Is motherhood a natural thing? If so, what are the implications of this for the essentialism debate? Should every woman also desire to be a mother? How are motherhood and femininity linked?


Before asking questions about motherhood, one must clarify what we mean when we use the word ‘motherhood’. Even if we say it is the property of being a ‘mother’, one must clarify what it is to be a mother. Can a child have more than one mother?
 Which would be the child’s ‘real’ mother? Does a surrogate mother experience ‘motherhood’? Does a stepmother? Richardson addresses these questions at the beginning of Women, Motherhood and Childrearing. In doing so she highlights the fact that we tend to distinguish between women we call ‘mothers’ as a result some physical or biological connection with the child; and those we call ‘mothers’ because they have the “most responsibility for looking after the child”
. More precisely: some people are mothers because of the physical role they play in bringing the child into existence
, and others because of their social role. 

It does seem that when we speak of ‘motherhood’ we apply the term to someone who ‘mothers’ - someone who performs a social role, rather than a merely physical one. An adopted child may feel greater attachment to the mother who raises him, and see her as his ‘real‘ mother rather than the woman who bore him in her womb. Equally, one would tend to say that an egg donor does not experience ‘motherhood’, and cannot be said to ‘mother’ the child, if she has no input in raising it
. This being the case, one would seem to mean by ‘motherhood’ a social role of mothering, rather than a biological link. If this is the case, then the question “Is motherhood a natural thing?” can be rephrased as “Is the social role of mothering intrinsically linked to the physical capability to produce a child?”


If ‘motherhood’ is a natural thing, this has implications for the essentialism debate. ‘Essentialism’ can be taken to mean: “biological or physical determinism”
. In asking if motherhood is natural for women one asks if it is linked in some deterministic way to a woman’s having a womb
. One cannot say that it is necessary to have a child simply because one has a womb, but it is often considered ‘unnatural’ if one does not want a child, presumably because it is felt that ‘natural’ women are biologically determined to want children. 

Women who do not experience motherhood often feel that they miss out on something essential about being women, that they are somehow set apart from ‘real women’
. In this sense it would seem that mothering is felt to be a part of the ‘feminine’ role. The question of whether motherhood is a natural thing can thus be seen as part of the wider question of whether femininity is an essential part of a woman’s nature. Is it ‘unnatural’ not to want to assume a feminine role? Or is this feeling that unfeminine women are ‘unnatural’ not a ‘natural’ thing itself? Is Simone de Beauvoir right in saying that one is not born a woman, one becomes one
; that society moulds women to the feminine form by persuading them that non-feminine actions are unnatural? Before one can progress further with these questions, one must examine more closely why motherhood and femininity have become associated; and also what, precisely, we mean by ‘femininity’ 


One idea that links femininity and motherhood is that of the ‘mothering instinct’. This is the idea that women instinctively want to have children; automatically love them; derive pleasure and fulfillment from their existence; and, according to some, instinctively know what is best for them. Bowlby was a strong advocate of this theory, insisting that: “the normal mother can afford to rely on the prompting of her instincts in the happy knowledge that the tenderness they prompt is what the baby wants”
. 

Yet Bowlby’s account differs severely from that of earlier advocates of the maternal instinct. Truby King, for instance, felt that though women had a “natural, maternal instinct” to have and care for children, they did not ‘naturally’ know how to look after them
. In direct contradiction with Bowlby’s ‘permissiveness’, King warned against over-affectionateness in mothers; that play could be an ‘unwholesome pleasure’; that kissing a child was unhygienic; and that mothers should look after their children according to the clock, rather than what the mother felt were the child’s needs
.

Moreover, Badinter’s research shows that before the emergence of books like The Mothercraft Manual (first published in 1923), children often suffered from maternal indifference. She states that: “it was not so much because children died like flies that mothers showed little interest in them, but rather because the mothers showed little interest that the children died”
. Indeed, early books on childcare focus on the necessity of training the mother
. These books cannot tell us what the mothers really felt, but the fact that it was thought that there was a need to instruct mothers suggests that mothering was not as instinctual as some would have us believe. Indeed, the marked disagreement between experts should make us question whether the instinct is there at all.

Whilst some mothers clearly do want children, love their children, find fulfillment in looking after them, and feel that they are raising them well, a large number do not. A third of those in Brown and Harris’ study of working-class women were found to be clinically depressed
. In Mary Boultan’s study a high proportion of those interviewed did not enjoy the work of childcare
. The studies Richardson examines, and her own studies show that rather than being a fulfilling, enjoyable, natural experience, many women find something lacking in their lives as mothers. One mother said: “I feel that I’ve lost my identity”, another said that she felt constrained by the label of ‘mother’ and all that is expected because of it
. Rather than feeling that motherhood is an essential part of their identity, these women feel it to be an alien thing imposed upon their lives. 

The essentialist may argue these women have become confused and frustrated by conflicting or incorrect childcare advice. Certainly there is evidence to suggest that women reacted badly to having to obey childcare advice that advocated acting against what they wanted to do. One woman writes of the Truby King era that:  “My greatest misfortune was to have my babies when the feed-to-time theory was being followed”
. The love she felt for her child made it ‘agony’ to ignore his cries, but the fact that the advice was incorrect does not show that the mother had any instinct of how to care for the child that this advice overrode
. Also, the studies mentioned above record depression and loss of identity in women mothering in much more permissive eras, where the pressure to be a good mother focused more on instinctually knowing how best to mother.

This issue is more complex than conflicting childcare advice, and one should not dismiss the sense of ‘loss’ the mothers in the surveys felt. The modern mother has a lot to loose: a job for which she is paid and earns respect is exchanged for a more tiring one
, for which she is not paid, which offers less social contact, and which constricts her freedom. Along with these losses she must face disillusionment with an ideal of mothering that she was taught to expect fulfillment from. She may also feel that she is defective in some way because she is not fulfilled; a feeling encouraged by experts who tell her that the ‘normal mother’ enjoys mothering.

Marxist feminists might suggest that experts have been deliberately ignoring the mother’s needs in order to benefit society by persuading her to do the work of childcare unpaid
. Perhaps this is cynical, but it does help prevent the mother from complaining if you persuade her that to not be fulfilled by motherhood is to be defective. Also, the surveys examined above show that motherhood in this society can be a painful and unhealthy experience
. If this form of motherhood is natural, and part of what it is to be a woman, then it is not at all clear that what is natural is also good.

Why do people feel that this is the natural way of things, then? What could have made people so sure that it is part of what it is to be a woman to devote oneself to one’s children? Can this be explained solely with reference to childrearing manuals? What of the other qualities that are supposedly ‘essentially’ feminine – irrationality, ethical weakness, fickleness, being emotional, being suited to the private, and not the public spheres
 - can these be linked to motherhood? 

Part of the answer may lie with psychoanalysis. When addressing this area one must be careful not to label psychoanalysis, or Freud, the oppressor of women. It is never clear, in reading Freud’s account of how the differences between men and women come about, whether he views the course of events he outlines as good. Also, though Freud’s conclusions and theories are no doubt influenced by his time and culture, this does not render them useless to us in giving a feminist critique of what it is in our society that leads to unhappiness in women, and in motherhood.

With this in mind, let us examine what Freud sees as the “Psychical Consequences of the Anatomical Distinction Between the Sexes”. Freud declares that both boys and girls are bisexual in their pre-oedipal phase, and that both sexes select their mother as their initial love-object
.  This is a reasonable supposition; if the mother is the primary carer (and she almost always is) she will give the most love and affection to the children, and will spend the most time with them. Also, Freud argues that  “The sexual instincts are at the outset attached to the satisfaction of the ego-instincts;”
 and as the instinct of the ego is to survive the first object of attraction for the child will be the one that feeds it, cares for it, and protects it the most. 

Freud’s suggestion of the next stage in the process is more controversial. The first sight of the genitals of the opposite gender leads to the Oedipus complex in both sexes. In boys, this results in the castration complex, as the little boy perceives that his own genitals can be removed; in girls, Freud says it results in “envy for the penis”
. Freud’s description of this moment does not help its persuasiveness; one is not sure whether to laugh or be insulted at the description of the little boy’s penis as “strikingly visible and of large proportions”, whilst one’s own organ is described as “small and inconspicuous”
. 

It is not at all obvious why the little girl should envy the penis, rather than to suppose that hers is the superior organ. Why should one suppose that the little girl’s narcissism is wounded by this experience, rather than reinforced? Examples of other possible interpretations of the differing structures of male and female organs abound. Megan Lindholm supposes a little girl might be dismissive of a little boy’s “dangling, wrinkled genitalia”, preferring an arrangement more private and less vulnerable
. Irigaray views the female genitalia as something that, rather than lacking anything, is complete within itself, even as it is never only one organ. Instead, she sees it as formed of two lips that constantly caress one another, capable of satisfying themselves. She argues that this arrangement that cannot be viewed as inferior to the male organ, for a man requires an ‘instrument’ to touch himself (his hand)
.

In interpreting biological structure one view seems as good as another. It would seem more likely that the organs themselves suggest nothing, and that it is one’s cultural bias that will lead one to see a girl’s organ as ‘inconspicuous’ or ‘self-satisfying’. Women are incomprehensible to men, they think in fundamentally different ways
; women are liable to be distracted by a multitude of different things
; men and women’s desires are “strangers to one another”
… These are all ‘facts’ that are taken for granted in Irigaray’s analysis of sexual organs, and then seen as deriving from deriving from the organ itself. Woman here is flighty, evasive of male order and logic, because her thoughts fly off in a multitude of directions, supposedly because of the multiplicity of her ‘organ’, which is “neither one nor two”
. There is no indication of why mental attitude should be linked to the sexual organs. The very fact that these are stereotypes we are familiar with as resulting from inferior status of women and their organs suggests that analysis from the structure of the genitals can say little about the natural relative status of men and women. Freud’s explanation is as likely to be true (or false) as Irigaray’s. 

So, what consequences does Freud draw from his analysis of the little girl’s reaction to her realization of the anatomical differences between the sexes? Well, realizing that she is fundamentally ‘lacking’ because she has no penis, she wants to have one
. This has two consequences that are important to us. Firstly, the ‘normal’ reaction to this wound in her narcissism
 is the development of a sense of inferiority. Secondly, the girl blames her mother for sending her “into the world so inefficiently equipped”
 (i.e. without a penis); this, and the fact that the mother is also an inferior woman, loosens her attachment to the mother as a love-object.

The next stage in development is crucial to our discussion. The girl “gives up her wish for a penis and puts in place of it a wish for a child: and with that purpose in view she takes her father as a love-object”
 and sees her mother as an object of jealousy. This is how the Oedipus complex emerges in girls. For Freud this explains not only heterosexuality, but why a ‘normal’ woman might want to have a child. The ‘normal’ woman sees that she can never have a penis herself, and thus turns to her father in the hopes that he might help her get the next best thing, a ‘penis-child’ (i.e. a child who might have a penis). 

The essentialist could argue from this that the maternal instinct is an unavoidable consequence of the realization of the anatomical distinction between the sexes. Also, much else that is considered essentially feminine could be said to emerge from the little girl’s reaction. For instance, Freud declares that: “for women the level of what is ethically normal is different from what it is in men”
 because the Oedipus complex is never demolished in women, though it is in men. 

In boys the threat of castration forces the child to restrain his desire for the mother, and emulate the father in following the ethical strictures of society, in the hopes that he will eventually be rewarded for his efforts by the acquisition of a woman of his own. The effort the child diverts from his desire into living by these restrictions forms the nucleus of the super-ego, which restrains the desires of the ego. Women never go through this as in girls the Oedipus complex is never resolved, but, instead, is the result of the castration complex
. Hence the super-ego, the mind’s restraining device, is under-developed in women, meaning that they show, “less sense of justice than men”, and they are more often influenced by their emotions – they do not listen to the ‘voice of reason’
. If Freud is right, then it is clear that the mothering instinct and femininity are linked because they have the same source.

It is important, at this point, to highlight the fact that Freud does not see this outcome as necessary
. Thus it is mistaken to assume that Freud is essentialist, though his points are useful to essentialism. If he does view it as possible for things to be different, though, one must question why he fails to suggest that they should be. Why should the outcome outlined above be viewed as ‘healthy’? It is puzzling that Freud does not choose to question that a situation which leads women to develop inferiority complexes; to have low moral standards; to be led by their emotions; to yearn for something they cannot have, and place their self-worth in obtaining the next best thing (a penis-child), should be healthy. Perhaps this outcome was the norm in Freud’s time, but this is no reason to assume that the norm is good. 

One could also reject Freud’s conclusion that women are of low moral worth. After all, if morality is defined to suit male needs, who says that it is equally fitted to women, or that women should adhere to what is commonly thought moral? If it is ‘immoral’ for a women to have many sexual partners (so that a man can rely on his woman) but ‘only natural’ for a man to spread a few ‘wild seeds’, then it is inevitable that women will be, on average, less ‘moral’ than men. Even without considering a woman’s desires, men cannot be promiscuous without women to be promiscuous with.

Moreover, can it be ‘healthy’ for a woman to become a mother in the hopes of producing a child whose primary worth to her lies in the fact that she may, vicariously, obtain a penis through it? If not, is it possible to change motherhood into something healthier? According to Freud this form of motherhood is the result of a little girl’s encountering the male genitalia and comparing it with her own – is there anyway of avoiding this outcome beyond preventing little girls from ever seeing penises? Should we all join The Society For Cutting Up Men with the aim of “destroy[ing] the male sex”
?  

This seems a little extreme, besides which we have already remarked that it is not obvious why an ‘unbiased’ little girl should decide her genitals are inferior no outside input. Could it be that the little girl is not ‘unbiased’ at all? Simone de Beauvoir’s assertion that one is not born a woman, but becomes one, could, in fact, fit perfectly well with Freud’s account of how the differences between the genders are formed. One need merely posit the sex/gender
 distinction, as Rubin does. Sex is the anatomical distinction, and gender is the social role that one ‘becomes’ (as a result of the Oedipus complex, on Freud’s account). The ideological messages that proceed from the existence of these gender roles can also create them, and it is reasonable to assume that a little girl can have learnt and accepted these to be true before she discovers that they apply to her. This is, before she learns that what determines who ‘mothers’, who is ‘feminine’, who is inferior, is a person’s genitalia, and that the type of genitalia these values apply to is hers. 

What causes these ideological messages, though? Why has woman “always been man’s dependent”
? Rubin believes that the answer lies in kinship systems. Kinship systems organize pre-state societies, they are systems of categories and statuses by which society is organized, which may or may not have reference to actual genetic relationships. Rubin defines sex/gender systems as the “set of arrangements by which the biological raw material of human sex and procreation is shaped… and satisfied in a conventional manner”. Rubin follows Levi-Strauss in believing that the essence of kinship systems lies in an exchange of women by men. As such, kinship systems are the empirical forms of sex/gender systems
.

Kinship systems provide order by forming bonds through exchange. Mauss noted the domination of giving and receiving in the social intercourse
 of primitive societies – by giving and receiving gifts one forms bonds of trust. If I give all my yams to you, I trust that you will give all your yams to me, and in this way we create stability between us
. Levi-Strauss takes this theory of reciprocity, and adds to it the idea that marriages are the most basic form of gift exchange
. If we accept this, it also explains the incest taboo; a man who takes his sister for himself cannot exchange her for the sister of another man
 The man who gives his sister to another man, will make a bond of kinship much stronger than that which would have been formed if he had merely exchanged yams with the man. As the saying goes, ‘blood is thicker than water’, hence the relationship created by an exchange of women is more secure than that created by the exchange of any other gift.

Women are not merely exchanged for women, however, they are exchanged for money, land, cattle, status etc. “Kinship is organization, and organization is power” but the power is not one the women partake of. It is the men who form relationships by exchanging them, and reap the benefits of what is exchanged for them. With this in mind, much can be explained, particularly if we accept Lacan’s suggestion of distinguishing between the penis and “the phallus” (the phallus being “a set of meanings conferred upon the penis”
). The phallus distinguishes between exchanger and exchanges, and (unlike it’s genital counterpart) can be exchanged between families. When women are not exchanged directly for women, what moves in the other direction is the phallus.

The phallus always passes through the “medium” of women to endow status upon men. Thus it is clearer why a women would wish for a “phallus”. She does not want some alternative genital structure, but the powers that are endowed upon those who possess that structure. It is clearer also why she would wish to produce a penis-child (or, more correctly, a ‘phallus-child’) in the hopes of somehow becoming a part of that power. The girl child, perceiving that she rather than being one of the exchangers, she will be the exchanged; and also that this is solely due to the fact that she does not posses the phallus, is understandably disappointed with her mother, and envious of those who do possess the phallus.  Her disappointment can also be seen as reflecting the fact that the mother has not altered what the phallus is attributed to such that it can apply to female organs. 

Of course, the mother could do little about it herself, for she had no way to become an exchanger. Kinship systems and the incest taboo have forbidden all women to the woman – she cannot exchange herself, nor can she get a woman for herself, for she has no phallus to exchange. Moreover, were she to try to, her effort would be highly disruptive, not only would her family be deprived of someone to exchange, and some man of a woman to receive, but the woman she took could also not be given away by her family. It is imperative to kinship systems that heterosexuality be enforced, then, as well as the incest taboo, and the exchange of women
.

How are the incest taboo and compulsory heterosexuality enforced, though? Well, in order for kinship systems and the stability they produce to continue enforcing themselves, there must be a “taboo against the sameness of men and women”
. For if women felt that they could make viable economic units without men, then there would be no reason for them not to remove themselves from the kinship system, and pair off with women. The very fact that the division of tasks between the sexes varies enormously from society to society
 suggests that there is nothing essential about what tasks are allotted to whom. This makes an effective reply to the essentialist who holds that hormonal differences make men and women unavoidably different. If hormonal imperatives were so overwhelming, it would hardly be necessary enforce heterosexuality by means of ‘economic interdependency’. Yet it seems that this is what is going on, why else would division of labor be so universal, and yet the tasks allotted to one gender or the other seem almost irrelevant?

Let us now return to the question of whether an alternative form of mothering is possible. Kinship systems rely on the exchange of women to create stability in society. The exchange of women creates the Oedipus complex in which girls come to understand that because of their sex they are always the exchanged, and will never possess the phallus. They wish for the phallus, and believe that it can only be provided by men, in the form of a phallus-child. Motherhood is thus formed around the basis of believing that the status denied to oneself may be fulfilled by one’s children. This is the unhealthy form of motherhood outlined before.

However, there is no need for Kinship systems in most modern societies. Most modern countries are held together and stabilised by laws, a commonly held moral system, patriotism etc.; not by individual families exchanging women. The division of labour that held kinship systems together, enabling the oppression of women, has been passed down into modern societies. If the division itself is as arbitrary as it seems, and is only necessary if one wishes to enforce a kinship system as a way of stabilising society, why not abolish it? Some may contend that this has already been done, in that women have been permitted to earn their own money, and sex discrimination in the work place has been specifically outlawed. The fact remains, though, that childcare is mostly the province of women, and, on average, women in full time work earn 18% less than their male equivalents
. The fact that women earn less encourages division of labour as, even where couples believe in equality, the person whose job brings in the least money will usually stay home to look after the children.

Division of labour in this way also accounts for the sense of loss experienced by some mothers, especially in western societies where mothers are increasingly isolated within the home. As families get smaller there are less older children to share the burden. As transport improves relatives live further away and so are not available to help. Urbanization has resulted in patterns of housing, such as high-rise blocks, that destroy local communities that once provided a support system for mothers
. Under these circumstances if the mother takes most of the responsibility for the children she will not only loose job prospects and respect, but she will have less opportunity to communicate with people outside her family. With little external support, she will have less opportunity to have time to herself. This explains the loss of identity felt by the women in Richardson’s study.

This gives a possible explanation for why depression and melancholia are more common in women than in men
, also. Particularly in cases where the children have left home it is easy to see how melancholia can arise. In melancholia a love object has been lost for which the sufferer has ambivalent feelings. The sufferer hates the love object in one sense, and seeks to detach her libido from it; but in another sense she loves it and thus strives to maintain the attachment she has for it
. Clearly a woman who has lost much for her children must resent them in some fashion, but they have also been that woman’s life, her way of obtaining a phallus, and so she wishes to hold on to them. This struggle is unconscious however, and so the woman merely feels a sense of loss which she can attach nothing definite to, and which she cannot resolve. 

The equalisation of the division of labour would prevent all this. If men and women worked together to raise children girls would never come to believe that their gender is inferior, or receive the impression that there is some phallus which represents a status that they can never have. Thus they would not perpetuate the gender division by devoting themselves to obtaining children in the hopes of making up for their own losses. Nor would they grow to resent those children as being the reason they must loose respect, independent income, social interaction etc., for mothers would not have to give up their jobs in order to raise children. Simple role reversal achieves nothing, for as long as gender division exists in any form, exchange of women is necessary in order to make viable economic units. It may be difficult at the moment for couples to share equally the job of childcare. However with an awareness that division of labour is merely a mechanism of systems that are no longer necessary society can change to make this possible. This does not mean that women who genuinely enjoy childcare should refrain from taking on the responsibility, for as long as society reflects the fact that this was her choice, her daughters will not feel robbed of alternatives. It follows from this that there will be no Oedipus complex, and hence, none of the ‘feminine’ traits that Freud saw as resulting from it. Indeed, the arbitrary nature of division of labour that Rubin’s analysis shows suggests that women can easily be suited to the same tasks as men. Motherhood is thus not essential, or natural, but can, instead, be a choice, not something that women ‘should’ desire, but something they can engage in if they so wish.
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� See Rubin (1975), pp. 178-180


� See EOC (2004), p. 1


� See Richardson, (1994), p.10


� Figures vary for this, but as noted by Mind many studies show a 2:1 ratio, and in general surveys show depression to be more prevalent in women. Of course these figures cannot be completely inaccurate as they rely on depression being reported, and it may be that men feel pressurized to hide their depression.


� Freud (1957) ‘Mourning and Melancholia’, p. 256
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