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JUDITH WARNER

FOREWORD

How fitting it is to have a book of essays dedicated
to the subject of motherhood and philosophy. For
ours is an age where philosophies of motherhood
abound. They clash. They compete. They battle
for preeminence. They are not, for many of their
adherents, mere matters of personal preference or
individual parenting style. Breast or bottle, co-
sleep or cry it out, home school or preschool,
2 percent or skim, opt-in (to our competitive, per-
formance driven society) or opt out — all of these
things are discussed and debated, argued over,
made obsessions, with a sense of urgency that is all but universal among
mothers in our time. They provide fodder for endless moralizing — a not-
too-moral activity very different from the serious considerations of
the moral issues surrounding motherhood you’ll find here in the sec-
tion devoted to “Mom’s Morality.” They are the material of elaborate




self-justifications, the basis of too-easy judgments. They are, for many
women now it seems, the building blocks of identity.

One would think that motherhood, of all categories of activity or states
of being, could, in the abstract, at least, be something that one could just
do. That a mother might be someone you could just be. That’s an impos-
sible dream in our culture, of course; in any culture, most likely. But still:
Does motherhood really have to be as complicated as we — the current
generation — have made it seem? Does every gesture, every decision, every
plan of action, every choice, really have to be so freighted with meaning?

We have seen, over the past ten years or so in America, a number of
trends regarding the emotional experience of motherhood. There was, first,
the unquestioning embrace of a kind of child-centeredness that led moth-
ers to sell their souls for a shot at maternal saintedness — the trend I’ve long
come to think of as Total Reality Motherhood or called the motherhood
religion. And then there was a backlash: the I’m-too-cool-for-that, slacker
mom, three-martini-playdate moment of correction. These days, I often
hear mothers, and a new wave of younger mothers in particular, striving to
achieve a kind of balance in their emotional approach to motherhood. They
want to bond without fusing, to be present for their children without dis-
connecting from themselves. They love their children and care deeply about
mothering them, of course. But they don’t necessarily want to make a fetish
of motherhood. They have looked hard at those of us who have been defin-
ing motherhood for the past decade or two. And they don’t want to be like
us at all. They raise the possibility that there is perhaps room for thinking
seriously and carefully about motherhood without making it into a religion
or an all-consuming obsession; that perhaps a “Mommy Brain” can think
and be, as the authors in the first section of this collection aim to do.

Despite all this, in the media, and in particular, in the blogosphere and
the hellish domain of mommy chat rooms like UrbanBaby, Mommy War
battles continue. They’re not really about that old saw, working vs. non-
working motherhood. (In this recession, or jobless recovery, just about
everyone is working or wants to be.) But they’re about everything and
anything else and generally boil down, as Ayelet Waldman made so clear
in her book Bad Mother: A Chronicle of Maternal Crimes, Minor Calamities,
and Occeasional Moments of Grace,' to turn around the theme of who’s in
and who’s out, who’s good and, in particular, most deliciously, who’s
bad. (For a discussion of some purportedly good/bad celebrity examples,
see chapter 15 in this collection.)

Of those mothers deemed bad, Waldman writes, “By defining for us
the kinds of mothers we’re not, they make it easier for us to stomach
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what we are.” She asks: “Is there really no other way to be a mother in
contemporary American society than to be locked into the cultural zero-
sum game of ‘I’'m okay, you suck’?”

There could be another way.

“Pain is inevitable: Suffering is optional,” contributor Sheryl Tuttle
Ross reminds us at the beginning of her splendid essay, “Mindful
Mothering.” Confusion, exhaustion, frustration, sadness, but also joy,
pleasure, inspiration, and hope are all inevitable parts of motherhood.
So much more — the anguish over breastfeeding, over sleeping arrange-
ments, over how to live, how to teach, how to be a role model; in short,
how to perform motherhood are optional. The degree to which we turn
ourselves inside-out about motherhood, the degree to which we tor-
ture ourselves in striving to master it, the investment we make in our
decisions, the degree to which we confound our identities with our
mothering decisions — all these things can be taken or left. The practice
of motherhood does not have to be elaborated into an identity-decree-
ing philosophy. The practice should be able to be enjoyed and fully,
deeply experienced, as the authors in the section here called “Labor
Pains” explore.

Yet, how we talk about motherhood influences what we think of moth-
ers and what mothers think of themselves. So, the ideology of mother-
hood is not just of theoretical importance, it has an impact on how
mothers live and how mothers feel. The divide between the fantasy world
of contemporary motherhood and the real life experience is canvassed
from various perspectives in the final section of this volume, “Is It
Everything You Thought It Would Be? Fantasy Meets Reality.”

Certain dilemmas of motherhood — or, more accurately put, of moth-
erhood in our society — are inevitable. It is inevitable that mothers living
in a society that has refused to march forward into modernity with them
will experience great difficulties. I believe it’s the material conditions of
mothers’ lives in America that has led to the base levels of unhappiness,
overwhelmedness, self-doubt, anxiety, and guilt (feeling “crappy,” as
Waldman once put it to me) that plague so many mothers and cause
them — as crappy-feeling people will — to lash out at other mothers who
differ from them. It’s the outer-directed symptom of what Elizabeth
Butterfield so convincingly describes here, in her essay “Days and Nights
of a New Mother.” Mothers’ anxiety about their lives causes them to
cloak themselves in the inauthentic identities she describes, the false
selves which serve as a form of self-protection. Buttressing these false
selves are the reified philosophies that set mothers apart, lock them into
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attack mode, and, maybe most tragically, guarantee that they won’t face
squarely the objective contradictions of their lives.

One might argue that perhaps it’s the choices that mothers have in this
generation — the greater spectrum of possibilities for self-definition, with
the greater anxiety such freedom necessarily entails — that lead them now
to so insistently and assiduously take refuge in such highly elaborated
forms of self-armor as the “serious mother” stance that Butterfield
explores. But I don’t think that’s truly the case.

I think it’s the limits that are placed on mothers’ freedoms, the imped-
iments that stand in the way of their making truly free choices that, in
fact, cause them so much pain. Mothers today have been led to believe
that they are free to choose. They’ve been told that — if they are at all well-
off or well-educated — they have no right to yearn for more. It’s been
made clear to them that demanding more — like structures to promote
work-family balance — is just a sign of being spoiled; mere “whining.”
And they’ve been sold a bill of goods that teaches that their problems are
theirs alone, and if they can’t work their lives out, in ways that are satisfy-
ing and on a most basic level just make sense, it is their fault alone.

Yet, the truth is, most of the time, mothers who want to balance work
and family simply face a wall of impossibility. Full-time work in most
professions demands extremely long hours and around the clock availa-
bility. Part-time work — which poll after poll shows mothers would
prefer — is only in the rarest cases economically feasible and virtually
never comes with benefits. Childcare is so expensive that it often forces
lower-paid mothers out of the workplace. Afterschool programs are too
few and often too mediocre to give most families meaningful and guilt-
free coverage in the afternoons.

The list of lacks facing mothers, and families, in all demographics,
goes on and on. But the bottom line is: in response to an unchanging
landscape of roadblocks and impossibilities, mothers, feeling powerless,
resort to magical thinking. They spin stories that will protect themselves
and their children from the callous indifference of the outside world. As
self-justifying philosophers of motherhood, they find ways for the ambi-
guities of existence to resolve themselves into solid certainties. And real-
ity just gets blurrier and blurrier. We need books like this one to
deconstruct such magical thinking and ground us in solid thought.

Does long-term breastfeeding inoculate children against stress and
strain, rejection and failure, cruelty and despair? Probably not. But it
does offer mothers and babies an oasis of calm and connection in an
otherwise dislocated and harshly demanding world. Does co-sleeping
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produce children who will venture forth in life forever swaddled in
warmth and surrounded by love? Probably not. But it does compensate
parents and children cozily for the stressful lives they must live out in the
world. These are valuable things. But the truth is: except for behavior
that flies to extremes, most of what we do as mothers is pretty much good
enough. Mostly not perfect and mostly not so bad.

Does attacking mothers’ choices produce anything of value for chil-
dren? Surely not — but perhaps in a world in which most mothers feel
they don’t have the power to really change things for their families, the
attacks feel like social activism.

It would be so much more constructive to be honest with ourselves. To
“stay with” the anxiety and anger and frustration and despair that result
from mothering in a political culture that refuses to join the rest of the
developed world in making family life livable and workable and, even,
pleasurable.

Being fully present for our children — the goal, I believe, we all aspire
to — also means being willing to be fully aware of all the unacceptable
contradictions in our lives. And it means trying to do something about
them. This multifaceted, inclusive, inviting essay collection provides a
space in which we can start to think critically and honestly.

NOTE

1 Ayelet Waldman (2009) Bad Mother: A Chronicle of Maternal Crimes, Minor
Calamities, and Occasional Moments of Grace (New York: Doubleday).
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