarship in works of popular feminism tells a more one-sided tale. The Industrial Revolution, it is asserted, removed remunerative and meaningful work from the home. Thus bereft, women were left with what remained, namely childcare and housework—thin gruel indeed. Such writings also assume that the work of caring for children or tending a home was relatively thankless, devoid of any of the creativity that purportedly adhered to candlemaking, weaving, or any of the other “productive” activities from which women were now excluded. And viewing the past through a present-day lens, these popular writings tend to focus on what it meant for women to have to forgo employment in order to care for their children, neglecting what it meant for women to have to forgo caring for children in order to work.

The idea that nineteenth-century mothers caring for children were left at home with “nothing” to do has been argued on the basis of the debatable claim that childhood itself is something of a modern invention. This interpretation dwells on how brutal parent-child relations used to be and the historical absence of an ideal of tender affection in the family. We are told, for instance, that before the sixteenth century in Europe, “parent-child relationships appear to have been much less emotional. What is seen today as a deep biological bond between parent and child, particularly mother and child, is very much a social construction.” Nurturing child-rearing practices spread during the eighteenth century, but by the nineteenth century, the account goes, this norm of nurturance had become something of a shackle for women. “The idealization of mother love, vigilant attention to the needs of children, and recognition of the unique potential of each individual came to dominate child-rearing ideology,” writes the economist Juliet Schor. We are left with the impression that whatever good resided in this ideology, it oppressed women by idealizing motherhood and pressuring mothers to devote their energy to their children. Although it is hard to believe that the earlier, less tender model of child-rearing would induce nostalgia, it is held up in many ways as preferable to what came after: the installation of middle-class women as “angels in the house” and the fashioning of child-rearing into an activity that demanded the investment of time, thought, and emotion. Discussion remains muted on how or whether those investments could pay dividends worthwhile in themselves.

When the high valuation of the mother-child bond is cast as an unjust limitation, it is difficult to ponder the positive meanings that being able to focus more on the care of their children might have had for mothers themselves. In reality, when seen in the context of what came before, the ability of middle-class women to oversee children’s development was conceived as progress. Furthermore, middle-class mothers were in no sense left idle when they stopped weaving their own cloth and tilling their own soil; rather, their activity was directed toward different social and familial ends, including the increasingly solicitous care of infants and children. That care included, then as now, pleasure and satisfaction. “That most interesting of all occupations is begun—the care of my child,” writes Abigail Alcott in 1831, “and delightful it is—I would not delegate it to angel—I am at times most impatient to dismiss my nurse that not even she should participate with me in this pleasure.” Yet, then as now, mothers also struggled. “My time is abundantly occupied with my babies,” Alcott writes in 1833, soon after the birth of her second child (Louisa May). “It seems to me at times as if the weight of responsibility connected with these little immortal beings would prove too much for me—Am I doing what is right? Am I doing enough?” Alcott’s reflections indicate that self-doubts and struggles were not rooted solely in women’s position as mothers in patriarchal society; they were the struggles anyone assumes in trying to do meaningful work.

Perhaps the main source of irritation for today’s feminist critics of nineteenth-century domesticity is the latter’s unapologetic belief in the indispensability of mothers to children, for this belief, above all others, reverberates in our current conflicts and debates. In the nineteenth century, middle-class mothers began to take their work as parents extraordinarily seriously, and for better or worse, we are inheritors of that tradition. Whereas then the focus was religious character, now it is psychological health; but in Alcott’s concern about her children’s souls, we can detect a spirit similar to our own. Critics may charge that children’s need for continual maternal attention is little more than a “social fiction.” But if we’re honest, we can’t leave it at that. Much as we may fear that an intensive model of mothering constrains women, or much as we may rail against today’s overinvolved and overanxious parenting ethos, we cannot dismiss the value to children of parental attention or the sincerity with which many desire to give it.


It’s All Drudgery: The Problematic Collapse of Housework with Caring for Children


In her classic work, The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir contends that “the child is the foe of waxed floors.” Betty Friedan, in The Feminine Mystique, likewise laments the predicament of the mother who focuses her considerable energies on getting spots out of her carpet rather than on larger social goals. Though the familiar feminist target of compulsive housekeeping has evaporated—largely because most mothers work and long ago gave up hope of a spotless house—a tendency persists to view childcare and housework as dull, repetitive maintenance activities and to lump them together as one demeaned, poorly remunerated, tedious task.

A parent caring for children and keeping house is obviously not paid for the work, and we can respond to this in various ways. When the measure of gross domestic product (GDP) was first created in the 1940s, debate was spirited on whether “home production” (housework and caregiving) should be included. Unpaid home-based work lost out, and as a result women’s work in the home was effectively “disappeared,” redefined as economically worthless. Some believe that since home-based work is unpaid, it is of low worth, and that anyone acting in rational self-interest would refuse to be stuck at home. Others reject the idea that pay constitutes the only legitimate measurement of intrinsically valuable home-based activities. Still, those who tend home and children may still justifiably feel disempowered or constrained by their financial sacrifice.

It is easy enough to concede the drudgery of housework; yet, because caring for children also takes place in the home, childcare is then tacked on, with hardly a thought to the fundamentally different characters of the two endeavors. This tends to obscure, rather than clarify, the character of mothers’ work lives. The desire to care for her children can, and often does, motivate a mother to make choices she wouldn’t otherwise make, such as sacrificing income or taking on a larger proportion of household responsibilities. Even if we grant that housework can be dull, doing it is redeemed by its being accomplished with more or less success while tending to children. In fact, housework may be especially suited to the hovering background attention that children often need from their caregivers.

The author and activist Charlotte Perkins Gilman was neither the first nor the last to compare the work of mothers to that of domestic servants. Every mother has days when she feels her children treat her as a domestic. But an equally relevant comparison might be between mothers and artists or between mothers and professors. Mothering is one of many kinds of work perceived as meaningful by its practitioners even when society doesn’t reward the vocation handsomely. Artists are rarely well paid, but people continue to make art because it has intrinsic value. Professors might view their work as socially devalued because they are often remunerated poorly, but they count the expansion of human knowledge as a worthy goal. No one lives on love alone, and love shouldn’t be the only reward of motherhood. As Ann Crittenden observes, we don’t insist that a professional ballplayer forgo pay because he enjoys his job. But neither should motherhood’s less quantifiable rewards be viewed as worthless. The desire to care for her children can, and often does, motivate a mother to recalibrate her sense of “value” or “compensation,” leading her to forgo income and to take on a larger portion of the household work necessary for family life.
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